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land not previously farmed before, such as the dry northwestern regions 
of Sonora and Sinaloa. 

As the commodification of food is intensified nearly everywhere, 
more and more people in Mexico and in other countries around the 
world, many of them from peasant communities, work to produce food 
that they may not ever eat themselves. Instead, they are supplying 
world markets and often eat what comes back to them from world mar­
kets. For example, tomato workers in Mexico cannot afford to buy the 
fruit they pick and pack for US and Canadian markets. They cannot 
produce their own food either. They will use their meagre wages to buy 
food. As cheaper US corn moves into the Mexican market, they will 
likely buy it, even though it tastes different and makes a different type 
of tortilla from what they have eaten in the past. As tastes change, by 
desire or necessity, corporations target new consumers in the Third 
World with whatever product they can afford, from cola drinks to ham­
burgers. Taco Bell has opened branches in Mexico to serve industrial 
tortillas to Mexicans uprooted from their village and urban networks 
through which they are made the old wayls). The "non-traditional" ex­
port of tomatoes and the "non-traditional" diet of purchased foods are 
created out of large-scale transformations in the political economy of 
food. The old links between local agriculture and local cuisines are 
being replaced by a new dependence on distant buyers and sellers. 
Abundance comes to mean not what rich people in a local or national 
culture eat, but what is best for transnational corporations to manufac­
ture and sell." The lives of the workers the TNCs employ and the cus­
tomers they entice are changed in the most intimate ways. 

CHANGES IN INTIMATE RELATIONS
 

BETWEEN FAMILIES AND FOOD
 

These profound changes that have taken place in the international po­
litical economy of food have affected how people work and how they 
live their daily lives outside of work. What people do to get food, how 
they prepare and share food, what food they eat, when and with whom 
are all influenced by shifts in the food chain. These in turn are inti­
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rnately connected to the shape of family life. How people work and eat 
involves gender relations and family relations. Changes in women's and 
men's roles and in the family are a local Counterpart to the global 
changes in the political economy of food. Of course, family structure is 
one of the most specific aspects of local cultures. Still, certain ideas of 
what is "traditional" link many pans of the world, especially in urban 
areas which now account for the majority of the world's population. 

The type of family we name "traditional" in North America and 
Europe is some variant of the "breadwinner-homemaker" model that 
emerged in the nineteenth cenrury.v Before money came to be the 
main means ofsecuring food, most people in the western world lived in 
simple, extended or joint family households dominated by a male 
"head" or "master." (Many peasant and immigrant communities today 
still organize family life and subsistence in this way.) The growth of in­
dustrial capitalist relations changed this food production _ as we have 
seen - and introduced the practice of using money to buy food. 
Money entered the household and became central to people's lives. To 
gain food, one now had to work for wages rather than farm one's own 
land or trade one's crafts or services for food in the local markets. The 
workers who spent their wages became consumers, customers of com­
mercial farmers. Commercial farmers, in turn, were part of a new 
(eventually industrial) system of agriculture, the ones who could sur­
vive the competition to sell food for profit. 

The need to have money to buy food brought other changes to the 
family. Family members had to go outside the home to work. In addi­
tion, thousands of people had to leave the countryside because they 
could not continue to have the kinds of families they had had as small 
farmers or villagers. They fled to cities where new industries were flour­
ishing. In England, during the Industrial Revolution (1700s to 1800s), 
these new industries hired whomever they could for the lowest possible 
wages. Industries and other employers (such as those hiring private ser­
vants) hired people as individuals (and not family units) to work for 
long hours at low wages. Employers found they could hire women 
more cheaply than men, and children more cheaply than women. 
Child labour was common, as was illness and early death. It was diffi­
cult for many people to form families at all in these new urban con­
texts. Children were born outside of marriage in large numbers and 
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many were abandoned by parents who could not care for them because 
they were too poor, too overworked or unemployed. With the spread of 
industrialization to North America, these conditions afflicted working 
families in the US and Canada, though not to the same degree. Similar 
conditions accompany displacement from the countryside in Third 
World countries today, as severe as those of early industrial England. 

