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Migr ant   workers  process green peppers  on Uesugi  Farms in  Gilroy, CA.
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O ve r c o m i n g  the B arrier of R acism 
in O ur Capitalist Fo o d System

By Eric Holt-Giménez

This Backgrounder is excerpted f rom Eric Holt-Gimènez’s book, “A Foodie’s Guide to Capitalism: Understanding the Political
Economy of W hat  We Eat,” co-published by Food First Books and Monthly Review Press.   E xcerpt abridged by  Erik Ha z a r d . 

Classism, racism, and sexism predate capitalism, but they merged powerfull y during the formative period of the colonial food
regime and have been co-e vol v ing  ever since. S laver y, exploitation, and dispossession of the land, labor, and products of women,
the poor, and people of color are still foundational to the c apitalist food system, as are hunger, malnutrition, diet-related
disease, and exposure to toxic chemicals. Poor women of color and children, especially gir ls, bear the brunt of these inequalities.

Many people think  these  injustices are unf o r tun ate  anomalies of our f ood sy stem, or that  the y are pesky vestiges of pr ior
stages of “ underde velopment.  S ome belie ve the high r ates  of hunger and  malnutr ition aff ec ting  underser ved communities
to be market failures, correctable through better inf or mation, inno vation, or entrepreneurship. One way of thinking belie ves



that poor indiv idual  c hoices are what
dr ive land  loss, d i e t - re l a t e d  disease,
unemploy ment, low wages, and  the
desperate  migr ation of mil lions of
peasant families out of the  countr y side.
There is no doubt that good inf or mation,
initiative, and  good personal c hoices
are necessar y f or building a better f ood
sy stem,  but given the system’s str uctures,
personal c hoices alone are woefull y
inadequate f or end ing  hunger, po ver t y,
and  environmental destr uction.

The global f ood sy stem is not  onl y
strat ified  by c lass, it is r acializ ed and 
gendered. These inequities influ ence 
access to land and  productive resources;
whic h people suffer f rom contaminated
f ood, air, and water ; working conditions
in f ood and  far m jobs; and  who
has access to healthy f ood. These
inequities aff ect resilienc y, the abilit y  of
communities and  indivi duals  to recover
f rom disasters  suc h as  the floods and 
droughts of c limate change. The ske wed
distr ibution of resources and  the
inequitable exposure to the food system’s
“externalities ”—inc l uding water, soil,
and  air pol lution—are rooted in  the
insepar able  histor ies of imper ialism,
colonialism, and  patr iarchy.

But eac h f orm  of oppression br ings
f orms  of resistance f rom workers,
peasants, women, and people of color. Far
f rom disappear ing o ver time, str uggles
f or justice take  on ne w str ategies and 
tactics, produce ne w leaders, forge ne w
alter natives,  and  create ne w conditions
f rom whic h to sur vive, resist, and fight
f or human r ights. Under stan ding  the
str uc tur al  conditions of str uggle f or
those who are most exploited and 
abused by today ’s c apitalist f ood sy stem
is essential to under stan ding  not onl y
the need f or profound c hange, but the
paths to  tr ansfor mation. 

R acism within the food 
mo vement
R acism—the systemic mistreatment
of people based on their ethnicit y or
skin color—affects all aspects of our
societ y, inc luding our food system.1

Racism  has  no  biological  basis,  but  the

socioeconomic and political structures
that dispossess and exploit people
of color, coupled with widespread
misinformation about race, cultures,
and ethnic groups, along with potential
competition with the generall y more
advantaged white population for jobs
and educational opportunities, make
racism one of the more intractable
injustices. Racism is not simpl y
attitudinal prejudice or individual acts,
it is a historical legac y, deeply embedded
in our institutions, that privileges one
group of people over others. Racism—

individual, institutional, and structural—
also impedes good -fa i t h  efforts to build
a fair, sustainable food system.

Despite its per vasiveness, racism is
almost never mentioned in international
programs for food aid and agricultural
de velopment. Although a n ti -h un ger
and food securit y programs f requently
cite the shocking statistics, racism
is barel y identified as the cause of
inordinately high rates of hunger, food
insecurit y, pesticide poisoning, and die t- 
rela ted  disease among people of color.
Even the widel y hailed “good food
movement,” with its plethora of projects
for organic agriculture, permaculture,
healthy food, communit y supported
agriculture (CSA), farmers’ markets,
and corner store conversions, tends to
address the issue of racism unevenly.2

S o m e o r g a n i z a t i o n s a re c om m i t t e d t o
d i s m a n t l i n g  r a c i s m i n t h e f o o d s y s t e m
a n d m a k e  t h i s  c e n t r a l  t o t h e i r ac t i v i t i e s .
O t h e r s  a re  s y m p a t h e t i c   b u t  n o t  a c t i v e

Workers  in  a  field  in  Cali f or nia

o n t h e i s s u e . M a n y  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,
h o we ve r, s e e r a c i s m a s t o o d i f f i c u l t  t o
a d d re s s , t a n g e n t i a l  t o t h e i r w o r k , o r a 
d i v i s i v e  i s s u e t o b e a vo i d e d .  T h e h u r t ,
a n g e r, f e a r, g u i l t , g r i e f, a n d h o p e l e s s n e s s
o f r a c i s m a re u n e a s i l y a d d r e s s e d i n t h e
f o o d m o v e m e n t , i f t h e y a re a d d re s s e d
a t  a l l . 

