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What people are saying about


Resetting Our Future: Feeding Each Other


The global food system is sick, and almost everyone knows it. But this bold, big-hearted book doesn’t stop at diagnosing the problem—though it does that incisively and with style. Ultimately, Feeding Each Other offers something all too rare: It shows how we might heal. Auerbach and Civita’s message hits with the force of a manifesto and the restorative power of an embrace. If a just, more joyous future is possible, it begins with the ideas in this book.


Joe Fassler, food and environmental journalist and author of Light the Dark


Auerbach and Civita reveal a food system rigged to fail our bodies, our communities and our planet. Driven by extractive profit and dismissive of love, life and human connectivity, this system can’t last. It won’t last, they help us grasp, unless and until we ground our food in a deeper understanding of power, rights and relationships. Reading this great little book will reconnect you to food and communities of the future in ways you didn’t expect and help you understand and ultimately confront the toxic forces of unregulated agricapitalism.


Paul O’Brien, Executive Director, Amnesty International USA, and author of Power Switch: How We Can Reverse Extreme Inequality


All things move towards their end, so “sustainability” is ultimately an impossibility. It’s a relief to read a rare book that stays with the trouble of collapse, of wisely navigating abrupt, fundamental change, and of building radically new sequels to our food systems. This is a guidebook for a new paradigm.


Shaun Chamberlain, activist, educator, and co-author of Surviving the Future: Culture, Carnival and Capital in the Aftermath of the Market Economy


Michelle and Nicole write authoritatively and passionately about our need to become more in tune with nature to transform not just our food systems but our lives. Food “predates money, markets, and media,” they write, as they urge us to create more intimate connections with nature to find wholeness and joy within ourselves and our world. As a naturalist, and a lover of plant-based locally grown food, their message resonates deeply with me.


Melanie Choukas-Bradley, author of Resilience: Connecting with Nature in a Time of Crisis and Finding Solace at Theodore Roosevelt Island


Auerbach and Civita have done something quite special. Feeding Each Other begins with a deeply probing explanation of a highly complex and technical subject – the origins and untold impact of the food system on which all of us depend for sustenance. They then offer detailed, practical descriptions of the steps required for transformation to something sustainable and rewarding individually and globally. Anyone interested in a better future must read it; I guarantee you will be inspired.


Alan S. Miller, co-author of Cut Super Climate Pollutants Now!
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The Resetting Our Future Series


At this critical moment of history, with a pandemic raging, we have the rare opportunity for a Great Reset – to choose a different future. This series provides a platform for pragmatic thought leaders to share their vision for change based on their deep expertise. For communities and nations struggling to cope with the crisis, these books will provide a burst of hope and energy to help us take the first difficult steps towards a better future.
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Dedication/Epigraph


Perhaps the World Ends Here


— Joy Harjo


The world begins at a kitchen table. No matter what, we must eat to live.


The gifts of earth are brought and prepared, set on the table. So it has been since creation, and it will go on.


We chase chickens or dogs away from it. Babies teethe at the corners. They scrape their knees under it.


It is here that children are given instructions on what it means to be human. We make men at it, we make women.


At this table we gossip, recall enemies and the ghosts of lovers.


Our dreams drink coffee with us as they put their arms around our children. They laugh with us at our poor falling-down selves and as we put ourselves back together once again at the table.


This table has been a house in the rain, an umbrella in the sun.


Wars have begun and ended at this table. It is a place to hide in the shadow of terror. A place to celebrate the terrible victory.


We have given birth on this table, and have prepared our parents for burial here.


At this table we sing with joy, with sorrow. We pray of suffering and remorse. We give thanks.


Perhaps the world will end at the kitchen table, while we are laughing and crying, eating of the last sweet bite.









Foreword


by Thomas Lovejoy


The pandemic has changed our world. Lives have been lost. Livelihoods as well. Far too many face urgent problems of health and economic security, but almost all of us are reinventing our lives in one way or another. Meeting the immediate needs of the less fortunate is obviously a priority, and a big one. But beyond those compassionate imperatives, there is also tremendous opportunity for what some people are calling a “Great Reset.” This series of books, Resetting Our Future, is designed to provide pragmatic visionary ideas and stimulate a fundamental rethink of the future of humanity, nature and the economy.


