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CHAPTER I

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM OF FOOD INSECURITY AND FOOD JUSTICE

WORK

It was a sweltering summer day in June in “Capital City,” a city in the American South,
settled into the curve of a wide river. | was visiting the urban farm to observe a morning session
of “Farmville” farm camp run by a local non-profit organization. Seated at a picnic table under a
broad shade tree | took note of the landscape. The property was a public greenway, with a paved
walking trail winding around toward a creek to the west through tall oak trees. Occasional pairs
of walkers, single runners, or mothers pushing strollers appeared among the trees on the trail.
The north end of the property was an urban farm, planted in rows of seasonal vegetables.
Scattered picnic tables and wooden swings on roofed frames offered respite from the summer sun
under huge trees. A heaping compost pile and a row of compost bins marked the northern
boundary and a blue porta-potty sat at the southern-most side of the farm. A large storage trailer
full of garden equipment with chocked wheels sinking into the soft earth opened onto a wood-
chip parking lot. Due to the history of flooding, permanent structures were not permitted on the
property, according to the agreement between the city and the nonprofit organization. Red and
blue wheel barrows in a long line-up were connected to a post by a strong cable, not to prevent

theft, but to prevent their floating away and becoming destructive debris in the next flood.



Before a recent historic flood, houses in this middle class neighborhood extended to this side
of the winding street, where the land sloped down to a creek, a tributary of the river which runs
through the center of Capital City. The flood was disastrous for this neighborhood, but it was not the
first flood to inundate the area. Rather than dedicating funds to rebuilding again in flood prone areas
like this one, the city purchased this land. A non-profit organization took over a portion of the park

for their youth services camps and after-school agriculture and food justice education programs.

I observed a group of eight middle-school-age campers seated in the grass listening to a team
of three high school interns explaining the rules of the game they were about to play. They were at the
Impacts Station of urban farm camp, and the topic was the relationship between food insecurity and
differences in transportation availability. Ana, a second-year high school intern, and a first generation
immigrant, adjusted her hijab and lifted her long skirt so that she could settle on the grass behind
some inattentive boys. Another high school intern, Maria, tossed her dark braids behind her shoulders
and attempted to explain the rules of the game, which involved getting the most balls into a bucket at
a distance from the group. Some campers were allowed to run, while others were required to “bear
crawl” or “crab walk.” The campers appeared puzzled by the obvious inequity of this game, but
attempted half-heartedly to do as suggested. Later the high school interns led a discussion of the
game’s purpose, which was to illustrate how transportation differences among citizens in the city
might affect access to fresh, affordable, healthy food. Two other groups of students were busy at the
Nutrition Station and at the Growing Station, all led by high school interns and supervised by adult

women who participated enthusiastically along with the campers.

Three unique sets of women worked together today to keep this camp running. Eight of the
ten high school interns were female. Interns were selected through an application process advertised
online and at their high schools. They attended training earlier in the spring and continued to engage
in on-the-job training and reflection sessions before and after camp sessions. They led the daily

implementation of camp activities, interacting with metro youth center groups that attended camp
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once a week for six weeks. Several high school interns had returned for their second or third year of

leadership.

Another set of three women were AmeriCorps members in their final months of a one year
assignment with the nonprofit organization. They had spent months creating lesson plans, recruiting
and training high school interns, and running after-school programs. Finally, four women were here
because they chose to affiliate with this non-profit organization in order to complete internships that
were required through their bachelor’s or master’s degree programs at local public and private
universities. They contributed knowledge and ideas from their programs in nutrition and education.
They managed volunteers, helped plan camp activities, participated as role models at camp, and kept

the farm operating.

The narratives and personal stories of women who have served or are serving as interns or
AmeriCorps volunteers in food justice education work formed the basis for this qualitative research
study. | included the above description of work happening in one urban farm camp location as a
sketch of the kinds of labor women who participated in this study had been doing in food justice
settings. Various participants whom | interviewed also conducted research, surveyed communities,
cared for gardens and livestock, and managed volunteers. Their collective goal in this work was to
advocate for a healthier, more fairly accessible food system, often by promoting alternatives to

industrial agriculture, such as community gardens or locally grown farmers markets.

The women in this study conducted their work in association with nonprofit organizations. A

nonprofit organization is defined as,

an IRS category, an official registration with the US government that allows, among other
privileges, the accreditation needed to receive government funding, as well as the majority of
funds available through private philanthropic foundations. In exchange, the grassroots

[nonprofit] must adopt legally binding bylaws, form a board of directors modeled after the
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corporation, and make its board minutes and fiscal accounting accessible to the public. (Tang,

2017, p. location 5328)

Each of the organizations, large or small, with which women in this study worked, had completed this
extensive process to achieve 501(c)(3) nonprofit designation. The nonprofit designation lent
legitimacy to organizations’ work and fundraising campaigns in the eyes of churches or businesses
that might consider supporting them. It also allowed donors to receive personal benefit from their

financial support in the form of tax relief.

A typical entry point into full-time positions in nonprofit organizations was through
internships or AmeriCorps membership. These were temporary, short-term work situations, in which
women affiliated with a food justice organization for a brief period, usually a few weeks to a full
year, and then moved on to other career pursuits. These short-term positions helped expand and
maintain the footprint of a nonprofit within the daily life of the city. Often an AmeriCorps member or
intern took on a specific project within the nonprofit, working for low pay, or no pay, to support the

mission of the organization and the vision of its leadership.

Background of the Food Justice Movement

Food insecurity. Gottlieb and Joshi, writing in their 2010 account Food Justice, define a
food system as “the entire set of activities and relationships that make up the various food pathways
from seed to table, and influence the ‘how and why and what we eat’” (2010, p. 5). Many researchers
assert that this food system is inequitable at every juncture, from how people acquire and use seed, to
how growers access land and treat agricultural workers, and even how individual households obtain
the rudimentary staples of everyday healthy fare (Alkon, 2012; Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010; Kingsolver,
2007; Morales, 2011). Individuals or families that struggle to access sufficient food within this
inequitable system are often labeled as food insecure, or “Lacking physical and economic access to

sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet dietary needs and food preferences for an active and



healthy life (Food and Agriculture Organization 1996)” (P. L. Williams, 2014, p. 275). In 2013, 33.3
million adults and 15.8 million children lived in food insecure households in the United States,
according to an annual United States Department of Agriculture study (Coleman-Jensen, Gregory, &
Singh, 2014). Food security is inconsistent across populations. In the United States, an average of
14% of households is food insecure. Food insecurity is more prevalent in households headed by
single women (34.4%) and among Black (26.1%) and Hispanic (23.7%) households. Households in
the South (15.7%) are more likely to be food insecure than in any other region of the U.S. (Coleman-

Jensen et al., 2014).

Food insecure families worry about whether food will run out, affordability of balanced
meals, reducing or skipping meals, or weight loss due to lack of funds to purchase food (Coleman-
Jensen et al., 2014). Members of food insecure households often report choosing tradeoffs between
spending limited resources for food and spending for other necessities such as medicine, health care,
housing, utilities and transportation (Weinfield et al., 2014). Weinfield et al., (2014) conclude that the
weak economy has increased demand for food assistance, such as the federal Supplemental Nutrition
Food Assistance (SNAP), Women, Infants & Children (WIC), and the National School Lunch
programs as well as participation in local charitable emergency food assistance organizations. By
2012, following the deep recession in 2008, 46.5 million people in the United States were living in
poverty, “the largest number living in poverty since statistics were first published more than 50 years

ago”(Weinfield et al., 2014, p. 4).

In the Southern state, where this study is based, families faire significantly worse than the
national averages for food insecurity. More than 17% of individuals in this state are food insecure
(compared to 14 % nationally), meaning that 1,107,820 individuals sometimes find it difficult to meet
their basic nutritional needs for an active healthy life. The county in which “Capital City” is located
has a food insecurity rate estimated at 15-19% ("Feeding America: Map the meal gap," 2016). In

April of 2015 there were 1,216,681 citizens in this state enrolled for SNAP benefits. In fiscal year
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2014, 649,935 children in this state participated in the school lunch program and 153,742 women

participated in WIC statewide ("Food and nutrition service," 2015).

The historical relationship between race and agriculture in this Southern state is also
important to understanding current food justice issues. By 1860, the state’s 275,719 slaves
represented nearly twenty-five percent of the total state population and were engaged in urban, rural
and agricultural slavery, including virtually all job categories in domestic service (coachmen, maids,
midwives, laundresses), manufacturing, mining, and milling (Goodstein, 2011). Slaves and free
Blacks developed cultural institutions such as Black churches and (often clandestine) schools and
musical traditions which continue their influence in the state today. In the era of civil rights
demonstrations, prominent Black clergy provided leadership in non-violent resistance efforts
throughout the state (Franklin, 2011). Into the modern era, race-based disparities in income and
access to jobs and affordable housing continue to plague the “white supremacist capitalist patriarchal

south,” as cultural critic bell hooks (2000b) names it (p. location 2396).

Industrial agriculture and global food systems. The food system is problematic even for
U.S. households that are food secure. In settings where agriculture is abundant, the globalization of
industrial agriculture often means that huge federally subsidized monocrops such as corn, soybeans
and wheat are not intended for local food consumption, but are natural resources used to supply
global industrial food preparation (high fructose corn syrup) or to aid in the formulation of fuel
(ethanol) (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010). Large corporations contract with farmers to raise livestock and
poultry in Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs). Animals are harvested and transported
to industrial processing plants where they are shipped to grocery stores or fast-food outlets globally,
far from their rural origins (Leonard, 2014). Thus, poor rural families may be physically surrounded
by agriculture yet find it difficult to access healthy food sources and often rely on unhealthy options

sold in convenience stores and fast food restaurants for local, accessible nutrition.



In urban areas as well as rural settings, lack of transportation contributes to difficulties
accessing healthy food. Large scale grocery outlets demonstrate continued reluctance to develop in
urban neighborhoods which house working-class or poor families, leaving residents to depend on a
proliferation of fast food restaurants or convenience stores that sell very little fresh food. Given the
segregated nature of U.S. housing, this means that low income people of color are most likely to live
in a food desert. Native American reservations are another example of typical food deserts, where

many miles can separate reservation housing from full service grocery stores.

Global corporate food interests expand fast-food and junk food into markets that had been
dominated by indigenous or locally grown products (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010), allowing the sale of
high-calorie, low-nutrition foods to outpace and often destroy indigenous products and markets.
Beyond the concern of participating in “globesity” where the number of overweight adults now
surpasses underweight adults globally, (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010), many are concerned about the
chemical and even the genetic makeup of our food. By the year 2000, U.S. farmers were using more
than 985 million pounds of chemical pesticides and herbicides, even though “twenty percent of these
approved-for-use pesticides are listed by the EPA as carcinogenic in humans” (Kingsolver, 2007, p.
165). Ninety-eight percent of chickens in the U.S. are produced by large corporations, raised in
CAFOs where crowded conditions and the overuse of antibiotics are the norm (Kingsolver, 2007, p.
91). In fact, Kingsolver points out that “Nearly three-quarters of all antibiotics in the United States

are used in CAFOs” (2007, p. 91).