In the face of such suffering and inability to settle into stable lives
 
and create stable families, working people (largely working men) in
 
England, the US and Canada demanded changes to regulate working
 
hours and wages. Landowning members of Parliament, who under­

stood that capitalism could not continue if it slowly killed off its work­

ers, supported the passage of laws restricting hours of work. The hours
 
of work for men were limited to ten a day, six and a half days a week. 
Hours as well as types of work were greatly restricted for women and 
children. These laws drastically reduced the competition for jobs by 
women and children, and men, therefore, were able to demand higher 

wages, usually through unions. 
The result was the idea of a "family wage," earned by a man and 

sufficient to support a dependent wife and children. AJ; men formed 
unions and bargained for higher wages, women were relegated to the 
home where they performed domestic labour for no pay. Even when 
women did work for wages, they were much lower. In a situation of so­
cial breakdown, then, the family wage allowed the formation of a par­
ticular type of family in an economy in which individuals earned not 
"bread" but the wages to buy it." And it was the breadwinner - usu­

ally the male head - who earned the wage. 
This breadwinner-homemaker family of the working classes mod­

elled itself after the bourgeois family of the capitalist class, whose tradi­
tions differed from those of the aristocracy, or landowners. The 
bourgeois family created a division between men, who went out to 
work in the new public sphere, and women, who stayed home in what 
remained the private sphere. The home was no longer recognized as a 
workplace but became idealized as a "haven" to which the husband 
could return. Women were considered too frail for the vicious worlds of 
commerce and politics (something different from the aristocratic or vil­
lager view of women), and they were seen best suited for "motherhood" 
(also a departure from the aristocratic and village "traditions" of the 
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times). Of course, the bourgeois family was supported by servants, 
sometimes an army of servants. This part of the family structure could 
not be modelled by the working classes, who were themselves either 
servants or factory employees of bourgeois families. But the male (the 
husband) did go out to work and the woman (the wife) stayed home. 
In the working-class version, the woman shopped, cooked and cared 
for children without servants. In some sense, she was the servant, ex­
cept she was not paid for her domestic work. 

In actuality, the family wage never really provided an adequate in­
come to the breadwinner. Only a minority of men actually achieved 
wages high enough to support their families. Many women had to 
work for wages even if they were married. A married woman's wages 
were considered "pin money," something extra to contribute to a family 
whose main income came from a husband (even if she didn't have 
onel). Single, separated or widowed women, with or without children, 
also had to work to support themselves, and always at lower wages than 
men - usually one-third of a man's wage. Rather than insist that 
women be paid as much as men, trade unions usually excluded 
women." Quite apart from the injustice to women, who were forced 
into various combinations of dependence and poverty, this was a fatal 
flaw in the family wage system, because women were always potentially 
availableto employers at lower wages. 

The family wage was a very partial and unequal "solution" to early 
capitalist poverty and instability. It was also a trap that set men against 
women at home and in the labour market. Logically, it would have 
made sense for men to support equal wages for women; this would 
have reduced the temptation for employers to hire women more 
cheaply. Instead, men often found ways to exclude women from unions 
and collaborated in keeping them out of high-paid jobs. Low pay made 
it less desirable for women to work for wages and more desirable for 
them to stay home and care for the family. Women, therefore, became 
an unpaid support system for employed men - whether they also 
worked for wages or not. AJ; long as certain industries remained stable 
enough to support exclusive contracts between unionized men and em­
ployers, those men could aspire to, and even achieve, a family wage. 
The family wage system deepened and spread to many countries, in 
one way or another, with the spread of industrialization and stayed in 
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place well into the 1960s. It became "traditional." 
By.th~ 1950~, the family wage had become the standard in many of 