I find myself thinking about my parents, who had lived through the Second World War and the Great Depression, and am still impressed by the sense of frugality they had attained. When packages arrived in the mail, my father would save the paper and string; he did it so systematically I don’t recall our ever having to buy string. Our diets were more careful: whether it could be afforded or not, beef was restricted to once a week. When aluminum foil – the great boon to the kitchen – appeared, we used and washed it repeatedly until it fell apart. Bottles, whether Coca-Cola or milk, were recycled.


Waste was consciously avoided. My childhood task was to put out the trash; what goes out of my backdoor today is an unnecessary multiple of that. At least some of it now goes to recycling but a lot more should surely be possible.


There was also a widespread sense of service to a larger community. Military service was required of all. But there was also the Civilian Conservation Corps, which had provided jobs and repaired the ecological destruction that had generated the Dust Bowl. The Kennedy administration introduced the Peace Corps and the President’s phrase “Ask not what your country can do for you but what you can do for your country” still resonates in our minds.


There had been antecedents, but in the 1970s there was a global awakening about a growing environmental crisis. In 1972, The United Nations held its first conference on the environment at Stockholm. Most of the modern US institutions and laws about environment were established under moderate Republican administrations (Nixon and Ford). Environment was seen not just as appealing to “greenies” but also as a thoughtful conservative’s issue. The largest meeting of Heads of State in history, the Earth Summit, took place in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 and three international conventions – climate change, biodiversity (on which I was consulted) and desertification – came into existence.


But three things changed. First, there now are three times as many people alive today as when I was born and each new person deserves a minimum quality of life. Second, the sense of frugality was succeeded by a growing appetite for affluence and an overall attitude of entitlement. And third, conservative political advisors found advantage in demonizing the environment as comity vanished from the political dialogue.


Insufficient progress has brought humanity and the environment to a crisis state. The CO2 level in the atmosphere at 415 ppm (parts per million) is way beyond a non-disruptive level around 350 ppm. (The pre-industrial level was 280 ppm.)


Human impacts on nature and biodiversity are not just confined to climate change. Those impacts will not produce just a long slide of continuous degradation. The pandemic is a direct result of intrusion upon, and destruction of, nature as well as wild-animal trade and markets. The scientific body of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity warned in 2020 that we could lose a million species unless there are major changes in human interactions with nature.


We still can turn those situations around. Ecosystem restoration at scale could pull carbon back out of the atmosphere for a soft landing at 1.5 degrees of warming (at 350 ppm), hand in hand with a rapid halt in production and use of fossil fuels. The Amazon tipping point where its hydrological cycle would fail to provide enough rain to maintain the forest in southern and eastern Amazonia can be solved with major reforestation. The oceans’ biology is struggling with increasing acidity, warming and ubiquitous pollution with plastics: addressing climate change can lower the first two and efforts to remove plastics from our waste stream can improve the latter.


Indisputably, we need a major reset in our economies, what we produce, and what we consume. We exist on an amazing living planet, with a biological profusion that can provide humanity a cornucopia of benefits – and more that science has yet to reveal – and all of it is automatically recyclable because nature is very good at that. Scientists have determined that we can, in fact, feed all the people on the planet, and the couple billion more who may come, by a combination of selective improvements of productivity, eliminating food waste and altering our diets (which our doctors have been advising us to do anyway).


The Resetting Our Future series is intended to help people think about various ways of economic and social rebuilding that will support humanity for the long term. There is no single way to do this and there is plenty of room for creativity in the process, but nature with its capacity for recovery and for recycling can provide us with much inspiration, including ways beyond our current ability to imagine.


Ecosystems do recover from shocks, but the bigger the shock, the more complicated recovery can be. At the end of the Cretaceous period (66 million years ago) a gigantic meteor slammed into the Caribbean near the Yucatan and threw up so much dust and debris into the atmosphere that much of biodiversity perished. It was sayonara for the dinosaurs; their only surviving close relatives were precursors to modern day birds. It certainly was not a good time for life on Earth.


The clear lesson of the pandemic is that it makes no sense to generate a global crisis and then hope for a miracle. We are lucky to have the pandemic help us reset our relation to the Living Planet as a whole. We already have building blocks like the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and various environmental conventions to help us think through more effective goals and targets. The imperative is to rebuild with humility and imagination, while always conscious of the health of the living planet on which we have the joy and privilege to exist.