The agricultural picture in the state where Capital City is located is consistent with the larger
food system. 67,300 farms in the state operated on 10,900,000 acres in 2014, with soy, corn and
wheat being the most heavily planted, for an overall agriculture market value of over $3.4 billion.
Only twelve percent of principal farm operators were female. Ninety-seven percent of farm operators
were White, while one percent of farm operators were Black, and less than one percent were of

Spanish, Hispanic or Latino origin (USDA, 2014). In the state as a whole—with a total state
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population of 6.5 million in 2014—79% are White, 17% are Black and 4.9 percent Hispanic, meaning
that people of color and women are sorely underrepresented in conventional agriculture. Consistent
with most Southern states, global producer Tyson Foods Inc.’s operations have a significant economic
impact in the state. Tyson Foods, Inc. paid contract farmers in the state more than $45.5 million in
2013. The global corporation employed 4,300 “team members” at three processing plants located in
the state; their work contributing to Tyson’s overall $34.4 billion in global sales in 2013 (Tyson

Foods, 2013; "Tyson Foods: Our story, farmers," 2014).

Food system alternatives. What are the alternatives to these unsustainable and unhealthy
food system practices? Local and community farms and cooperative gardens, some school nutrition
programs, Community Supported Agriculture (CSAs) and farmers markets, increasingly provide
easily accessible alternatives (Alkon, 2012; Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010). Small farms are on the increase
and many of these farms are committed to sustainable practices, rather than the chemical and
petroleum-dependent practices on which industrial agriculture has relied since the so-called green
revolution. Popular movies such as “Fast Food Nation” (Linklater, 2006) and “King Corn” (Woolf,
2007) and books such as Michael Pollan’s (2008) In Defense of Food: An Eater’s Manifesto, and
Barbara Kingsolver’s (2007) narrative of her family’s efforts to sustain themselves on a small organic
farm in Virginia, Animal, Vegetable, Miracle, have helped publicize the urgent need for alternatives

to industrial agriculture.

Food justice. Gottlieb and Joshi (2010) characterize food justice as “ensuring that the
benefits and risks of where, what and how food is grown and produced, transported and distributed,
and accessed and eaten are shared fairly” (p. 6). Food justice advocates are frequently at the forefront
of local efforts to address inequities in the food system (Alkon, 2012; Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010) through
local and community farms and cooperative gardens, farm-to-school nutrition programs and farmers
markets. Collaborative food justice efforts among municipalities, schools, universities, non-profit

organizations and faith-based organizations offer resources in terms of land, technical know-how,
8



political clout and volunteer labor. A number of non-profit organizations target high school and
university students and young people who live in food deserts or who are interested in activism in
order to provide a venue for learning about food justice and social justice issues in general through
educational programs. Often students participate as interns or volunteers in these programs, which
usually involves a hands-on approach to creating local food spaces and connects educational goals
with community action (Battisti, Passmore, & Sipos, 2008; Burns & Miller, 2012; Morales, 2011).
Women typically serve as leadership in these nonprofit organizations offering food justice education
(Sachs & Patel-Campillo, 2014), and interns and AmeriCorps members who assist with educational

efforts are most often women.

A food justice approach is a powerful idea because it has the potential to “link different kinds
of advocates, including those concerned with health, the environment, food quality, globalization,
workers’ rights and working conditions, access to fresh and affordable food, and more sustainable
land use” (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010, p. 5). Identifying food system disparities as justice and equity
issues allows a wide variety of viewpoints from multiple orientations to share a common language

and to work together to create pathways to change.

Gender in the food justice movement. Some researchers theorize that gender is not
adequately addressed in the current food justice movement and suggest a feminist perspective. Sachs
and Patel-Campillo (2014) urge that “it is vital for gender to be placed at the core of solving hunger
and malnutrition”(p. 410). Porter and Redmond (2014) comment that “experience and anecdote
indicate that women predominate in U.S. community food movement action” and lament that “if
women are doing their half or more of this food movement, then men are getting much more of the
credit for and voice in that work” (p. 264). Worldwide “women, children, small farmers, and rural
dwellers are most vulnerable to malnutrition”(Sachs & Patel-Campillo, 2014, p. 396), and in the
United States, food insecurity is also unevenly distributed depending on gender and race with

households headed by women carrying the heaviest burden (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2014) . Janet
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Page-Reeves (2014) notes the often ignored “significant role of women in the provisioning and
preparation of food [which] creates unique gender dynamics that are played out in relationships and
activities within food insecure households” (p. 3). A food justice approach is useful for addressing
inequity based on patriarchy, sexism, racism and class power (Sachs & Patel-Campillo, 2014).
However, in current food justice efforts, “rhetoric and action aimed at undoing sexism in the work,
including attending to gross gender disparities in food security, has largely been missing” (Porter &
Redmond, 2014, p. 261). It appears that, despite the gendered nature of hunger and food insecurity, a
sustained and thoughtful focus on gendered power and agency is missing within the broader food
justice movement. The goal of this research project, then, is to understand the experiences of women
who participate in food justice work and to examine how women come to a sense of justice in the
context of food justice education. This study illuminates the ways that food justice organizations are
moving women’s needs, voices and outcomes from the margins to the center of consideration in their

community efforts to change a problematic food system.

Intersectionality in food justice work. Collins and Bilge (2016) offer a description of

intersectionality:

Intersectionality is a way of understanding and analyzing the complexity in the world, in
people, and in human experiences. The events and conditions of social and political life and
the self can seldom be understood as shaped by one factor. They are generally shaped by
many factors in diverse and mutually influencing ways. When it comes to inequality, people’s
lives and the organization of power in a given society are better understood as being shaped
not by a single axis of social division, be it race or gender or class, but by many axes that
work together and influence each other. Intersectionality as an analytic tool gives people

better access to the complexity of the world and of themselves. (p. 2)
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Intersectionality as a framework for critical inquiry is not static, but always under construction
(Collins & Bilge, 2016). “Critical,” in this study, indicates “criticizing, rejecting, and/or trying to fix
the social problems that emerge in situations of social injustice” (Collins & Bilge, 2016, p. 39).
Critical praxis often accompanies critical inquiry, especially for researchers, activists or workers on
the front lines of injustice who are doing the daily work of resistance. According to Collins and Bilge
(2016), “A praxis perspective does not merely apply scholarly knowledge to a social problem or set of
experiences but rather uses the knowledge learned within everyday life to reflect on those experiences
as well as scholarly knowledge” (p. 42). Food justice workers not only offer a critique of food
systems and food access, but food justice workers also actively pursue practical knowledge based on
their everyday work of teaching or growing food, or interacting in solidarity with frontline

community members.

The terms “intersectionality” and “matrix of domination” arise out of Black feminist thought,
a paradigm for producing knowledge that is a necessary alternative to White, patriarchal, often
capitalist systems of knowledge production from which Black women theorists have typically been

excluded (Collins, 1991). Collins (1991) defines Black feminist thought:

Black feminist thought consists of theories or specialized thought produced by African-
American women intellectuals designed to express a Black women’s standpoint. The
dimensions of this standpoint include the presence of characteristic core themes, the varying
expressions of Black women’s experiences in encountering these core themes, the varying
expressions of Black women’s Afrocentric feminist consciousness regarding the core themes
and their experiences with them, and the interdependence of Black women’s experiences,

consciousness, and actions. (p. 32)

In a research project embedded within the largely White spaces of nonprofit work and alternative

agriculture (Alkon, 2012; Guthman, 2008b; Morales, 2011; Slocum, 2006), based on data supplied by
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a majority of White women, what is the role of Black feminist thought in understanding their
experiences? While White women who make up the majority of this study cannot participate in the
“legacy of struggle” that Collins (1991, p. 22) posits as a core defining characteristic of Black
feminist thought, they can, however, learn to recognize and acknowledge the historical significance
and dynamic potential of Black women’s resistance efforts based on an understanding of
intersectional feminist tenets. Understanding the existence and power behind Black feminist thought
enables White women to draw out their own standpoint which is also embedded in the same world,
though differently positioned. Collins (1991) notes that “no standpoint is neutral because no
individual or group exists unembedded in the world” (p. 33). The invisibility of White privilege

becomes visible based on a careful consideration of other possible standpoints.

Participants might have denied reliance on stereotypes of Black Southern life, but some
seemed surprised to find that they did not indeed live within a post-racial, post-feminist society as
they might have hoped. They discovered that racism and sexism were alive and well, and that women
immigrants, Black women, women in poverty were actively involved in a daily struggle for survival
within a matrix of domination that included differentiated access to fresh and healthy food. Learning
the contours of one’s own oppression is a first step to comprehending how to engage in activism as an
ally (Bishop, 2015). Women in this study combined concern about the lives of others with action
intended to offer relief or create change opportunities. Intersectional feminism offers a lens for
examining what happened when women entered the unfamiliar territory of other women’s daily

struggle; that is, other women who were differently positioned within a matrix of domination.

It is worth noting that, in my research experiences, intersectionality was not an unfamiliar
term relegated to academic or theoretical realms. Rather, even young students used the term with
understanding. I noticed the terms “intersectional feminism,” “Black feminism,” and “White
feminism” in use on feminist websites and in feminist popular culture social media contexts

constantly throughout the period of this study. When | was attempting to explain my research to a
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group of inquisitive Black female high school interns at an urban farm camp, one recent immigrant

from Africa said, “Like intersectionality?” I laughed and said, “Yes. Exactly like intersectionality.”

Researchers indicate that food insecurity is an injustice that disproportionately affects women
and children, particularly women of color, women living in poverty, and families living in southern
states. An unjust food system can be envisioned as part of the matrix of domination (Collins, 1991) in
which intersecting systems of power and privilege work to oppress women differently at differing
social locations within the matrix. Researchers also show that much innovative work is occurring
within local communities with the objective of relieving the suffering of hunger and food insecurity
and providing alternatives to a troublesome food system. However, the equation is not as simple as A

+ B =C, when

A = (women who are affected by food insecurity need help),

B = (women working through food justice organizations offer help),

and

C = (relief from the suffering of food injustice is the hoped-for outcome).

This is potentially a concerning equation because “A” typically includes women of color and poor
women, and “B” typically includes middle to upper-class women who are most often White.
Intersectional feminist researchers caution that actions meant to “help,” “save,” and “rescue” may be
imbedded in the very same racist, sexist, classist oppressions from which the original food insecurity
materialized (Boyd & Sandell, 2012; Guthman, 2008a; Slocum, 2006). For example, when an outside
(wealthy, white, well-educated) group, which is itself unaffected by food insecurity, imposes
“solutions” upon the (black or brown, under-educated, impoverished) community most affected by
hunger without consideration of or interest in the intersectional oppressions underlying everyday

activities such as procuring healthy food, then the solutions themselves may result in the perpetuation
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of colonizing tropes of White privilege. This is hardly the outcome most well-meaning women,
working earnestly as activists to end food insecurity, would advocate. An examination of the power
relations inherent in decisions about who leads resistance efforts—populations who are indigenous to
the injustice, or outside actors—and how ally behavior might impact power conflicts is key to this

dilemma.

How, then, do activists address this disconcerting dilemma when both the problem of food
insecurity and the proposed relief may be embedded in long-standing systems of oppression? This
research project emerges out of that dilemma from the perspective of women doing food justice
education work. This is not an evaluation or appraisal of the effectiveness of individual food justice
programs administered by nonprofit organizations, or an assessment of the value or the significance
of any individual woman’s efforts. Rather, this study seeks to understand the viewpoints, beliefs, and
aspirations of women on the frontlines of daily efforts to address an unjust food system through food

justice education.