R acism in the Food S y st em
Cal ls  to “fix  a  broken f ood sy stem”

assume that the c apitalist  f ood sy stem
used to work well. This assumption
ignores the f ood system’s long,
r acializ ed     histor y     of     mistreatment
of people of color. The f ood sy stem
is unjust and  unsusta i nable, but it  is
not broken. It  functions  precisel y as
the c apitalist  f ood sy stem has al way s
worked, concentrating  power in  the
hands of a  pr ivileged minor it y  and 
passing off the social and environmental
“externalities” dispropor tionatel y to
r acial l y  stigmatiz ed  groups.

S tatistics f rom the United S tates
confirm the persistence of r acial c aste
in the f ood sy stem. In  1910 Af r ic an
Americ ans owned 16 mil lion acres
of far mland.  But by 1997, af ter  many
dec ades of J im Crow, se ver al national
far m busts, and  a gener a l l y inat t enti ve
(or obstr uctionist) Depar tmentof
Agr iculture (USDA), f e wer than
20,000 blac k far mers  owned just 2
million acres of lan d.3 The r ate  of blac k
land  loss has been t wice that  of white
land  loss and  today less than  1 mil lion
acres  are  far med.4  According  to  the
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“Poverty results in high levels of food 
insecurity for people of color.”

USDA 2012 Census of Agr iculture, of
the countr y ’s 2.1 mil lion far mers, onl y
8 percent are far mers of color and  onl y
half of those are owners of land.  Though
their far m share is growing, par ticular l y
among L atinos,  who now number over
67,000 far mers, people of color tend  to
ear n less than $10,000 in  annu al sales,
produce onl y 3 percent of agr i cult ur al 
value, and far m just 2.8 percent of far m
acreage.5

W hile white  far mers dominate as 
o p e r a t o r - o w n e r s , far mworkers and 
f ood workers—f rom field to  f ork—are
o ver whelmingl y  people of color.6 Most
are paid pover t y wages, have inordinatel y
high le vels of f ood insecur it y, and 
exper ience near l y t wice the le vels of
wage thef t  as do white  workers. W hile
white f ood workers have an average
annu al income of $25,024, workers of
color ear n onl y $19,349 a year. W hite
workers hold near l y 75 percent of the
manager ial positions in the food sy stem.
L atinos hold 13 percent and  blac k and 
Asian  workers 6.5  percent.7

The resulting pover t y f rom poor l y paid
jobs is r acializ ed. Of the 47 mil lion
people living below the  pover t y line  in 
the Uni ted  S tates, less than 10 percent
are white, while 27 percent are Af r i c an
Americ ans, 26 percent are Native
Americ ans, 25.6 percent are L atinos,
and  11.7 percent are Asian Amer ic ans.8

Pover t y results in  high le vels of f ood
insecur it y  f or people of color. Of the
50 mil lion f o o d - i n s e c u re people in  the
United S tates,  10.6 percent are white,
26.1 percent are blac k, 23.7 percent
are L atino, and  23 percent are Native
Americ an. Even restaurant workers—
an occupation dominated by people of
color (who should have access to al l
the f ood the y need)—a re t wice as f ood
insecure as  the  national  average.9

R ace, po ver t y, and  f ood insecur it y 
correlate c losel y  with  obesit y and  d i e t - 
re l a t e d  disease; near l y half of Af r i c an
Americ ans and  over 42 percent of
L atinos suff er f rom obesit y. W hile less
than 8 percent of n on - H i s p a n i c  whites
suff er f rom diabetes, 9 percent of Asian
Americ ans, 12.8 percent of Hispanics,
13.2 percent of n o n - H i s p a n i c  Af r i c an
Americ ans,  and 15.9 percent of
indigenous people have diabetes.
At $245 bil lion a year, the national
expense in  medic al costs and  reduced
productivit y resulting f rom diabetes are
stagger ing.10 The human and  economic
burdens of diabetes and  d i e t - r e l a t e d 
disease on the l o w - i n c o m e  families of
color are de vasta ting.