Dr. Thomas E. Lovejoy is Professor of Environmental Science and Policy at George Mason University and a Senior Fellow at the United Nations Foundation. A world-renowned conservation biologist, Dr. Lovejoy introduced the term “biological diversity” to the scientific community.
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Introduction


When it came time to edit this book, Michelle flew to Vermont so that we could write face-to-face. We hadn’t seen each other in over a year, so when Michelle texted her arrival time, Nicole offered, with disproportionate zeal, “I’ll pick you up at the airport, and we’ll actually go out to eat!”


The quirky vegetarian restaurant Nicole was most excited about was full. No reservations, no wait list. No problem, though. The next place we tried told us, at 7:15, that they would not be seating any other customers that evening. We popped into the ramen place next door and learned that they were already out of chicken, eggs, and all noodles, which meant a 55-minute wait for bowls of broth and green onions. We, along with a growing group of other aspiring diners, continued roving downtown Burlington in search of sustenance and service.


We all encountered similar circumstances at the next three restaurants – full dining areas and apologetic hosts. We tried a dim sum place, a farm-to-taco restaurant, and even an upscale French bistro. No luck. We called a Chinese restaurant, who said they might be able to take us in about two hours… maybe. So we gave up and drove away from the downtown area and its tourist traffic. With at least an hour before the last seating, the waitresses at a wood-fired pizza place were wiping tables and dimming lights – they’d run out of dough and were closing up early. At that point, we realized we were inhabiting a useful metaphor. While all the news told us that inflation was out of control and people were too broke to eat out, all the restaurants were full. While there was talk of workers not wanting to work, all the restaurants were capably staffed. We were not seeing what the news was telling us we should see: understaffed, empty restaurants. And yet, hours were ticking by and we still could not find somewhere to feed us.


Finally, at the twelfth restaurant, we were warmly welcomed. Over a bougie version of bar food – vegetarian gravy fries and a kale Caesar salad – we tried to put the metaphor into words. There we were with time, money, a car, smartphones, search engines, and the desire to put our money into the food system. But we simply could not. There were no restrictions, no budgetary issues, no significant constraints and we could not, for hours, get access to food. We were not trying to navigate notoriously brutal and bureaucratic systems like SNAP benefits nor were we, this particular evening, trying to feed a family on a budget. We simply ran into a section of a food system, in a financially well-to-do section of a mostly White and upper middle-class town, that was not working.


It was not, in fact, a metaphor, we decided. It was foreshadowing. Right now, the most vulnerable people around the world face food system failure daily. Our comical Saturday evening quest for dinner and diversion is, of course, nothing like experiencing real hunger, malnourishment, or insecurity about where your next meal will come from. But it was a reminder of the trajectory all humans are on because some of us have, in recent centuries, been wedded to a fundamentally flawed identity predicated upon supremacy and dominance. For so many reasons, which we will explore in this book, the experience of seeking – and not finding – something suitable to eat could easily be the future for all of us, regardless of socioeconomic status, race, location, or privilege. As science fiction writer and futurist William Gibson said, “The future is already here – it’s just not evenly distributed.”


To fully understand the intersecting set of highly complex systems and driving forces that set us up for and accelerate this collapse, about which we speak at great length in Chapter Three, could take several lifetimes. If nothing changes, we can all just wait a few years and see what the end-stages of relying upon extraction and pollution, a growth-obsessed economic order, land consolidation, hyper-specialization, globalized supply chains, and disregard of planetary boundaries will serve up. We will have learned – the very hard way – why it is, in fact, important to know where our food comes from, how to coax it from the Earth, and how to share it in ways that create real abundance. And, we will have done it to ourselves. Or, more precisely, some of us will have done it to all of us.


Something happened when we went from being humans engaged in a continual quest for nutriment to being consumers in the check-out line. We, the folks who can afford to do so, stopped sticking our hands in the soil and scattering seeds. We stopped living with livestock and instead allowed the stocking of thousands of lives inside of tightly packed barns. We let farming become something done by curious combinations of plant geneticists and underpaid, overburdened workers (who happen to be as skilled as they are scorned). Our diets became the domain of crop scientists and commodities brokers. The art of food preservation became the conglomerated business of food processing. And in these transitions, a whole lot of harm happened.


The global food system is massive, influential, interconnected and complex. It has elements we don’t always see, interconnections that are not obvious to the casual observer, and a purpose ironically contrary to what we assume it is. Some assert that complex systems require equally technical and complex interventions. We disagree. When it comes to something as fundamental as food, voluntary simplification and intentional reorganization seem to be in order. We need to be looking at the culture and the system, not just the data.