Problem Statement

Researchers indicate that food insecurity affects women, particularly women of color, and
families living in the southern United States, disproportionately to the general population. Activists
advocate expanding local solutions such as community gardens, farm-to-school programs, urban
farms and youth agriculture programs in order to address problems with the food system, especially

the availability and accessibility of fresh, healthy food in urban settings.

Researchers agree that the food system is based in multiple oppressions. But many
intersectional feminist researchers also propose that food justice work intended to relieve the
suffering of food insecurity may itself be embedded within and indeed may perpetuate hegemonic
systems of racist, sexist or classist oppression. Locations of food security-related work may become

White spaces dominated by individuals who have few ties to the frontline communities they intend to
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serve. Researchers propose that systems intended to relieve suffering may serve to further marginalize

affected populations rather than transform intersectional challenges.

If food insecurity exists within a multi-dimensional intersectional system of oppression and,
simultaneously, the work intended to relieve suffering caused by food insecurity may exacerbate or
perpetuate sexist, classist, and racist systems of oppression, then it is important to know more about
the perspectives and motivations of activists (largely women) who do the daily work of food justice
education. What do women doing the daily work of food justice education believe about their work
and the ways that food insecurity can be addressed within a paradigm of intersectional feminist
allyship and solidarity, if indeed such an approach exists? What do their stories about food justice

education work indicate about what is happening at the intersection of injustice and activism?

Purpose of the Study

In this study I ask the following research question:

What are the experiences of women working as activists and advocates in food justice education?

Embedded in this broad research question are the following concerns:

1. How did an interest in food justice activism and advocacy emerge?
2. How is that activist commitment mediated through the social and relational interactions of the

everyday work of food justice education?

How do participants frame their own work in terms of intersectional oppression and feminist allyship
and solidarity? How does that framework change over the course of their work? This research is a
feminist project in that the voices of the women who do the daily work of food justice education
occupy the central location of importance throughout the research process. My goal in this work is to
bring gender to the foreground along with class and race in considering injustice (Hesse-Biber,

2014b). Issues of intersectionality (K. W. Crenshaw, 1991) or the matrix of domination (Collins,
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1991), which are foundational to understanding inequity in women’s daily lives—particularly among

women of color—form the theoretical core of this research.

Research Approach

My research questions are embedded in a feminist transformative justice approach.
According to Frost and Elichaoff (2014), the priority of transformative justice research is “the
furtherance of social justice and human rights” through the “greatest involvement possible of
community members along with employment of multiple methodologies in ways that are culturally
appropriate [to] ensure that an advance toward the realization of social change emerges from the
research”(p. 65). | pursue these research questions through qualitative methodology in which I rely
on in-depth interviews, direct observation and written documents as data sources (M. Q. Patton,
2002). The units of analysis in this study are the stories that participants tell regarding their own
personal experiences and how those stories reveal the development of the participant’s unique

mindset regarding the work of food justice.

Rationale and Significance

This study emerged from a desire to understand how intersectional feminism might illuminate
what is at work when women attempt to address injustice through their labor as part of nonprofit
organizations. Knowing more about how women understand their own positionality as advocates or
activists for justice and how that understanding is challenged and amended through daily labor may
be essential for the ongoing success of food justice education work, and in other settings in which
women wish to ally with other women to address injustice. Viewing food justice education through a
feminist transformative justice lens places gender at the core of this social advocacy movement with
the potential for women’s empowerment in order to better address injustices and create change.

Women’s stories will contribute to the body of research on food justice by bridging the gap between
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educational institutions, community organizations and individual women’s hopes and dreams for a

more just food system.

The Researcher

A focus on food justice education grew out of my own experiences as a public school teacher
and administrator for more than twenty-five years. | am most interested in critical examinations of the
ways that educational practice intersects with the lived experiences of girls and women. Kimberley
Crenshaw’s (1991) work on intersectionality or Patricia Hill Collins’(1991) presentation of the
matrix of domination offer valuable critiques of institutional injustice as women experience it that is
helpful in considering the boundaries of liberatory pedagogy. My personal love of the natural
environment and respect for organic local food production also draw me to this research topic. At the
same time, | am aware that not all women I will encounter as participants or leaders in food justice
education share my same perspective, or my biases regarding the purpose of education and the value
of a just, sustainable food system. There is a delicate balance in feminist research between opening
pathways for participants’ own meaning-making, and acknowledging the role that the researcher’s
experiences play in research design, implementation and in creating a final representation of
members’ meaning-making. Given that dilemma, | have worked to maintain quality research
practices by triangulating data, interacting with participants at each key step of the research process,
and using strategies such as memo writing and narrative analysis to move beyond my own

experiences to faithfully represent what is happening with women in food justice education.

Key Terminology

Food Desert. An area of housing defined by two elements, “low income” and “low access.” Low
income is defined as a poverty rate of 20% or better. Low access indicates that “at least 500 persons
and/or at least 33% of the census tract's population live more than one mile from a supermarket or

large grocery store (10 miles, in the case of non-metropolitan census tracts)” (USDA, 2015).
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Food Insecurity. “Lacking physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to
meet dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life (Food and Agriculture

Organization 1996)” (P. L. Williams, 2014, p. 275).

Food Justice. “Ensuring that the benefits and risks of where, what and how food is grown and
produced, transported and distributed, and accessed and eaten are shared fairly” (Gottlieb & Joshi,

2010, p. 6).

Food System. “The entire set of activities and relationships that make up the various food pathways

from seed to table”(Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010, p. 5).

Preview of Subsequent Chapters

In chapter two | present a review of the literature, laying out where this study fits among
other studies and defining the scope of the research. Then, in chapter three | describe, in detail, the
theoretical perspective and methodology | used to conduct my research. In chapters four and five |
present my findings based on participants’ narratives. Chapter six is an analysis and synthesis based
largely on an intersectional feminist theoretical lens. In chapter seven I offer conclusions and

recommendations from my findings.

In the next chapter, | begin a review of the literature by placing women’s charitable and relief

work associated with agricultural and environmental crises within a historical framework.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

In order to understand the food justice education work that women in this study
conducted, it is first important to place the study in the context of other research. | begin by
tracing the ways that researchers have understood women’s relationship to the natural
environment as a feminist issue. Then | present historical research concerning how race, class,
and gender intersected to create differing responses to oppression at the beginning of the U.S.
movement for “municipal housekeeping.” Women’s contributions to the rise of the
environmental justice movement, and later to the food justice movement follow. Then I place this

study within the context of current literature on food justice work and ally activism.

Women’s Relationship to the Natural World as a Feminist Issue

A feminist issue is one that brings to light and helps create an understanding of the
subjugation, oppression or subordination of women. Or, as Petra Kelly (1997) writes, “feminism
is about alleviating women’s powerlessness”(p. 113). For ecofeminists, nature is a feminist issue
because understanding the subjugation and degradation of non-human nature helps to illuminate
the subjugation of women (Mann, 2012; Merchant, 1995; Stoddart & Tindall, 2010; Warren,
1997). In other words, the sources that create oppressive or degrading conditions for the natural

environment are often the same sources of oppression and subjugation in the lives of women.
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Karen Warren (1997) envisions the focus of ecofeminism as it “arises out of and builds on the
mutually supportive insights of feminism, of science, development and technology, and of local

perspectives” (p. 4) as shown in Figure 1.

1.
native/indiginous/local
perspectives

1. science, development
and technoglogy

Figure 1 The Focus of Ecofeminism, adapted from Karen Warren (1997, p. 4)

Placing this study on Warren’s framework, I view food justice from a feminist perspective,
keeping the potential for subjugation of women at the forefront of concern (1), while considering
the unjust development and technology of a global food delivery system (l1) as viewed from the
local perspective of families in Capital City neighborhoods where fresh, affordable food is often
scarce or inaccessible (I11). Many food justice organizations in Capital City and elsewhere, as
foundational to their work toward transformation of the food system, connect circles Il and 111 in
the diagram, in that food justice organizations characteristically connect a local perspective to
global food system science, development and technologies in order to disrupt the hegemony of
the dominant system and create change. However, a feminist perspective (I) is often ignored or
omitted. | add the third circle, seeking to link the voices and perspectives of women to the

question of how food justice organizations address the injustices of a global food system as it
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affects local populations, situating this study within an ecofeminist perspective, at the very center

of all three intersecting circles.

It is problematic, however, to assume that the “feminist perspective” represents a single
all-encompassing “woman’s” perspective, as if such an essentialized perspective exists.
Essentialism refers to “the belief in innate, intrinsic, or indispensable properties that define the
core features of a given entity or group” (Mann, 2012, p. 175). There is not one set of
characteristics that identifies a woman’s, or a feminist, perspective. Instead, by adding “feminist”
to the study of food justice work, I am adding a multitude of women’s voices and viewpoints.

The way that a woman interacts with nature, including how she interacts with agricultural and
commercial food systems emerges in a fashion that is unique to her, depending upon how she is
situated in the social, political and economic order of her daily life. Because of those differences,
women respond to crisis, including the crisis of hunger or food insecurity, in varied ways with
differentiated results. Patricia Hill Collins (1991) introduced the concept of the “matrix of
domination,” which could include an inequitable food system, and a woman’s position within that
system. Expanding on intersectionality theory, Mann writes that Collins uses the matrix of
domination to argue “not only that people construct knowledge but that they do so from situated
positions within different social locations in the matrix of domination and that these positions
shape and influence how people view the world” (Mann, 2012, p. 182). Since one’s perspective is
partial and incomplete from any given social location, intersectionality theorists rely on
“polyvocality” or the “inclusion of many voices and vantage points as well as the excavation or
retrieval of subjugated knowledges as forms of resistance to dominant knowledges and
discourses” (Mann, 2012, p. 182). Knowledge is incomplete, then, without the polyvocality of
multiple perspectives, positions or locations, each perspective added to the other in a web, or quilt

like fashion to create a more complex understanding.
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An important goal of my research is to better understand how women working inside
food justice organizations navigate their work in terms of their own positionality. That is to say,
how aware are women of differences in perspective based on the interlocking and interactive
aspects of the matrix of domination and their own location within it? | am also interested in how
women comprehend the impact of positionality on the women they encounter through their
work—their constituents, or participants in food justice programs. How does this understanding
change as women go about their everyday work in food justice organizations? What are the
mechanisms that encourage the expansion of women’s understanding of intersectional

oppression?

Intersectionality in Environmental Work

Susan Mann (2011) writes that ecofeminism “refers to the diverse range of women’s
efforts to save the Earth,” especially as those efforts have created “new conceptualizations of the
relationship between women and nature” (p. 1). Mann (2012) also points out that “ecofeminism
is not a monolithic or homogeneous body of thought, but, rather, encompasses a diverse array of
theoretical perspectives, discourses, and political practices,” but the common thread tying these
various perspectives is that “they link the domination of nature and the domination of women” (p.
66). The term ecofeminism was not coined until the 1970s by French writer Francoise
d’Eaubonne who “called upon women to lead an ecological revolution to save the planet. Such an
ecological revolution would entail new gender relations between women and men and between
humans and nature” (Merchant, 1995, p. 6). However, environmental transformation had been a
concern and subject for activism on the part of women at least since the industrialization of the
late nineteenth century began to foul the air and water of America’s cities (Mann, 2011, 2012).
The variations in conditions which prompted activism among different groups of women, and the
supports, constraints and consequences of environmental action diverge tellingly depending on

women’s position within Collins’ matrix of domination, where race and class join gender as
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interacting modes of oppression. The following comparison of environmental work by urban

women’s clubs at the turn of the twentieth century keenly illustrates this variation.