t~e main industries of North America and Europe, such as the automo­
?Ile an~ steel industries. By this time there was also a formality about 
It.. ~ey Jobs were negotiated by unions and employers or regulated by 
rmrumum wages and other government policies. Different rates still ex­
isted for men and women. (This wage gap fuelled a major goal of femi­
nism in the 1970s - pay equity.) The family wage was also based on 
the existence of a "core" of relatively stable workers. In Canada, the US 
and Mexico, these workers were native-born males of European de­
scent. Immigrants, Indigenous people and women were largely absent 
from key industrial sectors. Thus both sexism and racism were struc­
turally entrenched in the work practices and wage systems of this pe­
riod. In the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, when employers faced falling 
profits and became serious about reducing wages, they undercut the 
family wage system by hiring women or men of colour. They could do 
this by "restructuring" or relocating their industry. 

In the 1970s, work began to be "restructured" in the food sector, 
and here, roo, restructuring exploited the flaw in the family wage sys­
tem. Women and young people, the marginal labour force, were as­
sumed to work "flexibly" and more cheaply than men. This 
"flexibilization" changed the nature of work and conditions of employ­
ment and shifted gender relations in the workplace and family relations 
in private life. The hiring of women and young people to work in the 
fields for export crops and in fast-food outlets (what Deborah Barndt 
refers to as "maquilization" and "McDonaidization") contributed to un­
dermining the "traditional" family/work nexus. It reversed the process 
by which the tradition of breadwinner-homemaker family and the fam­
ily wage were constructed: today, people are once again facing the 
world as individual competitors for jobs, women can be hired more 
cheaply than men, and teenagers and even children more cheaply than 
women. The effect is to undermine unions, reduce men's wages and 
men's employment, and ultimately undermine everyone's economic 

well-being.
Food remained at home as part of women's roles in the "tradi­

tional" family. Expansion of food industries and especially services, 
penetrated this non-market domain in two stages. First, two economic 

g~owth sectors in the 1950s and 1960s - "durable" goods such as re­
fngerators and freezers and "durable" food commodities such as frozen 
ingredients and meals - deepened the market penetration of food 
practices within the home. The post-war reaffirmation of women's do­
mestic roles included a new definition ofhousewife as consumer ofdo­
mestic goods. This saved time for women who, paradoxically, were 
entering the paid labour force in greater numbers. Second, food ser­
vices grew in the 1970s and after, both employing women and young 
people outside the home and offering individually prepared meals to re­
place home cooking. Cooking for wages instead of at home and buying 
meals that used to be made at home led to deeper market relations in 
food. Thus "traditional family values" - symbolized by the family 
meal - are giving way to individual life trajectories. Family members 
work long and odd shifts, especially in food retail and services, and buy 
meals. 

Family and trade "traditions" are linked, in both origin and de­
cline. The breadwinner-homemaker family grew up together with the 
divide between markets that organize production and families that or­
ganize consumption. Now they are changing together. This historical 
view helps us to see through an important illusion, which has run like a 
thread through both the stories of trade and families. The idea of "de­
velopment" sounds very positive, but it hides complex changes which 
have negative features. In practice, "development" means deepening 
market transactions. From an economic accounting, this always sounds 
positive: more jobs, more goods, therefore better off. 

But consider the situation concretely. If a hamburger is cooked at 
home, only the ingredients count in economic production. If the per­
son who used to cook it at home now works instead at McDonald's, 
where it is sold, then both the making and the receiving count as "pro­
ductive" contributions to the national economy. Yet the same human 
work is done, and the same number of mealsare created.I? The backward­
looking question is, Are the work and the meals more life-enhancing 
when organized by McDonald's than by unpaid mothers at home? The 
forward-looking question is, Are the meals more life-enhancing when 
organized by McDonald's than by other ways of organizing our making 
and eating of meals? 