Both Michelle and Nicole write, think, teach, research, and engage in activism around food and farms. Together and separately, we have studied and received degrees in food systems, taught food systems at the college and graduate levels, created food systems and ecological education programs, written and passed a bill to protect food systems workers, been food systems workers ourselves, written about activism and change, studied trauma, written innumerable papers about food systems, and become experts in our fields. And yet, the book we wanted and needed, that would give guidance and hope for our future never showed up in all the research and study we did. So, we wrote it.


We genuinely love food and the people who work and care with food. We cherish the intimate connections created when we share food. Because both of us have worked in the food system as laborers, academics, educators, policy makers, and activists, we know there’s no shortage of recipes for improving the food system. However, in writing this book, we’re bringing a dish unlike others on offer. We propose that humans can and should center their efforts to nourish themselves on love, on care, on connection. We see these qualities as essential and entwined with the notion of sustenance. In other words, we seek relational approaches to food system change and take relationship seriously as an organizing principle.


We have the pleasure of knowing and being moved by many individual change-makers who come to their work in the food system motivated by radical, active love and committed to sustaining reciprocal relationships with people, the land, and food. But, we also know that too many of the legacy institutions and power brokers in the food system have other priorities. So we know that it could all be better. Not just a little better, but systemically and holistically better for all people, this rare and beautiful planet, and the other-than-human kin with whom we share it. If we build bridges where there is brokenness, we just may be able to heal centuries-old harms. If we start using the food system as a channel for love, which is itself the stuff from which meaningful life is nourished, we might not only find a way to keep things alive, but we might also experience resonance and joy in the everyday. Doesn’t that sound so much more delicious than a future of scarcity and privation?


We focus on food not just because we need it, love it, and have studied it, but because food connects within, between, and through the social, environmental, and economic systems in which we live. It is an interaction with the life of the planet, and, arguably, the most intimate exchange between living beings and the environment. Food systems are, in essence, significant ways in which humans organize their continuances as hyperkeystone species in ecosystems. We interact with the environment in many ways – all too often with negative impacts. By focusing on food – something at once ordinary and sublime – we make visible the connections that sustain life and give it meaning. By focusing on the connections revealed through food, we can recognize the destructive nonsense of organizing our pursuit of food around nutrition over nourishment, of production over process, of profit over people and planet, and of systems of oppression over liberation.


Our thesis is simple: you can change the food system when you change the culture of it and relationships that make it up. We will take you through our solution in Chapter One. In Chapter Two, we will survey of the food system itself. Chapter Three will take us deeper into the potential crises that we are facing down (or ignoring). Chapter Four contains hope and direction in the form of the principles we suggest will change the system. Finally, Chapter Five delivers stories from places, organizations, and people who have already changed the world around them and the food systems in which they live, leaving you with living, breathing examples of how these principles work in the world.


A note on our point of view. We are writing in the United States. As a result, some of our arguments – especially when we can only illustrate with a single example – may come off as more U.S.-centric than they actually are. We draw from what we know and encourage readers to connect ideas we offer to their contexts.


In recent years, folks have started to recognize the limitations of linear thinking. It has become fashionable to see, study, and act upon systems. And so, people now analyze “the food system” in an attempt to get our arms and heads around this global behemoth that is at once almost everywhere and exceptionally unobtrusive.


For many of us (too many of us?), food is understood to be available so long as cash is available. Thanks to a highly productive “global food system,” we don’t have to think much about food and we can instead direct our attention to other things. Or, if we do think about food, we have the luxury to be entertained by it: to cloak chefs in celebrity, let our phones eat first, watch reality TV shows about cooking, or page through high production value cookbooks we never intend to open in the kitchen.


Here’s the thing, though: food predates money, markets, and media. Despite massive global efforts to grind foodways into submission, something about the co-constitutive relationship between people, place, and food resists pure commodification. By co-constitutive we mean that people, place, and food make each other and form each other and not just that they have some passing or superficial relationship to each other. Food is, and should, be treated as special not only because it is essential, but also because it is part of the interconnected web of life and of love. As forces, love and life are a pretty potent combination. As educator, philosopher and change shaper bell hooks said in her book All About Love, “Love is an act of will, both an intention and an action.”