White women’s clubs. Late nineteenth and early twentieth century left-liberal White
suffragists worked in poor neighborhoods to provide childcare, health services and adult
education, along with advocating for safer, healthier living conditions. They also collected data
on water and air quality, sanitation issues and food safety and used the data to mobilize women
activists in a movement known as municipal housekeeping (Mann, 2011, 2012). Mann (2012)
cites the following examples of women who successfully advocated for environmental change in
order to improve health conditions. Jane Addams, founder of Hull House, a Chicago settlement
house for poor and working class families, led the Hull House Women’s Club in researching and
systematically studying the health hazards resulting from the city’s garbage collection. Addams
was the first female sanitary inspector for the city. Mary McDowell, a self-taught sanitation
engineer, was well-known for her work cleaning up Bubbly Creek, a highly polluted source of
city drinking water. Epidemiologist Alice Hamilton (1869-1970) provided scientific evidence that
aided Hull House’s fight against typhoid. Scientist Ellen Swallow Richards (1842-1911), the first
female graduate of MIT, spent her scientific career creating environmental innovations such as
stream-by-stream water testing and advocating for recognition of and changes in environmentally
hazardous conditions that affected everyday life and health in the home and community. She is

considered the founder of the municipal housekeeping movement (Mann, 2012).

Social mores in that time period dictated that the (White) woman’s place was in the
private sphere of the home, while men navigated the public sphere (the doctrine of separate
spheres). How, then, did middle and upper-class White women defend such an expansion of their
efforts outside the home? Mann (2012) writes that “women who participated in environmental
activism in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had to defend their activities as extensions

rather than as rejections of the traditional roles of wife and mother” (p. 45). Their efforts to
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improve air and water quality and to advocate for better health and city sanitation practices were
considered to have direct positive effects on the cleanliness and health of the home and family, an

appropriate sphere of interest for a woman.

Black women’s clubs. Black women’s clubs of the same era also undertook municipal
housekeeping activities. They established child-care centers, medical centers to treat tuberculosis,
and old age homes. They campaigned for neighborhood and home clean up and worked to
improve the outcome of health issues caused by poor air and water quality and lack of proper
sanitation (Mann, 2012). For example, in 1908 Lugenia Burns Hope organized one of the most
notable efforts, the Atlanta Neighborhood Union, which included a nursery, a kindergarten, and
medical services. Though similar to women’s clubs organized by upper and middle class White
women in their efforts to create a safer, healthier environment, Black women’s clubs “had more
serious problems to deal with than those of their white counterparts” (Mann, 2012, p. 49). The
dangerously unhealthy conditions of segregated Black shanty towns, lack of childcare and poorly
funded schools and hospitals meant that Black women’s clubs had to focus on community
development activities when government and social welfare agencies failed to provide much

needed assistance, and excluded Blacks.

The contrasts of similar environmental work done by White women’s clubs and Black
women’s clubs at the turn of the twentieth century are compelling and illustrative of the ways that
intersectionality creates a framework for everyday knowledge production. Long before the use of
the term “matrix of domination,” it is clear that Black women’s groups acquired knowledge from
entirely different sets of interlocking experiences than their White counterparts. Their knowledge
is hard-won despite levels of domination and social control that White women would not have
imagined enduring or did not appear to be interested in understanding. Many well-educated
Black women at the time such as Anna Julia Cooper and Ida B. Wells-Barnett wrote and spoke

about the ways that “white people, including white feminists, were blind to the plight of African-
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Americans, and they discussed at length the intersections of race, class and gender”(Mann, 2012,
p. 164). They “highlighted the interlocking nature of the oppressions they faced and called on
women’s rights activists to take up the concerns of marginalized and subjugated peoples” (Mann,
2012, p. 168). However, this call to take up the concerns of the marginalized was not part of an

ecofeminist agenda for many decades to come, as | will discuss below.

Late twentieth and early twenty-first century women environmentalists. How did
women continue to experience oppression based on issues of gendered power into the mid and
late twentieth century, as they persisted in their environmental work? Liberal ecofeminism is
identified with the post WWII era when environmental concerns seemed to include the entire
planet as industrial societies became more dependent on fossil fuels and mineral extraction.
Liberal ecofeminists of that time period based their environmental activism on the belief that men
and women were rational actors who could influence environmental issues through science and
technology. Rachel Carson (2002) published her then-controversial book Silent Spring in 1962
which launched an environmental protest against the use of pesticides on crops and against the
practice of spraying chemicals directly on homes and communities. The pushback from the
strongholds of male-dominated science and technology was relentless, and often personal. Linda

Lear (2002) relates how Carson’s work was dismissed by powerful chemical industry leadership.

It was clear to the industry that Rachel Carson was a hysterical woman whose alarming
view of the future could be ignored or, if necessary, suppressed. She was a “bird and
bunny lover,” a woman who kept cats and was therefore clearly suspect. She was a
romantic “spinster” who was simply overwrought about genetics. In short, Carson was a
woman out of control. She had overstepped the bounds of her gender and her science. (p.

location 163)
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The chemical industry’s first line of defense against Carson’s well-reasoned, and scientifically
supported work was to dismiss her as merely being a woman, someone whose feminine qualities
negated the value of her education, research and skill as a communicator. Carson began to
connect women’s issues with environmental issues and to call upon women to take action. As
Mann’s (2012) research indicates, “Carson’s role in mobilizing women for environmental
activism in late modernity was similar to Ellen Swallow Richards’s role in mobilizing the

municipal housekeeping movement in early modernity” (p. 67).

Later in mid to late twentieth century, women became leaders in the antitoxics movement
(Mann, 2012; Merchant, 1995) which focused largely on the health consequences of nuclear
waste. Carolyn Merchant (1995) writes that “When radioactivity from nuclear power-plant
accidents, toxic chemicals, and hazardous wastes threaten the biological reproduction of the
human species, women experience this contradiction as assaults on their own bodies and on those
of their children and act to halt them”(p. 7). Environmentalist Terry Tempest Williams (2001)
experienced this biological assault as she was called upon to nurse her mother, grandmother and
many other women in her family through sickness and death from cancer caused by radiation
exposure from decades of nuclear weapons testing in her beloved Utah desert. Williams’
acceptance of her prescribed role as a woman under the authority of her patriarchal religious
upbringing initially prevented her from speaking out, since she was taught that Mormon women
were to respect authority with quiet acceptance rather than questioning or protest. Williams
eventually began to resist this patriarchal upbringing by publicizing the connection between
nuclear weapons testing and the cancer deaths of so many women she loved, despite her own
church culture that would silence or minimize women’s voices and needs. Williams and many
other women began to actively participate in protests and to appeal to lawmakers and

policymakers.
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White women’s environmentalist groups successfully campaigned against testing or
storing nuclear waste in their neighborhoods. But this Not in My Back Yard (NIMBY) approach
was criticized “for rarely questioning in whose backyard the problem is eventually dumped”
(Mann, 2012, p. 200). The “backyard” in which the problem was dumped was most often in
neighborhoods occupied by working class or poor residents. This glaring inequality in quality of
water, air and soil from one neighborhood to another, depending on social class and race became

known as environmental racism, and became the subject for the environmental justice movement.

The rise of the environmental justice movement. Advocates of environmental justice
pointed out that poor, working-class people and people of color are more likely to live under
threatening environmental conditions. Women of color, at the forefront of the environmental
justice movement, writing in the late 1990’s and early 21 century, redefined what issues were
considered environmental. While “mainstream environmental organizations spend most of their
resources on wildlife protection, forest and park management and land stewardship”
environmental justice advocates point out the neglected concerns to people of color such as
“occupational safety, hazardous wastes, or incinerators and landfills” (Mann, 2012, p. 200).
Environmental justice theorists Andrea Smith and Winona LaDuke indicate “how the twin
practices of internal colonialism and institutional racism left people of color to bear the brunt of
past and present injustices in the distribution of environmental risks and hazards” (Mann, 2012, p.
201). The internal colonialism and institutional racism that Smith and LaDuke describe continue
to influence the ways that women of color interact with the environment. Writing about her own
childhood, cultural critic bell hooks (2009) describes how she learned from her grandfather to “to
see nature, or natural environment, as a force caring for the exploited and oppressed black folk

living in the culture of white supremacy” (p. 42).

Critique of ecofeminism. Ecofeminist movements in the United States have been largely

perceived as based on the leadership of White women and as addressing environmental issues
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from the standpoint of relatively affluent White women’s experiences (Mann, 2012; Merchant,
1995; Taylor, 1997). Dorceta E. Taylor (1997) acknowledges that ecofeminism has done much to
bring attention to the ways that capitalist exploitation of resources is connected to women and
nature. Ecofeminism has brought an important feminist perspective to the largely male
dominated environmental movement. She notes, however, that ecofeminists, like other
environmentalists have “done little to bring the issues of central concern to women of color (and
men of color) to the forefront of the environmental dialogue in a consistent and earnest way or to
make such issues a central part of their agenda” (Taylor, 1997, p. 58). In Mann’s (2012) history
of feminism she notes that “it was not until the late 1980s that a radical, multiracial, multiclass,
grassroots, environmental movement—the environmental justice movement—arose” in which the
“application of intersectionality theory to environmental issues is most visible” (p. 199).
Agreeing, Taylor (1997) points out that “the environmental justice movement wages a struggle
which is more balanced, with race, gender, and class forming the basic elements” (p. 65). This
focus on intersectionality and polyvocality marked a distinct separation between the new

environmental justice movement as compared to previous decades of ecofeminism.

The emergence of the food justice movement. The food justice movement, which grew
out of the environmental justice movement (Alkon, 2012; Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010; Morales, 2011)
emphasizes dismantling racism as part of its food security agenda (Morales, 2011). Alfonso
Morales (2011) notes that “the food justice approach aligns movement organizations explicitly
with the interests of communities and organizations whose leaders have felt marginalized by
white-dominated organizations and communities” (p. 158). Because of ecofeminism’s reputation
as a movement dominated by White women’s perceptions of the role of patriarchy in society, and
centered on the ways that oppression plays out in White women’s lives, many women of color

were uninterested in identifying with an ecofeminist ideology, but instead focused on the
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environmental justice and food justice issues that were important to a diverse array of

communities of color and poor communities.

Women who participated in this study conducted their work within this historical context,
even if they were unfamiliar with its particular stories. Reaching out to communities in need,
especially where environmental or food system disparities cause harm to some communities and
not others has gripped the imagination of women for generations. WWomen activists continue to
struggle with issues of allyship within an intersectional feminist paradigm. Where patriarchy,
systemic racism or classism or gender discrimination interconnect to undergird injustice, women
have been bold to act, often in solidarity with communities who suffer on the frontline of

injustice.

Current Studies Linked to Food Justice Work

The role of race in alternative agricultural practices. Exploring the role of race in
food systems is a core element of current research on food justice work. Through surveys and
interviews, Julie Guthman (2008b) studied the perceptions of managers of CSAs (Community
Supported Agriculture) and farmers markets concerning why a more diverse population did not
frequent their markets. Guthman (2008b) concluded that most managers believed that their
enterprises were ‘“universal spaces that speak to universal values” (p. 392). Managers often
invoked the language of “colorblindness” or indicated that lack of knowledge (about eating
healthy, accessing markets, etc.) or not having the “right” values about food were barriers to
participation. Guthman (2008b) concludes that “Managers portray their own values and
aesthetics to be so obviously universal that those who do not share them are marked as other.

