
Following the body: the role of the visceral in 

expanding freedoms in an oppressive food 

system  

Haidee Swanby 

The power and role of the visceral, that realm where bodily sensations, feelings and moods are 

manifest, have been largely neglected in agro-food scholarship (Hayes-Conroy & Hayes-Conroy 

2008). Eating, growing and working with food is a rich visceral experience. Food, agriculture and the 

food system also represent a complex nexus where globalisation, corporate power, the environment 

and the personal intersect. Arguably, the primary focus in both food security and food sovereignty 

discourse is on social justice and defining and struggling against constraining relationships and 

discourses. I feel that this has led to a constraint in the solutions that are coming to the fore, most 

often resulting in solutions that serve to reinforce the problems identified rather than solve them 

(Lawhon, M. et al. 2014).  

The body and the networks in which it is embedded (both human and non-human), can provide 

fruitful sites of inquiry into the complexity of our food system and potentially suggest 

transformational reforms with new emancipatory possibilities. Haraway makes a strong case for 

“trusting the vantage point of the subjugated” (Haraway 1988:584) and tapping into situated and 

embodied knowledges. She has found that these vantage points and knowledges may be less blind 

to the denials of the dominant perspective and therefore hold greater transformative capacity. New 

materialist feminist work by scholars such as  Elizabeth Grosz and Karen Barad show that biology and 

matter are shaped by multiple forces, but at the same time also have agency in forging social and 

political realities (Frost 2011). Furthermore, despite the fact that food is deeply personal and often 

connected with pleasure, nostalgia and conviviality, the right to experience the sheer pleasure of 

food as we cultivate, prepare, eat, nurture, share and reminisce is often overlooked by organised 

struggles, which instead tend to use hunger as an index of injustice (Lewis 2008).  

 

Jessica and Allison Hayes-Conroy, who have explored viscerality in relation to the Slow Food 

Movement, have sought to connect literature on emotion and effect, materiality and body 

knowledge with the discipline of political ecology. Political ecology foregrounds issues of power 

relationships and aims to provide a way “to link social ecological theory with social and 

environmental activism, as well as practical and policy changes ‘on the ground’ (Bryant, 2015). 

Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy contend that political ecology provides an analytic framework to 

practically operationalise the often “ethereal but deeply vital scholarship” on matters of the body, 

affect and emotion (Hayes-Conroy & Hayes-Conroy 2011:80).  

Researching the visceral aspects of food sovereignty in an urban context will therefore contribute to 

this body of knowledge. I postulate that attention to the body, its biology, affects and sensations, 

can deepen understanding of power relations in urban food systems and clarify how individual and 

bodily agency comes into play in transforming food systems. This research therefore asks, ‘how do 

the visceral experiences of urban individuals working in an alternative food system expand on or 



unsettle notions of food sovereignty embedded in collective and organised struggles for food 

sovereignty and justice?’. The research will be conducted within a political ecology framework that 

focuses on three spheres - structural forces, meaning making and visceral experience, as well as the 

various ways in which these intersect.  

 

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

This qualitative and participatory research will draw on new materialistic phenomenology, actor 

network theory and second generation political ecology.  A qualitative approach is deemed 

appropriate for this research as it helps the researcher to access and understand people’s opinions 

and emotions and generate an in-depth account of their realities. (Holloway & Wheeler 1996:8) 

Actor network theory (ANT) focuses on the connections that are constantly being made and remade 

between human and non-human entities (Dankert 2015). This approach may provide fresh insights 

into the complexity of food entrepreneur’s as they engage with nature, markets, infrastructure, 

regulations and many other actants in the course of their daily business. Political ecology is 

concerned with power and relationships (Bryant 2016), and as one of my aims is to inform policy and 

political mobilisation, it is important that attention to structural forces at play is foregrounded in my 

research design. Second generation political ecology maintains its focus on power, but has 

broadened its scope to include meaning-making and the ways in which the body is involved in 

shaping social realities and structures (Rocheleu 2014). 

 

These many strands, phenomenology, ANT and political ecology, will be corralled through an inquiry 

framework developed by Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy, called Political Ecology of the Body (PEB). 

The model attempts to “bring together questions of the body with questions of political ecology, 

[thereby maintaining] a focus on structures of power and inequity in the agrifood system while also 

allowing for the possibility (or perhaps certainty) that real, living, sensing bodies actively produce a 

reality that is far more haphazard than those structures alone can predict” (Hayes-Conroy & Hayes-

Conroy 2015: 662). The model is also explicitly intended to facilitate political and policy change 

(Hayes-Conroy & Hayes-Conroy 2015) and guides researchers to attend to three intersecting areas of 

inquiry – structural forces, knowledge production and visceral experience. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

Research participants/sampling 

I have been contracted to co-ordinate the Agroecology for the 21
st

 Century Conference taking place 

in 2019 in Cape Town. The Conference is hosted by the Bioeconomy Research Chair, Cornell 



University and a regional alliance of mostly grassroot organisations and supporting NGO’s called the 

Seed and Knowledge Initiative (SKI). The aims of the conference are specifically to explore, with a 

wide range of actors, agroecological practice, science, policy and related social movements. In 

harmony with my current interests, the conference is also interested in examining potential 

pathways to transforming food systems to regain their multifunctional characteristic and related 

constraints. It is important for the conference hosts to source food that is consonant with the aims 

of the meeting.  Food providers will also be invited to participate in the conference, as they feel 

comfortable (this may take the form of making presentations and being involved in panels or as 

participants, putting notes in the lunch packs, being profiled on the website or others),  and for the 

experience of providing “agroecological food” to be used as a learning experience.  

As these entrepreneurs have been identified as operating within alternative food movements by the 

conference hosts and also self-identify as such, this provides an apt and opportune context in which 

to investigate the visceral experience of entrepreneurs in alternative food systems. I propose to 

source one farmer and one caterer from this group, with myself being a third research participant. 

This small group can generate a rich and varied phenomenological, networked and visceral 

experience of the same event. 