We happen to take love seriously as force – one as muscular as it is mystical. But if, for you, it feels like a four-letter word best left unsaid in serious discourse, give us a chance to legitimize love and demonstrate why it is particularly potent and powerful when paired with food. For some extended time after our birth, humans (like all of our mammalian relatives) cannot feed ourselves. Prior to the industrial era, babies were fed in the most intimate way, from the bodies of their mothers (or caring surrogates). Because of some beautiful biological ballet, breastfeeding releases loads of oxytocin – the very hormone that calls up the swirl of emotions we call love. Beyond simply being an existential necessity, first food is first love. While the same endocrine mechanisms may not be in play when expressed milk or formula are fed, the closeness and caring connections create the very same conditions for love. These experiences prime us to associate food and care, love and survival. Later in our lives, food takes on different forms and is offered in different relationships – the bowl of pastina with butter, parmesan, and parsley your father makes when you are under the weather, the peanut butter toast that your husband feeds you when your child has finally fallen asleep in your arms. These, too, are made of love. The associations hold and food is capable of drawing and keeping us together.


In the eyes of economists, food becomes commodities to quantify and analyze, for historians a way to trace changes over time, for activists a sphere in which to intervene and create change, for legislators a way to keep peace, make sure their constituents are served, and gird the legitimacy of the state, and for city planners a way to improve the functioning and attractiveness of their locality. All of these views and many more, from biologists to doctors to parents to chefs, are all essential to move the food system forward and to prepare us for what is to come. We believe that no idea lives alone, and that ideas, banded together, can change culture and hence the world. So food can simultaneously be a subject of analysis and an expression of love. We invite you to let our ideas infuse yours, whatever your point of view. We want to bridge whatever separates us and we believe food has the power to do just that.









Chapter 1


A Deceptively Simple Recipe


We are part of a system that has been rigged to fail us. It has been rigged to fail our bodies and our communities and our planet while extracting profit from all three. So, when we talk about food systems change, the recipe is simple. Our first job is to say no to the status quo: Nope. No thank you. And this book will tell you how to do so. Then, we need to make changes to the system where we have the most impact. The change itself is a readily available ingredient: Relationship. For us, relationship is an active practice of nurturing connection and reciprocity. This is an especially powerful move when it displaces transactional behavior. Focusing on connections, and their quality, makes it easy to put our collective survival first, over our individual needs, fears, and self-interest. Relationship will also help us undo the damage caused by centuries of objectification and division caused by racism, colonialism, capitalism, patriarchy and all the other “isms.” As we let our relationships go deep and spread wide, we experience a sense of belonging and meaning among kin.


In right relationship, we weave a web of caring connections in place of the current tangle of profligate extraction and profit – a snare we’re all caught in by virtue of our reliance on the global food system. We will stare straight at the problems with how humans meet their food needs in the next chapter. Here, we want to offer the possibilities for change and the instructions for moving forward. Mucking around in all the problems of the food system can wait until we have laid out a path to the future and we can view the mess with new eyes. At that point, we will pick through the past for parts from which we can build the future.


We won’t be able to offer the kind of all-at-once, sweeping change that turns over the apple cart and suddenly results in a just, sovereign, and ecologically balanced food system. What we are going to do is something much more realistic: save our lives and our communities using eclectic wisdom, some ingenious tactics, and the power of connection.


The path we will travel together starts with defining systems. We will then explore the most impactful ways to shift systems. From there, we bring you along into the new paradigm of what we are calling an “agrelational” food system. We will give you a tour of the problems we are now seeing in the food system and how they are likely to play out in the future. With the problem in mind, turn to a set of principles that will ground the work of all who wish to move toward an agrelational system from wherever we are. We are not writing a prescription for what exactly to do, because everyone’s place in the system is very different. What we are doing is introducing the principles by which you can assess choices, impacts, policies, projects, and ways of life. Finally, because theory needs stories, we will give you an entire chapter of hope filled with emergent examples of people, places, ideas, and changes that have already happened so that you know how realistic this set of principles really is for the folks already making change.


Food Comes from … Systems


The first thing to come to terms with is that the food system is a system. Thinking in systems is a skill. Changing systems is a bit like preparing a multi-course meal and getting all the food ready at the same time. Mental juggling is involved.