These sorts of sensibilities are hallmarks of whiteness” (p. 393).

In an often-quoted theoretical paper, Rachel Slocum (2006) discusses the ways in which

locations of alternative agriculture are often unexamined spaces of White privilege. Whiteness is

29



indicated when organization staffing is mostly White, when organizations answer to funders
rather than to communities, and by claiming the good of self-sufficiency and community through
urban agriculture, while ignoring the realities of racist, classist and gendered oppression in the
food system. “But the answer to white anxiety is neither to castigate whites nor to help them feel
good—both tendencies bring whites back to the center in unhelpful ways” (Slocum, 2006, p.
336), Slocum writes. She points out that gendered discrimination and classism also underlie
many of the oppressive barriers in the food system. She suggests that being White needs to

evolve to mean “being different in the world.”

Being ‘different in the world” means that organizations with staff privileged by gender,
class and/or whiteness learn how to be allies across difference in their work. Anti-racist
practice would require nonprofits to know what issues are of concern to communities and
then to evaluate whether these concerns are being addressed by their work. Organizations
would then attempt through resource allocation, rhetorical practices, policy advocacy and
so on to shift the balance of power toward historically oppressed groups in order to
enable problem identification, leadership and solutions to develop within these

communities. (Slocum, 2006, p. 340)

Racist practices in real estate lending and insurance (redlining), as well as White flight
from urban neighborhoods play a role in creating food deserts in that large grocery retailers resist
locating stores in less affluent neighborhoods (Guthman, 2008a). Alternative agriculture
practices such as farmers markets, school and community gardens or Community Sustained
Agriculture (CSA’s), or even grocery outlets that specialize in organic produce are understood as
White spaces, not only because of who physically inhabits these spaces, but also because they are
typically associated with areas of affluence, and depend upon cultural norms such as valuing
organic and locally grown produce, regardless of the added cost or inconvenience (Alkon, 2012;

Guthman, 2008a; Morales, 2011; Slocum, 2006). Alkon and Norgaard (2009) note that even
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though food justice “links food insecurity to institutional racism and racialized geography” and
addresses those links by resisting corporate control of the food system, still, “sustainable
agriculture scholars and activists have not yet understood the ways that race shapes a

community’s ability to produce and consume food” (p. 300).

Blaming race and class for community health issues. Another current theme of food
justice research explores the idea that some populations are more prone to obesity and other
health-related illnesses than others, particularly women living in poverty, ostensibly due to an
interconnecting matrix of pressures on their food procurement and consumption habits (Lee,
2012; K. S. Martin & Ferris, 2007; M. A. Martin & Lippert, 2012). Martin and Ferris (2007)
conducted a survey study of 200 families living in impoverished neighborhoods in Hartford,
Connecticut. The survey asked parents to report family demographics and experiences with food
insecurity. Martin and Ferris concluded that adults who were food insecure were twice as likely
to be obese than adults who reported no food insecurity. Being a girl and having an obese parent
significantly raised the probability of the girl being obese. The authors noted that the high price
of healthy foods as compared to easily accessible low-nutrition foods might be a factor in

managing food supplies, which may lead to increased calorie consumption.

Martin and Lippert (2012) found that obesity is more likely to occur for women living in
poverty (as opposed to men living in poverty), who are mothers (compared to women who are not
mothers), who are heads of households, and who routinely experience food insecurity. Typical
solutions include restricting the use of SNAP (food stamp) benefits to allow only the purchase of
nutrient-rich food, multiplying the value of SNAP benefits at farmers markets, and teaching poor
people how to cook and manage a budget (Lee, 2012). Many advocacy groups attempting to
alleviate suffering from food insecurity frame their work on this idea that women in poverty are

obese at rates higher than those in more affluent classes and that providing an appropriate food-
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rich and exercise-opportunity dense environment would solve the "problem" of obesity within

this population.

Jill Rowe (2010) reports on the results of the Obesity/Chronic Disease Connection
Project (OCDC) conducted as a community-based participatory research project in the Mid-
Atlantic states. Sixty-seven African American women participated in focus groups with the
purpose of discovering attitudes and understanding among African American women about the
connection between obesity and chronic disease. Rowe (2010) concludes that “Structural
constraints that uphold legacies of disenfranchisement, environmental injustice, and segregation
influence the food choices available in low-wealth communities. Furthermore, these factors
continue to operate and are actualized through socially accepted norms of what behaviors
constitute a healthy lifestyle” (p. 797). These vital factors should be considered when designing

neighborhood-specific wellness programs that are culturally relevant.

Anna Kirkland (2011) brings a skepticism based on feminist ideals to the suppositions
outlined above. She troubles the notion that creating an environment that encourages poor
women to make more virtuous choices will reduce the suffering associated with poverty. Kirkland
(2011) writes, "It has become common in progressive circles to lament that poor people are fatter
than affluent people because they do not have access to fresh fruits and vegetables or safe outdoor
spaces for exercise" (pg. 463). Much advocacy work is done based on this idea that women in
poverty are obese at rates higher than those in more affluent classes and that providing an
appropriate food rich and exercise opportunity dense environment would solve the "problem” of
obesity among poor women. Kirkland is skeptical about all of the pieces of that feminist puzzle.
First she debunks the idea that affluent people have proper discipline and control of their bodies
and are less fat than poor people precisely because of that individual level of self-control. In fact,
Kirkland debunks the currently accepted idea that children are fatter than they used to be, and that

being poor makes them fatter and more prone to fat-related diseases, and that poor mothers (who
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are fat) of poor children are causing this epidemic. She calls this "fat panic" and presents
evidence that does indeed seem to refute the accepted norm.

Kirkland then interrogates the assumption that seems to underlie current cultural and
policy "interventions" that Black and Latina women are either victims of environments that do
not offer healthy lifestyle options or they are to blame for their own poor eating and exercise
habits. She notes that, since data is not available, researchers do not really know what Black and
Latina women eat, or whether they exercise. The un-interrogated assumption is that they must not
be, or they would not be fatter than their affluent white, counterparts.

Kirkland takes feminism to task for jumping on this bandwagon on behalf of creating
better lives for (unhealthy fat) women. She sees a dangerous precedent in isolating particular
women, who truly are economically and culturally vulnerable for many reasons, to focus on
intervening in their personal lives to the point of dictating what they can and cannot eat, or how
they must move or not move. In fact, recent legislative changes have been made to restrict the
selling of junk food in particular neighborhoods, or regulating what can and cannot be bought
with government assistance dollars. Kirkland states, "I have yet to see upper-middle-class men
discussed as a subpopulation of concern for obesity researchers" (Pg. 472). Generating the idea
that a certain population is incapable of their own self-care creates a "swath of new areas in which
a citizen can fail to live up to expectations” (pg. 478). Kirkland does not disagree that there are
many reasons to value and promote healthy food options in communities where they do not
currently exist. However, she admonishes feminists in particular to be wary that progressive
programs that begin with promoting better health can "narrow to teaching correct consumption
and lifestyle practices to the poor to make them less fat. Panicky thinking, misinformation, pity
and disgust, and risk factor-focused interventions combine with genuine concern to make the
environmental account rife with pitfalls” (pg.480).

Resisting state control in family food habits. Kirkland’s comments concerning the

potentially heavy-handed role of government agencies in policing family food selections are
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echoed by other researchers. Some researchers consider women’s agency in providing healthy
food for their families on a consistent basis (Carney, 2014; Dickinson, 2014; Mares, 2014; Page-
Reeves, Scott, Moffett, Apodaca, & Apodaca, 2014). In an eighteen-month field study in
Brooklyn, New York, assisting families with problems with welfare and SNAP (Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program) benefits, Dickinson (2014) found that, through control and shame,
welfare agencies and emergency food suppliers reduce women’s agency in deciding how to
provision their households in ways that they feel are appealing and culturally appropriate. For
example, the state’s Work Experience Program (WEP) required applicants for welfare to work up
to 35 hours per week, for 45 days before receiving benefits. They also attended mandatory job
training and other appointments and often were required to submit to a home inspection by
welfare employees. Failure to comply with any of these requirements, including missing
appointments, carried the threat of sanctions, such as loss of benefits. The needs of mothers and
children were not considered when assigning work or making appointments. Once applicants lost
food and cash benefits, they were often forced to seek emergency food supplies, which typically
meant accepting whatever food was available for hand-out. Dickinson (2014) writes, “If we take
the right to food seriously as a substantive right of citizenship, then the restructuring of the Food
Stamp program in the wake of welfare reform must be seen as a form of disenfranchisement for

poor women and their children” (p. 79).

Teresa Mares (2014) collected ethnographic data in the Seattle area from 2005-2009. Her
research focus was on drawing attention to “the myriad ways that gender shapes women’s
experiences in accessing, preparing, and sharing food and how power inequities unfold within
and through women'’s relationships with food” (p. 49). Mares describes resistance efforts women
employed in the form of pooling resources, eating in community, and gleaning from the waste in
food service employment. Mares notes that, “These forms of individualized and spontaneous

resistances, while indeed significant, are less likely to create transformational change than if they
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were to be channeled through more collective and public organizational forms” (p. 55). Some
writers dispute the commonly held notion that poor health outcomes (obesity and diabetes) or
food insecurity can be attributed to poor women’s lack of knowledge about nutrition or

inadequate skills as cooks or shoppers (Dickinson, 2014; Rose, 2014).

The role of internships and allyship in feminist food justice work. Another strand of
current research investigates the ways that White allies may undermine or enhance food justice
efforts intended to relieve the suffering of frontline communities of color associated with food
insecurity (Battisti et al., 2008; Boyd & Sandell, 2012; Guthman, 2008a; Mclvor & Hale, 2015;
Porter & Redmond, 2014; Slocum, 2006; Verchick, 2004). Boyd and Sandell (2012) published
results from a study they conducted among women students participating in a required internship
course in the Women’s Studies program at San Francisco State University. The authors suggest
that internships in nonprofit organizations provide “an opportunity to enact and embody some of
the feminist principles and theories with which [students] have grappled in their other
coursework” (p. 252). They indicate that the nonprofit industrial complex serves to redirect

protest into service, especially for White service members.

Julie Guthman (Guthman) reports concerning her students who do field studies that “by
doing this work, my students learn invaluable lessons about anti-racist practice that could not
easily be obtained otherwise” (p. 433). Guthman suggests that organizations may need to shift

from discussions of the sources and quality of food to activism around more systemic issues.

Activists might pay more attention to projects considered much more difficult in the
current political climate: eliminating redlining, investing in urban renewal, expanding
entitlement programs, obtaining living wages, along with eliminating toxins from and

improving the quality of the mainstream food supply. (p. 443)
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While community and school gardens are enticing and attractive pursuits for White activists,
these researchers suggest that a stronger commitment to pursuing the deeper injustices within
food systems and efforts to align with the actual needs of frontline communities would better

serve food justice outcomes.