Considered in this light, it is possible to ask whether making all 
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work and all goods into market transactions is the best way to achieve a 
better life. The corporations that employ people to create food at all 
links in the chain from field to table are destroying old "traditions" of 
trade, work and family structure. Many aspects of these old ways are 
not to be regretted. Indeed, the creation of low-paid work at long and 
odd hours in the food sector and the breaking down of nationally orga­
nized food sectors were possible because of flaws in the family system, 
which kept women working for free at home, and in the international 
system, which kept people poor, especially in Third World countries. 
Corporations understandably seized opportunities to sell products 
never before sold and then found ways to produce them more cheaply 
and sell them more widely. In pursuit of cheaper labour and larger mar­
kets, corporations pressed for changes in international rules that 
favoured their mobility and expansion. As a result, we have become 
more dependent on corporations for our food, both as workers and as 
consumers. 

WHAT FUTURE WILL WE CONSTRUCT ­

GLOBAL OR LOCAL7 

Today, the ideal global meal may be the hamburger. IS Although it is 
often assumed to be "traditionally" American, the hamburger has per­
meated US culture more recently than Mickey Mouse has. Its ancestry 
includes the sort of ground beef patty eaten in part of Germany, and 
variations appeared in county fairs in parts of the US settled by northern 
Europeans." In general bread and beef derive mainly from European 
agronomy and cuisine, itself a descendent of larger Mediterranean cul­
tures. The widespread use of the hamburger, however, accompanied the 
rise of fast-food industries. These marked a change of life from family 
to individual meals. 

A recent magazine advertisement exemplifies the combined effects 
of corporate-guided changes in food practices. A young girl is offered a 
doll to help her learn to be a mother, a way girls have learned in many 
human societies. What exactly is she learning from this doll? To feed 
her baby, who is wearing a "Happy Meal" bib, a McDonald's burger, 
fries and shake! Another doll might teach her to breasrfeed her baby or 
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to mash bananas. But the food she is learning to serve her baby is 
bought from McDonald's. And the girl herself is not the blond child, 
typical of ads until quite recently. In the COntext of this book, her dark 
hair and eyes could easily be those of a Mexican child, who might oth­
erwise be expected to think of food as tortillas and beans (and from the 
village rather than from Taco Bell).A toy company usesMcDonald's to 
sell its product to children, which in turn advertises the corporate 
meals. Parents who buy this toy are paying for advertising that encour­
ages their children to buy meals from the corporation! And as we will 
see in the chapters in this book, corporate meals are increasingly made 
and sold internationally, spanning the COntinent and even the globe. 

As suggested by the "Happy Meals" doll, the hamburger is more a 
corporate food than an American one. It is part of the project of global­
ization pushed by corporations to replace the "traditional" project of 
"development" once regulated by national states, with the United States 
at the centre. The corporate hamburger marks a shift from what had by 
the 1970s become a "tradition" of regulated (male) employment and 
unpaid (female) preparation of home meals. The fast-food hamburger 
also marks a shift from US-centred food production to a world where 
ingredients are contracted from farmers and outlets are created by cor­
porations which have escaped controls by governments. The corporate 
hamburger is prepared by casual, part-time workers for people who are 
eating out in deregulated markets. The new workers and the new cus­
tomers are often the same people and they now spend less time with 
their families. "Industrial" prepared food is served hot and ready to eat 
immediately, and individuals "graze" meals - eat when they can, often 
from ubiquitous fast-food outlets. Corporations are trying to create a 
new global "tradition" for a culturally diverse world. 

New patterns of production and trade accompany the eating 
changes creating new inequalities. Year-round fresh fruits and vegeta­
bles are now the fastest growing "non-traditional" exports. The new 
markets in exotic fruits, which include apples in Mexico as much as 
mangos in Canada, have been global from the Outset. New workers, es­
pecially women, are hired to tend and process monocultures of toma­
toes or strawberries in areas once devoted to peasant farming for local 
foods. These workers have less time and fewer ingredients to prepare 
"traditional" foods: They have little money to buy either corporate ver­
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sions of their cuisines, such as Taco Bell in Mexico, or imported corpo­
rate foods such as hamburgers. A new pattern emerges in which local 
companies contract to transnational corporations and hire different 
workers; this in turn reconfigures family life, changes diets and, with it, 
cultures. This is what Vandana Shiva calls the globalization of western 
local knowledge. A truly cosmopolitan world culture would consist of 
many local cultures existing together, mutually and respectfully ex­
changing and learning from one another." 