Trauma, Resistance, and 
Transfor mation:
An Equitable  Food S y stem 

Is Possible

Recognizing r acism as  f oundational
in today ’s c apitalist  f ood sy stem helps
explain why people of color suff er
dispropor tionatel y f rom its social and 
environmental “externalities:” labor
abuses, resource inequities, and  d i e t - 
re l a t e d  diseases. It also helps explain
why many of the promising alter natives
such as  land  tr usts,  farmers’ markets,
and  com muni t y -s u p p o r t e d  agr icul ture
tend to be dominated by people who are
pr ivileged by whiteness.11 Mak ing  these
alter natives readil y  accessible to  people
of color requires a social commitment to
r acial equit y and a fear l ess commitment
to social justice. Ensu r ing  equal access
to healthy food, resources, and dignified,
l i v i n g - w a g e  jobs would go a  long way
toward “fixing ”  the f ood sy stem.

The tr auma of r acism is inesc apable. In
addition to the pain and  ind igni t y of
r acializ ed mistreatment, people of color

c an inter n aliz e  r acial misinf or mation,
reinf orcing r acial stereot y pes. W hile
white pr ivilege benefits white
communities, it c an also  immobiliz e
them with guilt, f ear, and hopelessness.
Both inter n aliz ed racism and white guilt
are social l y and  emotional l y par al y zing,
and  make  racism d i f f i c u l t  to conf ront
and  inte rr u pt. 

D i f f i c u l t ,  b u t n o t i m p o s s i b l e . S i n c e
b e f o re t h e a b o l i t i o n m o v e m e n t  a n d
t h e U n d e r g ro u n d  R a i l ro a d  o f t h e
m i d - 1 8 0 0 s ,  p e o p l e h a v e f o u n d  w a y s 
t o b u i l d  a l l i a n c e s a c ro s s r a c i a l d i v i d e s . 
T h e h i s t o r y o f t h e U. S. f o o d s y s t e m i s
re p l e t e  w i t h e x a m p l e s  o f re s i s t a n c e  a n d
l i b e r a t i o n ,  f ro m t h e e a r l y s t r u g g l e s o f
t h e S o u t h e r n Ten a n t  Far m e r s U n i o n 
t o t h e B l a c k  Panthers’ f o o d p ro g r a m s
a n d t h e b oyc o t t s a n d s t r i k e s  by t h e
U n i t e d Fa r m Work e r s .  M o re re c e n t l y,
t h e Foo d C h a i n Wo rk e r s  A l l i a n c e h a s
f o u g h t f o r b e t t e r w a g e s a n d d e c e n t
wo rk i n g  c o n d i t i o n s . T h e D e t ro i t  Foo d
Po l i c y C o u n c i l  i s a n e x a m p l e  o f t h e
i n c r e a s e o f l o c a l  f o o d p o l i c y c o u n c i l s
r u n by p e o p l e o f c o l o r, a n d t h e s p re a d
o f e t h n i c u r b a n  f a r m i n g  g ro u p s re f l e c t a
r i s e  i n  l e a d e r s h i p  by t h o s e c o m mu n i t i e s
w i t h t h e m o s t a t s t a k e  i n c h a n g i n g  a
s y s t e m t h a t s om e h a ve re f e r re d  t o a s
“f o o d  a p a r t h e i d . ”  I n d i g e n o u s   p e o p l e s

“An  Ear l y  Union  Meeting.” Blac k  and   white 
union members of the  S outhern  Tenants 
Farmer  Union  gather  in  1937 Photo Credit: 
Louise Boyle/ CC BY.



a n d o t h e r  o p p re s s e d c o m mu n i t i e s h a ve
d e v e l o p e d w a y s  o f h e a l i n g h i s t o r i c a l
t r a u m a ,  a n d t h e re  a re p e e r c o u n s e l i n g 
g ro u p s w i t h s k i l l s f o r wo rk i n g 
t h ro u g h t h e i m m o b i l i z i n g f e e l i n g s 
o f i n t e r n a l i z e d o p p re s s i o n , f e a r,

h o p e l e s s n e s s , a n d g u i l t . A l l o f t h e s e
re s o u rc e s a n d h i s t o r i c a l l e s s o n s c a n b e
b ro u g h t  i n t o   t h e  f o o d  m o ve m e n t .

R ac i s m  s t i l l  s t a n d s  i n  t h e  w a y  o f  a  
g o o d - f o o d   re vo l u t i o n .   I f  t h e  f o o d

m o ve m e n t  c a n b e g i n d i s m a n t l i n g 
r a c i s m i n t h e f o o d s y s t e m a n d w i t h i n
t h e f o o d m o v e m e n t  i t s e l f, i t w i l l  h a v e
o p e n e d a p a t h n o t on l y f o r f o o d s y s t e m
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , b u t f o r e n d i n g t h e
s y s t e m  o f  r a c i a l  c a s t e s  i n  t h e  U S.
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