Current research on ally activism includes men as allies in supporting undergraduate
feminist pedagogy (J. S. Kahn & Ferguson, 2009; L. D. Patton & Bondi, 2015), heterosexual
allies supporting LGBT communities (Ji, 2007), and White allies supporting communities of
color (Case, 2012). Kim Case (2012) reports on a study involving two groups of undergraduate
women who attended consciousness-raising groups with the purpose of elevating their awareness
of White privilege, with the intended outcome to be better allies of communities of color.
Kendrick Brown (2015) attempts to parse perceptions of differences between the terms ally,
friend and activist among non-dominant community members. His study included 160 people of
color who were enrolled in a small predominantly White university in the Midwestern U.S. who
completed online questionnaires. Participants reported pivotal characteristics of friends and allies
to be similar, including intimacy, reliable alliance, and emotional support. Brown notes that
focusing on the non-dominant group perspective of allyship was important since they were the

intended recipients of allies’ actions.

Hunger research that informs the role of emergency food supplier. Other important
sources of research are governmental and nonprofit institutions. Feeding America, with funding
from private and public sources, regularly publishes studies intended to highlight the depth and
complexity of hunger in the United States, and to report on emergency food assistance programs.
Feeding America’s 2009 report, Food Banks: Hunger’s New Staple (Echevarria, Santos,
Waxman, & Del Vecchio, 2009) uses national census survey data to better understand the number
of people accessing emergency food systems, their demographics, the kinds of services they

access, and how frequently they access emergency food. Why Hunger, a national advocacy
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organization published Cooking up Community: Nutrition Education in Emergency Food
Programs (Pascual & Powers, 2012) as a guide to creating nutrition education and cooking
programs within nonprofit or governmental organizations that serve food insecure communities.
The U.S. Department of Agriculture also publishes data on hunger in varying types of
communities across the country. These studies provide an important context for who food
insecurity affects and where food insecurity is most prevalent. Since reports are based on large-
scale national survey data, the reports often fail to personalize hunger. Qualitative research based
on in-depth interview or participant observation can fill in the rich details around the statistics.
This study, in some respects, is intended to give faces to the raw data upon which much hunger

relief work is based.

In this section I defined a feminist and ecofeminist approach to food justice work through
a review of the literature. I identified ways that women have historically intervened in periods of
troubling environmental degradation, and | traced a consistent thread of action-oriented
intervention on the part of women and women’s groups in attempting to create a safer, healthier
environment. Through a review of the research I have illustrated that a discussion of women and
the natural environment is multifaceted and complex and that considerations of intersectionality
are essential when building knowledge about how, when and why women choose to confront
injustice and oppression. This background provides a historical framework for my study of the

experiences of women working in food justice organizations.

This research is located within current research concerns about the ways that food justice
work may behave as an expansion of White privilege rather than supporting the direct goals of
frontline communities, which are often communities of color living in poverty. Current studies
illuminate important factors concerning the ways that unexamined assumptions about valuing
healthy food or responsible food sourcing, or racially-derived theories about sources of food

related disease, may interfere with comprehending the actual needs of communities, and prevent
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acting in true solidarity with those who are differently situated within a matrix of domination
(Collins, 1991). This project will fill in research gaps in understanding the ways that women
develop an activist or ally mindset and how that mindset turns to the praxis of daily labor within

food justice nonprofit organizations.

In chapter three, | will outline the theoretical perspective and methodology underlying the
study. I will also detail the methods I used to conduct the study, and how I analyzed and

presented findings.
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CHAPTER IlI

METHODOLOGY

This research is based on the stories that participants told regarding their personal
experiences with food justice education, and how those stories revealed the development of the
participant’s unique mindset regarding the work of food justice education. | interpret
participants’ stories through an intersectional feminist lens. When I initially began my research,
my broad goal was to understand women’s experiences as participants in food justice education
within community partnerships that emphasized food justice. | did not have an a priori concept
of those experiences that | hoped to prove or support by compiling statistical evidence or by
comparing participants’ experiences to a perceived norm. Instead, | was open to the rich details
that participants themselves employed to paint a comprehensive picture of individual experience.
This research expectation is consistent with qualitative methodology. My research questions
were “sufficiently open to permit inductive analyses based on direct observations,” in contrast to
a deductive approach which would require the “specification of main variables and the statement
of specific research hypotheses before data collection begins” (M. Q. Patton, 2002, p. 56). This
project was qualitative in that I sought to “understand the multiple interrelationships among
dimensions that emerge from the data without making prior assumptions or specifying hypotheses
about the linear or correlative relationships among narrowly defined, operationalized variables”

(M. Q. Patton, 2002, p. 56). A qualitative approach was appropriate for this study because,
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while I selected a research question, and conducted my investigation within a circumscribed
social and geographic setting, the boundaries of human experience within that setting were not

pre-determined.

Methodology

This research project can be described as experience-centered narrative research, or a
study of “narratives as stories of experiences, rather than events” (Squire, 2008, p. 41). In
experience-centered narrative research, talking about what is important to the narrator as “who
they are” is key, rather than focusing on a simple accounting of an event. It is assumed that
stories may change and evolve or have many meanings to the narrator as life events unfold to
change his or her perspective. Experience-centered research also focuses on the relationship
between storyteller and listener, or researcher and participant, and acknowledges the co-
construction of narrative. By way of comparison to event-centered narrative, Squire lists the
following examples of experience-centered narrative: addressing a life turning point; narrating the
stories of living through trauma and its consequences; relating an imaginary scenario in which the
participant places herself within past or future events. Experience-centered narrative could also be
a biography, or life history. It might include interviewing more than one person concerning
phenomena of interest to the researcher. Researchers may “draw in related materials, such as the
larger cultural and national narratives about femininity, reproduction and political activism”
(Squire, 2008, p. 43), as Riessman (2008) included in her study of the fertility stories of Indian

women.

Experience-centered narrative research was appropriate for this project because | was
interested in discovering how women’s experiences organized, expanded, or authenticated their
own thinking and action regarding social justice activism, within a food justice context.

Interviewing multiple women who shared similar experiences filled in the rich details of their
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everyday work, which simultaneously followed the contours of each woman’s unique goals and
personalities, while also creating shared boundaries based on similarities in setting, personal
background, and the requirements imposed upon interns and AmeriCorps members. Including
narratives that emerged from imagination or projection of possible experience was important
because it was in such imagining that much of the work of stepping outside themselves to take on

the suffering of others was accomplished.

Theoretical Perspective

This research is located within a critical inquiry framework which “keeps the spotlight on
power relationships within society so as to expose the forces of hegemony and injustice” (Crotty,
1998, p. 157). The forces of hegemony and injustice, which this research attempts to expose, are
embedded in the social systems surrounding an unjust and unequal food system. Frost and
Elichaoff (2014) write that “critical theory seeks to understand how cultural dynamics interact to
construct social systems.” They add that “above all, critical theory aims to change practices by
challenging assumptions and biases that obscure difference and diversity through the
development of power relations”(p. 54). By seeking stories from women who were engaged in
the day-to-day work of food justice education, | sought to gain a window into what women
believed about their roles in food justice work and how those beliefs changed over time. In this
research, | was not imposing my own vision for change or challenging assumptions that others
made, as an outsider looking into the food justice education world. Rather, | offered a location in
which women whose mission it was to challenge an unjust system through their everyday labor
might have a voice. Participants indeed had much to say about how their own assumptions were
deeply challenged through their work and how they envisioned a hopeful future. | offer their

stories here.
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This research is a feminist project in that | positioned gender at the center of my inquiry
and continued to privilege women’s voices and lived experiences throughout the research process
(Hesse-Biber, 2014b). Participants, whom | interviewed, were women who have served as
interns or AmeriCorps members in nonprofit organizations with a food justice education mission
in “Capital City,” a metropolis in the Southern United States. | often followed participants’ lead
in mapping out the terrain of such work, geographically and organizationally as well as
philosophically. My focus was attentive to what participants themselves wished to express, and |
continued to consider what was most important to participants as | interpreted and represented

research findings.

In addition to privileging women’s voices, I attempted to practice reflexivity as I
considered my role as a researcher, a relatively affluent White woman, asking questions about
food insecurity, a difficulty | have not faced for any significant period in my life. Hesse-Biber
(2014b) notes that feminist researchers practice reflexivity in that the researcher considers how
her own background, social location and assumptions may change the power balance that is
always in play between the researcher and participant. The power relationships between women
in food justice work were often a focus of conversation with participants, so, as a researcher, |
found it necessary to constantly (re)consider how my relationship with participants, and my

assumptions, might shape the conversation, or color my interpretation of their lived experiences.

Feminist researchers also aim to support social justice and social transformation; they are
concerned with the ways that gender intersects with other identity standpoints, and seek to
uncover subjugated knowledge (Bailey & Fonow, 2015; Hesse-Biber, 2014b). These goals are
consistent with intersectional feminism (Collins & Bilge, 2016). An intersectional feminist lens
interrogates the limited and partial framing of oppression in women’s daily lives where,
historically, White feminism has assumed that gender is the single defining element of oppression

in a patriarchal society (Mann, 2012). Collins and Bilge (2016) identify the core insight of
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intersectionality: “Major axes of social division in a given society at a given time, for example,
race, class, gender, sexuality, dis/ability, and age operate not as discrete and mutually exclusive
entities, but build on each other and work together” (p. 4). The food system in the U.S. can be
understood as part of this interwoven matrix of domination (Collins, 1991) in which food access,
affordability and quality are not consistent across populations, but are differentiated depending
upon factors such as race, class, and citizenship status, as well as gender. An intersectional lens
is important in investigating what is happening within this matrix related to the women and
families that food insecurity affects most deeply. In addition, an intersectional feminist lens is
essential in this research because there is often a racial and class divide between those conducting
food justice work, and those constituents of nonprofit organizations for whom food access is an
everyday struggle. Food justice nonprofit organization staff members are most often White,
relatively affluent women. Constituents are often Black or Latino or immigrant women living in
poverty. An intersectional feminist lens allows insight into the expanding and contracting power

relationships that surround and infuse food justice work.

Research Methods

Data collection. | began data collection for this project in June of 2015 with a document
study of public and online information about food justice organizations in Capital City. | chose
Capital City because it was a near my home, and because initial online searches indicated the
presence of a vibrant community of nonprofit organizations doing work related to food
insecurity, food justice, immigrant resettlement, worker’s rights, farm-to-table production, and
sustainability education. Capital City is a fast-growing, developing city and a regional hub for

commerce, entertainment and governmental functions.

Initially | was searching for small gardens in low-income neighborhoods that were
managed and operated by women community residents. | wanted to understand what was

happening in women-led local gardens that were created to alleviate food insecurity within their
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own communities. That goal proved to be illusive, for reasons that will become evident in my
findings and analysis chapters. Though, after months of observation and inquiry, I did find two
such gardens. One was a garden run by sisters, serving a community of recent immigrants from
the African diaspora. And the other was a community garden in an area of low-income housing
north of the city largely populated by Black residents. | heard about these two gardens through
word of mouth, and through a Facebook feminist collective group, which | followed online. By
the time | located those gardens | had moved on to interviewing participants from other
organizations and realigned the scope of my study to include only women working in food justice

nonprofit organizations.

Using key words such as “community garden,” “food justice,” and “garden education” I
searched for websites, Facebook pages, reports, news media stories and other promotional
materials providing information such as the organizational mission and goals, the impact on the
community, the background of key leaders, and fundraising and education efforts within food
justice nonprofit organizations. This information provided a context that was essential for
understanding women’s stories about their involvement with food justice education. Several
promising organizational websites were outdated, or seemed to be inactive. Later | learned that
some of those organizations had closed or were in the process of discontinuing their services.
Familiarity with these now defunct organizations was helpful because the names of these
organizations appeared often in participants’ narratives. Discussions about the closing of
organizations helped me understand the fluidity of nonprofit organizations as they ebbed and
flowed through the city’s history, and highlighted the flexibility with which women were able to
move from one organization to another within the food justice community, as some organizations

closed and others expanded.