The new patterns of work, trade and home life on offer are not the 
only ones possible. Indeed, they create such problems of exploitation, 
environmental damage, ill health and destruction of community life 
and local cultures, that sources of opposition and survival strategies are 
emerging everywhere. The alternatives to corporatization are necessarily 
local and particular to that area of the world, but they are not isolated 
from the alternatives in other areas of the world. Their success depends 
on individuals linking strategiesand building mutual support across lo­
calities. These efforts require different rules of the game internationally 
than the deregulation of trade and investment presently rampaging 
across the globe, which only serves to "free" corporations at the expense 
of democratic institutions, communities, workers and consumers of 
food. New coalitions of groups concerned with food security, environ­
mental degradation, labour rights, women and health are forming to 
propose new sets of rules that are more equitable and democratic. 

Many local, regional and national alternatives still remain to be 
identified and connected. As a beginning, each of us can become aware 
of what is changing, where "traditions" came from, and what is possible 
_ learning from the past and from others. The shift over time from an 
agriculture-centred to a food-centred system, with most people hired 
for wages and buying food, opens possibilities. For instance, commu­
nity shared agriculture (CSA) is a new way to link farmers with eaters. In 
one model, eaters buy the crop in advance, help out on the farm and 
learn to eat what is good for the land to grow. Supported by their cus­
tomers, Canadian farmers threatened with the loss of government pro­
tection can be more attentive to what is good for the soil, making a 
new science of ecological agriculture and developing a new source of 
employment on the land. They can also experiment with crops appro­
priate to immigrant cuisines. Similarly, community kitchens are not 
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only a survival strategy for self-provisioning communities in Mexico 
which ate losing their protections, but also a model for multicultural 
communities in Canada. 

In both agriculture and eating practices, we have much to learn 
from places such as Mexico. Ironically, just as Canadians are becoming 
aware of the need to relocalize our food systems, trade liberalization 
and related changes in land and labour laws are threatening self-provi­
sioning communities long in tune with local ecosystems in Mexico. We 
are learning from the experiences of community kitchens in Latin 
America. But we need also to learn about laws and practices that sup­
port farmers and farming communities, and to learn how to use the 
land wisely and sustainably.!' In a time of growing unemployment and 
urban distress, particularly among young people, it seems wise to look 
to more labour-intensive - but also more knowledge-intensive ­
agriculture to support life and provide food. Mexican land and labour 
practices may well have needed change, but the wholesale adoption of 
problematic practices of industrial agrofood systems seems ill-advised. 
It also deprives us oran example to consider in Canada. 

Conscious buying is another place to start. Food co-operatives and 
even local governments can try to support local, environmentally sound 
farming through food purchases (buying supplies for schools and hos­
pitals, for example), Individuals can participate in "fair trade," orga­
nized by organizations such as OXFAM, to buy directly from 
co-operatives in other countries. Organizing and supporting local ini­
tiatives (such as the Good Food Box, farmers' markets, local food 
processors using local ingredients) helps ensure access for all to healthy 
food, grown in a sustainable way. International rules to suPPOrt local 
empowerment rather than undermine it could allow communities at all 
levels of scale to use their organized powers to manage their own affairs 
to the maximum. Co-ordination among self-governing communities, 
including respect for the effects of one region on another, is more re­
flective of democracy, justice and sustainability than the present rush to 
corporate freedom. 

It is worth remembering how and when changing "traditions" 
began. History helps us to track changes, to identify forks in the road, 
to grasp the interconnections among aspects of social life from the very 
small to the very large, and to know how our small choices, even the 
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unconscious ones, contribute to this or that direction as the present un­
folds into the future. If we make our choices conscious ones, each of us 
can do our part to take the path we want for everyone. 

Harriet(right)engages co-author Fran Ansleyin discussion and dish drying. 
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