Donella Meadows brought systems thinking out of MIT and to the masses. She defines a system as “an interconnected set of elements that is coherently organized in a way that achieves something.”1 A system must consist of three types of things: “elements, interconnections and a function or purpose,” all of which affect each other. In a system, not only do all the parts affect each other, but together those parts “produce an effect that is different from the effect of each part on its own.” Systems exist from the cellular level to the universal level, and everywhere in between. Still, not every collection of things is a system. Some things are just conglomerations, tossed together without any particular connection or function. The pile of laundry on your floor, for example; that’s just a heap. Toss another pair of pants on top and it’s just a slightly bigger pile of laundry. Systems, by contrast, have an integrity and wholeness – and a set of active connections and processes that self-organize, repair, and keep them together.


Nicole picked up Donella Meadows’ small but paradigm-shifting book Thinking in Systems for the first time while studying agricultural and food law. Encountering it altered far more than just her career path; it shifted what she was capable of perceiving and understanding about the world around her and renewed her faith in our ability to live lives of meaning and impact.


However, as with any good magic, there was a price to be paid. Once you start thinking about systems, you will see systems everywhere and you won’t be able to unsee them. You’ll quickly realize that no system exists in isolation – so you’ll start wondering where one system ends and another begins. The answer may well be everywhere and nowhere. (Overwhelming! And, of course, you can’t ever know everything about everything.) So, sketching in some boundaries is necessary for our human brains to actually sense-make and do some analysis.


The food system is especially vast and encompassing – it touches and connects to just about everything. At the widest span and at some very specific points, food systems interact with land, air, water, and living beings. In natural science terms, that means they draw from and influence all four spheres of the Earth: the geosphere, hydrosphere, atmosphere, and biosphere. In more human terms, food systems interact with and influence our economies, politics, social arrangements, health systems, cultures, and bodies. They involve the movement of pulses from India to Iceland and the movement of morsels from bowls to bowels. What’s more, everyone eats – so we all participate in, depend upon, and are inherently familiar with some parts of the food system.


We all have a stake in the food system, many ways into it, and frequent opportunities to shape change in and through food. This makes food systems change or alteration really powerful. But it can also make the whole thing unwieldy and overwhelming, so in the food systems field, we create maps and models of “the food system,” aware that we are always making choices (and not always consciously) about what to include and exclude as parts of the system. Meadows urges us to “remember that boundaries are of our own making, and that they can and should be reconsidered for each new discussion, problem, or purpose.”


Throughout our lives and careers, we’ve found food systems maps – colorful, arrow-festooned attempts to visualize the elements, interactions, stocks and flows of the food system – to be at once overly complicated and utterly insufficient. But, that’s not really the fault of the graphic designers. The most relevant parts of a system shift based on the questions we are asking about it. And now that we’re asking questions about the nature of the relationships that shape the system and its self-organizing patterns, parts that might make it onto a food system map drawn by an investor, a supply chain manager, or even an environmental scientist may need to recede, while other parts – the interconnections – are suddenly more salient and need more prominent representation.


Interconnections Shape Change


One of Donella Meadow’s keenest insights is that changing the elements of a system rarely changes the system’s behavior. This is because the interconnections within the system (the feedbacks and incentives) will drive new elements to behave similarly in accordance with the system’s purpose. In other words, the system’s structure can overpower the individuality of the elements. So, to shape change within a system, we must examine the interconnections – or in our parlance, the relationships and the culture. Fashioning new relationships and changing the culture is how we change the behavior of a system. The most consequential changes in system redesign are those that “improve the information, incentives, disincentives, goals, stresses, and constraints”2 that affect the elements.


Focusing on the interconnections means that there are many places to intervene in complex systems – and the intervening need not be done only by those with the greatest levels of formal power, the strongest voice, or the biggest bully pulpit. Taking this a step further, we need to change the culture that shapes the relationships and goals of the food system, because it is the most elegant and also the most accessible way to go about the work we propose. This is good news: it means that we can all participate in making the food system we want. (But not necessarily by following popular food movement advice about “voting with our forks” or “paying the true cost of food.” Such advice might alter the amount and direction of money flowing through the system, which is an element, but not the nature of the connections themselves.)


Systems theorists get really excited about what they call “leverage points” – places to intervene within a complex system where a small shift in one thing has the potential to produce big changes in everything. We get excited about them, too, for the same reason that Nicole’s kids get excited about the zany engineering of Rube Goldberg machines: Whoa, doing this over here makes that happen all the way over there!? And there? And there, too? But on the flip side of that excitement lies some trepidation. If we identify a leverage point, how do we know what to do with it? Which way to push the lever? How much force will it take? What happens if we act on a leverage point – especially in something that is as big a deal as the food system – without recognizing it as such? Will the unintended consequences cause more harm than good?