Eventually, | found several organizations which matched my criteria of engaging in some

kind of garden or food justice education, and in which potential participants from the organization
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responded to my initial email requests for an interview. The organizations to which I refer in this

study are noted in Figure 2.

FIGURE 2 Organizations and Missions

Organization

Description and Mission

Serve Capital City

A nonprofit organization whose mission was recruiting and
deploying volunteers in support of church social services, civic
organization outreach activities or the work of other nonprofit
organizations. Until summer 2016, the organization’s mission also
included youth leadership development and sustainable
agriculture/food justice education.

Farmville

Serve Capital City’s six-week summer urban farm program
directed by AmeriCorps members, who recruited and trained high-
school interns to teach and conduct the daily farm camp attended
by youth from local organizations.

Greenfield University
Urban Farm

An urban farm including gardens, a greenhouse, and animal
shelters (pigs, chickens and goats) on the campus of a small
church-related liberal arts university located in an impoverished
neighborhood near downtown Capital City. Summer camps for
youth emphasize creating sustainable agricultural opportunities
within an urban setting as an alternative to unhealthy,
unsustainable industrial agriculture.

Capital City Fresh Food

A rapidly growing nonprofit organization located in a relatively
wealthy section of Capital City, with the mission of
gleaning/growing healthy food, cooking fresh, healthy, appealing
meals and delivering them to other community action
organizations such as adult education centers, youth centers, after-
school programs, etc.

New American Gardens

A small nonprofit led by sisters who were immigrants from
Northern Africa with the mission of creating and maintaining
community gardens run by other immigrants. Gardens were
located in a working-class neighborhood.

Serve Capital City was a nonprofit organization that specialized in matching teams of

volunteers to nonprofit organizations, churches, and schools serving a variety of areas of need in

the city. In recent years they had launched an extensive youth leadership effort through after-

school programs and summer day-camps . The most involved program was “Farmville,” a six-

week summer urban farm camp organized by AmeriCorps members. Serve Capital City hired,
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trained and paid local high school interns to run the camp. The camp was located on a tract of
land south of the downtown area, which had been repurposed for a neighborhood park after a
historic flood inundated the area along a winding creek. 1 interviewed ten women who had
served as AmeriCorps members at this organization, or who had completed the requirements for a
university internship in cooperation with the organization. Their internships were associated with
a bachelor’s or master’s degree from three different universities in Capital City; two private and
one public. I conducted participant observation at after-school programs on the urban farm on
three afternoons during the spring of 2016, and during one week of summer camp in July of 2016.
I volunteered at the urban farm on one occasion during the fall of 2015, and then attended two

garden leader training meetings in the spring of 2016.

I interviewed three women associated with a summer urban farm camp located on the
campus of “Greenfield University,” a private church-affiliated institution near the city center.
Two of the women were summer interns at the farm—one high school and one college--and one
woman was a part-time employee. Through e-mail communication with John, who initiated the

campus urban farm, | arranged to observe farm camps in the summer of 2015 and 2016.

I contacted other interviewees through email addresses published on organizational web
sites, or through suggestions from other interviewees in a snowball sample. | began asking
respondents specifically for suggestions for Black, or Latina women who were doing food justice
work, or perhaps women who were recent immigrants, whom | might interview, since most initial
respondents were White. This specific inquiry led to a somewhat more diverse participant sample.
My difficulty in finding a diverse population of interviewees illustrated the tendency for nonprofit

organizations to be White spaces in terms of staffing; a theme I will return to in later chapters.

I interviewed one member of a county extension program who was managing a county-

wide farmers market, teaching cooking classes, and helping families connect with the federal
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food stamp program. While her work was certainly food justice work, I chose not to interview
any other government employees. | also chose not to interview teachers or school officials who
worked with garden programs as school district employees. This is because county government
offices and school district operations have very different social and organizational structures and
different philosophical goals than nonprofit organizations. Nonprofit organizations seemed more
agile and responsive to the mission of food justice work, as envisioned by local leadership. With
that agility and responsiveness comes a measure of fragility, as well, in that nonprofit
organizations did not always have the undergirding support structures that government and school
organizations enjoy. Therefore, I felt that the ties between staff members’ personal goals for
improving community quality of life through food justice work and the everyday world of their
labor might be closer to the surface in nonprofit organizations than in more bureaucratic
operations. This was, at the time, an admittedly unexplored assumption founded only on my own
observation. Nevertheless, in order to narrow the scope of this research | decided to limit my

investigation to women working in nonprofit organizations.

I chose to focus on those serving as interns and AmeriCorps members in nonprofit
organizations. | found that many nonprofit organizations assigned the day-to-day work of
planning garden education and running camps and after-school programs to AmeriCorps
members, who served in ten-month rotations. Completion of at least a bachelor’s degree is
typically required for entry into AmeriCorps service. Members receive a stipend of $1200 per
month and earn a small school-loan forgiveness award at the end of their service. One
AmeriCorps member told me that they were not considered employees, but full time volunteers.
Their positionality was emphasized when, as one AmeriCorps member said, they were
encouraged to call one another “co-servers” and not “co-workers” when speaking to the general
public about their work. Interns from colleges and universities usually contacted the organization

of their choice and arranged to participate in a project over the weeks required by their academic
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programs. They were not paid for their labor. Farm camp high school interns were hired by
nonprofit organizations to help run summer programs. They usually received a stipend for
participating. These low pay or volunteer positions formed the core of laborers conducting the
everyday operation of urban farm camps and after-school programs. | decided to limit my
interviews to women in these categories, rather than interviewing a range of staff members in a
hierarchy of organizational leadership, since the social locations of interns and AmeriCorps
members within organizations were similar to one another and would therefore serve as a more

level basis for analysis.

I conducted semi-structured interviews, lasting from thirty minutes to one hour, with
twenty-four women. | then transcribed interviews into a verbatim written account. Participants
ranged in age from eighteen to fifty-five years old. Interviews were an ideal research strategy for
this project since members were willing to participate in an extended conversation about their
personal experiences, giving a more nuanced, richly detailed portrait of unique social structures
that might otherwise remain hidden. Feminist researcher Sharlene Hesse-Biber (2014a) notes that
“As a feminist interviewer, I am interested in uncovering the subjugated knowledge of the
diversity of women’s realities that often lie hidden and unarticulated” (p. 184). In particular, in
the in-depth interview, the researcher “seeks to understand the ‘lived experiences’ of the
individual,” and is “interested in getting at the ‘subjective’ understanding an individual brings to
a given situation or set of circumstances” (Hesse-Biber, 20144, p. 189). During in-depth
interviews, with remarkable clarity and openness, participants filled in the details of their daily
experiences of participating in food justice education. They described their motivations, concerns
and doubts about their work, as well as their hopes and apprehensions for the future of the food

system, and concerns for those experiencing food insecurity

As a qualitative researcher, important data also emerged from my own active

participation in the field of interest. Patton (2002) notes that there are limitations of relying on
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data collected from what people say, as in an interview format. He advises, “to understand fully
the complexities of many situations, direct participation in and observation of the phenomenon of
interest may be the best research method” (M. Q. Patton, 2002, p. 21). Over fifteen months | kept
field notes regarding my visits to urban farm camps and after-school programs. | composed
memaos, and updated a research journal to include information I learned through volunteering and
through casual conversation as | visited camps and gardens. | returned to organizational web sites
and social media sites regularly to read the latest postings and note changes in personnel or

programs.

As part of my initial planning, | received IRB approval to invite participants to post on a
Google forum where | envisioned discussions might develop concerning their work and food
justice issues in general. However, no participant ever posted on the site. This may have had to do
with the complicated ways that some email servers deal with the Google forums format. | chose
Google forums because it is a simple, visually attractive, and easy to use format. However,
Oklahoma State University’s student and faculty email service does not permit joining such
forums through students’ G-mail identities. This is consistent with other researchers’ experiences
(Im & Chee, 2006) in that the complexities and protections in place for campus communication
systems limit and restrict access to the constantly growing variety of computer applications
available to users outside the academic enclave. So, in order to invite students to participate, |
created a separate G-mail identity and sent invitations to participate through that email, after
having described this option to participants during interviews. This complicated the
invitation/response equation considerably. Participants may have simply not been interested in the
posted topics. Or they may have been too busy working outdoors in gardens and on urban farms
to have time for online interaction. For whatever reason, this means of data collection was

unsuccessful, and | discontinued my efforts to use it.
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Data analysis. | examined the experiences of women working in food justice education
through narrative analysis. Gottlieb and Joshi (2010) find stories helpful in negotiating meaning

around food justice;

Food justice provides a set of stories and a different type of narrative that has been used
as an important tool for identifying strategies for change throughout the system, from
farm to table. These stories help show where and how such change can become possible
while also exploring the barriers that have been erected to prevent change. Food justice
can mean very specific arguments about what’s wrong, who is most directly affected, and

how to change the food system. (p. 224)

While Gottlieb and Joshi perhaps use “story” as a broad term for the unique components of
food justice efforts, I solicited the actual stories of individuals to whom food justice had become
an essential life focus. As part of a semi-structured interview protocol | asked women three main

guestions:

1. How did you come to be doing food justice work?

2. What barriers have you encountered to accomplishing your work or what barriers have
you noticed that constituents encounter to accessing fresh and healthy food, especially
where women are concerned?

3. What are your goals for the food justice education work you do?

The first question lent itself to the telling of a narrative, often episodic in nature, moving through
a sequence of events in the participant’s life story. Women filled in details by explaining their
thinking behind their decisions, or describing their reactions to life events. Where this detail was
missing, | followed up by asking, for example, what influenced them to make that particular
class, or seek out that particular job or internship. Since college educational programs/majors

regularly appeared in the narrative, | asked participants to expand on how they came to the
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decision to follow that unique course of study. Interviews were co-constructed in that I followed
my broad questions with more specific inquiries based on participants’ responses. More than a
few times, the participant commented that she had never connected those parts of her narrative
before, or that she had never before verbalized those thoughts aloud. In those moments, the act of
verbalizing her life story allowed the participant to uncover connections that, previous to the

interview, had been unrecognized.

Answers to the second and third questions often began as a list of barriers or goals. Then
participants sometimes used narrative to expand upon how they came to believe something on
that list was valid. For example, in describing Kayla’s goals for students in a drop-out prevention
program during her AmeriCorps service, (developing leadership skills) she told a story detailing
how students initiated and completed an entrepreneurial project. These stories provided a wealth
of data about the experiences of women working in nonprofit organizations focused on food

justice education.

Thematic analysis of a narrative. In thematic analysis (Riessman, 2008) “what” is
being said makes the story the unit of analysis as a whole, rather than focusing on individual
elements of “how” or to whom, or for what purpose a story is told. Using thematic analysis,
“data are interpreted in light of thematics developed by the investigator (influenced by prior and
emergent theory, the concrete purpose of an investigation , the data themselves, political
commitments, and other factors)” (Riessman, 2008, p. 54). Riessman (2008) advises that
narratives cannot be seen to arise whole as a presentation of the narrator, as if the narrator has
consciously selected a fully formed piece from a repertoire, inviting scrutiny as to the story’s
already worked-out origin, events and significance. Instead, co-construction “is vividly at work;
topics and meanings are negotiated in dialogue between teller and listener” (Riessman, 2008, p.
40). The framework of questioning that | designed for interviews created a specific perspectival

entrance to the topic of food justice work which the storyteller may have assumed demarcated the
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expected boundaries of the story. Stories rarely remained within those expected boundaries,
however, since participants’ stories and my follow-up questions often led us into interesting and

unexpected territory.

Over several months, | examined narratives through at least three rounds of narrative
analysis for broad themes. Rounds of analysis did not necessarily have a beginning, middle and
tidy end. Rather, the work of exploring participants’ meaning and intentions was often messy,
repetitive, and unfruitful. Several times in the analysis process I shut down a line of thinking
when | realized the theme | was exploring reflected more of what | felt was important as a woman
interested in food justice work, than what the specific words of participants warranted. |
experimented with color coding on Word documents, with making notations in text boxes that |
added to transcripts, and with copying and pasting segments of text onto spread-sheet pages. In
the end, the most fruitful means of working with data was to physically cut out portions of
narrative (with scissors and a paper cutter) and sort (and re-sort) them into stacks based on themes

I thought most clearly represented participants’ meaning and intentions.

It was important to me to maintain the integrity of complete story lines within one
individual’s narrative rather than pulling isolated words or phrases from narratives across many
participants. Riessman (2008) identifies this practice of preserving extended accounts as the unit

of analysis as a hallmark of narrative study.

This difference is perhaps the most fundamental distinction: in many category-centered
methods of analysis, long accounts are distilled into coding units by taking bits and
pieces—snippets of an account often edited out of context. While useful for making
general statements across many subjects, category-centered approaches eliminate the

sequential and structural features that are hallmarks of narrative. Honoring individual

52



agency and intention is difficult when cases are pooled to make general statements. (p.

12)

Since honoring individual agency and intention was a priority in my analysis, | began by
considering the unique pathways that participants traveled to begin their first assignment in food
justice work. I called these “origin stories” and pieced together all sections of their narratives that
addressed the origin of their work to form a traceable path. While | did not take segments out of
the context of individual lives to pool them across participants, I did look for similarities and
differences in the ways that participants came to be doing their work. | noticed the following
themes: 1.) the influence of friends and family, 2.) seeking healing and better health and 3.)
engaging in education and service opportunities. These are the themes | will expand in findings

chapter four.

Chapter five findings emerged from analyzing participants’ comments on what they
believed to be barriers to accessing fresh and healthy food for women in particular, and barriers to
success in their work with nonprofit organizations, including food justice education, their
association with nonprofit organizations, and their efforts to work as allies with women from
frontline communities. Emergent themes included: Discerning gendered aspects of food justice
work, collaborating with the “nonprofit industrial complex”, grappling with privilege and

teaching youth and children.

It is worth noting that the various contexts of this study greatly influenced the ways that |
understood and analyzed content within an intersectional feminist paradigm. Participants’
narratives were told within the unique contexts of the places and situations in which their lives
unfolded. Geographically, participants came to Capital City from both U.S. coasts and from
many locations in between. Economically, they shared similarities in the context of middle-class,

to upper middle-class family life. Educationally, they pursued a broad range of degree programs
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from English, to engineering, to sustainability and divinity. Acknowledging the context of their
narratives was important to understanding what pressured and what elevated their motivations
and actions. For example, the pressures of deciding one’s future in the context of choosing a
college and a major—a narrative many participants shared—is very different than the context of
how a young single mother living in poverty in Capital City might address questions about her

own future and that of her children.

My reading and analysis of those stories also existed within a unique context, perhaps
unprecedented in recent history. As the political events of the U.S. presidential campaign and
election unfolded in 2016, in which Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton became the nominees,
feminist voices began to vehemently call out nominee Trump for perceived anti-woman behaviors
and policies, and to celebrate nominee Clinton as potentially the one to break the nation’s highest
glass ceiling. Feminists did not universally support Clinton, nor did they speak in one voice on
many campaign issues, of course. Consequently, on social media outlets and news media
channels women (and men) spent many months of the campaign season and into the post-election
period discussing the meaning and goals of feminism, and, in particular, the ways that the ideals
of intersectional feminism were either being ignored, trampled, exemplified or (at long last)
elevated. My social media feeds—especially a local feminist collective Facebook group, and,
later, the nation-wide Facebook group “Pantsuit Nation”—were filled with accusations,
arguments, illustrations, home-made graphics and discussions about the definition of
intersectional feminism and how those tenets were playing out (or not) on a national scale. With
this daily diet of controversy, argument and attempts to pursued or educate one another about
intersectional feminist roots and goals, there is little question as to how my attention was then
drawn to consider how intersectional feminism played out in the stories of women working in

food justice education, in which | was so immersed over those fraught months.

Evaluation Criteria for Qualitative Research
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Im and Chee (2006) cite four elements of evaluation criteria, based on the work of
Lincoln and Guba (1985), which are appropriate for establishing the trustworthiness of qualitative
studies. Those elements are credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability.
Credibility, or confidence in the truth of the data, can be confirmed through such practices as
triangulation, member checks, prolonged engagement in the field, and checking for disconfirming
evidence. Dependability indicates the data is sufficient to support conclusions, usually over time
and across researchers. Confirmability refers to the neutrality of the conclusions, or the degree to
which the research conclusions appear to be based on the data presented rather than upon any bias
or preexisting conclusions that the researcher may have. Transferability refers to the degree to

which the research conclusions may apply to other settings or communities.

| attempted to build precautions into my work. Rather than rely on one source of data, |
collected data from several sources, including individual face-to-face interviews with interns and
AmeriCorps members working in food justice organizations, and a document study of print and
online information surrounding the mission and work of the organizations themselves. | also
wrote memos and field notes based on participant observation, in which | was on-site with
participants as they conducted their everyday work in the garden or classroom. The purpose of
seeking data from these diverse sources is to triangulate information which forms the basis of
theory. P atton (2002) indicates the value of triangulation. “Studies that use only one method are
more vulnerable to errors linked to that particular method (e.g. loaded interview questions, biased
or untrue responses) than studies that use multiple methods in which different types of data
provide cross-data validity checks”(p. 248). Using multiple methods also deepened my
understanding of the experiences of those working in food justice in ways that a single method of
data collection might not have provided. While most of my focus was on connecting trends and

themes that emerged through the various data sources, acquiring data from multiple sources
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allowed me to seek disconfirming examples as well, and to dig more deeply into themes by

investigating obvious outliers or contrary evidence.

Since | examined data through narrative analysis | turn to Catherine Riessman for her
insight into creating trustworthiness in research work. According to Riessman (2008), when
considering a narrative project, two kinds of validity are important—the validity of the story told
by the participant, and the validity of the story, or analysis told by the researcher, based on the
participant’s story. Validating whether or not a participant’s story is “true” or factual may be
beside the point, unlike an historical account which may require correspondence to general
perceptions of historical events occurring alongside the narrative, or in which the life story is
embedded to be perceived as trustworthy. My purpose, however, is to understand the internal
journey of individuals who were grappling with the injustices of an inequitable food system, and
to somehow faithfully represent that journey to interested readers. I did not expect participants’
stories to represent well thought out, linear, or “accurate” narrations of their internal experiences.
“Narrative scholars would generally agree that a narrative is not simply a factual report of events,
but instead one articulation told from a point of view that seeks to persuade others to see the
events in a similar way” (Riessman, 2008, p. 187). Or, in other words, “verifying the facts [is]
less important than understanding their meanings for individuals and groups”(Riessman, 2008, p.

187).

As far as establishing the trustworthiness of my interpretations of participants’ narratives,

Riessman (2008) offers the following rich example, which | worked to emulate:

To support theoretical claims, students must demonstrate how they developed and/or used
methods appropriate to their research questions, epistemologies, and situated
perspectives. Students need to document their sources, and bring the reader along with

them as they uncover a trail of evidence, and critically evaluate each piece in relation to
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others. From the cumulative evidence, the student can then construct an interpretive

account of his or her findings, storying the stories collected. (p. 188)

Creating an “audit-trail” through journals, audio and visual recordings and transcripts, memos and
field notes helped me document the thinking processes that resulted in conclusions and theory
based on the data | collected. Bringing the reader along in a transparent manner through that

process was an important challenge.

Limitations of the Study

Sample size, lack of diversity within the sample in terms of race, educational status and
class, and the specificity of the geographic setting in this study limit generalizability across
populations. Since the research sample consisted of a majority of White women, some key voices
were missing from the work. Although analysis in this study will validate researchers’ claims
that alternative food spaces are often White spaces (Alkon & Norgaard, 2009; Guthman, 2008a,
2008b; Slocum, 2006), a broader range of participant demographics such as race, class,
citizenship, or educational status could reveal additional complexities in food justice work that

failed to emerge in this study.

Data is based on extensive semi-structured one-time interviews with participants, for the
most part. | did engage in multiple conversations over several months with Ella, Tori, Nora,
Jessica and Bailey during participant observation sessions in their work settings at an urban
garden/farm and in a pre-school garden program. The other interviews occurred as stand-alone
exercises, produced and recorded in a singular moment in their lives. Follow-up interviews, or
contact over time might have revealed nuances or complexities in women’s expressions of their

experiences that went unnoted in single interviews.

Participants in this study worked within the nonprofit sector. Further investigation would

be warranted within school programs or government organizations that also employ women in
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teaching a critical ecojustice pedagogy, or other pedagogy based on the tenets of sustainable
agriculture with a justice emphasis. Informal settings where agriculture and education merge,
such as churches, neighborhood associations and community gardens would be important fields
for investigation, especially those under the leadership of populations most affected by food

insecurity, or food justice issues.

Ethical Considerations

Diane Wolf writes that “the most central dilemma for contemporary feminists in
fieldwork, from which other contradictions are derived, is power and the unequal hierarchies or
levels of control that are often maintained, perpetuated, created, and re-created during and after
field research”(p. 2). According to Wolf (1996), inequities in power can occur based on
differences in positionality between the researcher and the participant in terms of race, class,
educational status, geographic location (urban or rural, for example). Power can be abused
through the research process itself in the ways that participants are engaged or exploited and the
means used to gather data about other humans’ life experiences. The post-fieldwork process of a
researcher declaring conclusions based on others’ lives, and the very act of representing others’
experiences has the potential for diminishing the contribution of the participant and exaggerating

the influence of the researcher.

I admire and attempted to emulate some of the ways that Lather and Smithies handled
these issues of power as they researched and wrote their study of women who are HIV positive,
Troubling the Angels (1997). Concerning the decision-making process throughout the research

project Lather and Smithies write;

For this study, we promised the participants that they would be our editorial board. This
meant getting a first draft to the women, meeting with them to hear their reactions, and

then returning to our book, to revise in light of their feedback. (p. 215)
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As the research process unfolded, | attempted to be vigilant for ways that | could hand power
back to participants in terms of how the research process was designed, how | drew conclusions,
and how their stories were theorized and represented. For example, in writing up findings | chose
to publish extended sections of the verbatim transcripts of narratives participants related to me,
set apart from my comments in text boxes displaying the participant’s pseudonym. This was
done to allow the reader to “hear” the actual stories of the narrator, rather than depending upon
my summaries or interpretations. The reader might choose to read all text boxes from one
participant, and could, therefore, gain a stron