Because the food system(s) are so dynamic, complex, and interconnected, there is no way of ever being sure. The lack of certainty, though, doesn’t give us a free pass to fuck around and find out. (Though this seems to be exactly how the agrichemical and meat industry titans have approached food systems experimentation – with their products and production models that drive massive monoculture, intensive industrialization, cramped consolidation and produce, among other ills, superweeds, superbugs, and dead zones.)


This is, in fact, why we need sets of principles or ethics to guide our actions and guard against the worst outcomes. We will introduce those principles in Chapter Four, once we have mapped out and analyzed the problems. Then, you will be able to put it all together with more context.


For us, relationality does a good bit of that important guiding work – but then in relationship, we must grapple together with the “shoulds” and “should nots” (ethical inquiry), take an honest look at “what is” and “what if” (ground-truthing and imagining) and attempt together to find moves that bridge rather than break (building new interconnections).


Perhaps the most sage piece of advice that Donella Meadows left us with is permission to dance: “We can’t control systems or figure them out. But we can dance with them! Living successfully in a world of systems requires more of us than our ability to calculate. It requires our full humanity – our rationality, our ability to sort out truth from falsehood, our intuition, our compassion, our vision, and our morality.”3 Donella Meadows is not alone in thinking change is a dance. One of our favorite activists and spiritual badasses, Reginald Hubbard agrees. He says “I don’t want to be part of a movement that doesn’t dance.”


Making Change, Feeling Trouble


In order to create change in any system, we need to stay present with the reality of what we know. This is doubly true in the food system because you really don’t have any choice. It’s not a system you can easily exit – at least not if you’d like to stay alive.


Staying rooted in place and staying with the reality of what we know is happening to food systems and the natural world means seeing and having a relationship with what we will call “trouble.” People do not want to “stay with the trouble” as the feminist philosopher Donna Haraway puts it in her book Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chtulucene. It is so much easier to deny it. Just look at how some people – especially those with lots of economic or political power and a strong status-quo bias – have reacted to overwhelming evidence of climate change and its human causation: fossil fuel magnates covering up the evidence and blaming volcanoes, politicians turning a crisis into jokes about the weather, and retailers over-emphasizing narrow and illusory benefits. Others want to leap ahead, as if it were possible to dodge an unprecedented planetary crisis. Some put their energy into as-yet unproven techno-utopian solutions. Others spend their billionaire winnings on space-man fantasies and ill-conceived Mars missions, failing to recognize that colonization plus capitalism already added up to a whole lot of climate crisis on a far more human-friendly planet. Finally, some people just give up and give themselves over to grief – a tempting response to what feels like a hopeless situation. But submissive surrender has a dangerous viral quality – it is all too easy to transmit that shut-down feeling to others. And immobilized masses aren’t good at making radical alternative futures into realities.


Denial, deception, and overwhelm are natural responses in a system addicted to greed and surplus accumulation. They are understandable responses to dehumanizing, denaturing forces that treat life and this precious planet’s capacity to support it as disposable. These responses, in fact, make it possible to stay in a system that will kill us. They also isolate us – either by separating us from reality, from each other, or from our own passion and will to live creatively. They make us compliant or at least shut us up. So we absolutely must circumvent these culturally appropriate and conditioned responses if we are to make any kind of change.


Culture change is often ignored when people who study the environment, food systems, and economic inequality begin to spin out their “solutions.” Culture – the learned and expressed beliefs, values, and assumptions that groups of people share and consider valid ways of understanding the world – is handed down across generations, but it is also dynamic and changeable. Like cultivation, which shares the same linguistic root, culture is a process. Culture is created by relationships, through the stories we tell each other, and in our bodies. Culture is in all of us, not outside us, and it informs all of our ideas, actions, and decisions. Inattention to culture, and especially to the dominant or overculture, is a key reason that good ideas veer away from their intended impact as they are implemented. Shifting culture is just about the most powerful way to shift the leverage points Donella Meadows talks about. If we don’t shift culture, we simply will not succeed and may not survive. We cannot cast seeds of change on saline soil and think they will germinate.
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