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French Gastronomy and the Magic of Americanism by Rick
Fantasia begins with the intriguing story of French chef
Bernard Loiseau’s death by suicide in 2003.

At the time of his death, Loiseau was one of France’s top
chefs. His restaurant, la Côte d’Or, had achieved top ranks in
both Gault-Millau and Michelin guides, but had recently lost
a few feathers: its rating had been downgraded in Gault-
Millau and was rumored to be heading that way in the
Michelin guide as well. What, Fantasia asks, does Loiseau’s
death tell us about the social forces at work in the world of
French gastronomy? In Loiseau’s story, Fantasia points to the
great balancing act of seemingly contradictory logics and ideals
within the world of food, namely between artisanal and indus-
trial practices. For Loiseau, this balancing act ultimately proved
perhaps too trying. Yet Fantasia’s broader argument is that the
tension between artisanal and industrial practices, best repre-
sented by the fundamental opposition of French haute cuisine
and American fast food, emerges as the very underpinnings of
the field of gastronomy in France. Fantasia thus points to the
relational and mutually constitutive elements of French and
American cultures through his exploration of French gastron-
omy. For food scholars who are fascinated by the mysterious
pull of French haute cuisine and gastronomy, Fantasia’s metic-
ulous analysis provides a well-researched and absorbing read.

In his book, Fantasia uses French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu’s method of field analysis to study French gastron-
omy. Having refined this method via his relationship with
Bourdieu, Fantasia is able to apply it almost academically to
his field of study. His book thus emerges as a useful tool for in-
troducing and teaching field analysis to students in the field of
food. In his two first chapters, Fantasia turns his attention to
the foundations of the field of gastronomy and the creation

of a symbolic economy within it. Food scholars familiar with
the work of the late Priscilla Ferguson on the cultural field of
gastronomy (“A Cultural Field in the Making: Gastronomy
in 19th-Century France,” 1998) and Rebecca Spang’s work
on restaurants (The Invention of the Restaurant: Paris and
Modern Gastronomic Culture, 2000) will recognize some of
the pivotal moments and institutions that Fantasia discusses
in these chapters. Like Ferguson, Fantasia acknowledges the
importance of culinary discourse for the burgeoning field of
gastronomy, but also draws attention to the many culinary
practices that allowed gastronomy to flourish as a field with
its own rules and aesthetic. Institutions like the restaurant
where haute cuisine practices became more widely available,
and figures like the gastronome and the chef, emerged as im-
portant social players in the nascent world of gastronomy,
helping to consolidate that social world as a world unto itself.
As the field of French gastronomy became more established,
it also developed a particular system that valued chefs’ artistry
in haute cuisine as the epitome of culinary worth. This system
was upheld by specific social actors and institutions, such as the
famous French guides Michelin and Gault-Millau, both of
which are discussed at length in terms of their respective powers
to consecrate chefs and restaurants as traditional (for Michelin)
or as innovative and boundary-pushing (for Gault-Millau).

As Fantasia shows, the gastronomic field was primarily built
on symbolic value. However, a new player in the field of
French gastronomy emerged in the 1970s: the fast food restau-
rant. With it came new practices in the realms of production
and consumption. Despite embodying values that were clearly
antagonistic to French gastronomic traditions, Fantasia argues
that fast food caught on in France, mainly because it embod-
ied its own brand of cultural capital: the “coolness” associated
with a new American way of being a consumer. As for produc-
tion, more changes were heralded with the development of a
new type of industrial cuisine that borrowed heavily from
American-style business techniques. Like the “coolness” associ-
ated with the American consumer practices of fast food, the
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magical aura surrounding American business practices made
these attractive models for French businesses. Indeed, the
break from tradition—whether for consumers or producers—
that was represented in fast food and American business mod-
els created a type of status for those who adopted them.

Thus, Fantasia demonstrates that two opposing logics
emerged within the French gastronomic field in the 1970s
and 1980s. On one side was a logic that emphasized slower,
artisanal production methods and more restricted markets for
consumption, mostly associated with celebrated chefs and
restaurants, as well as famed culinary guides. On the other
side was a logic that emphasized quicker, more modern pro-
duction methods and mass-market modes of consumption as-
sociated with fast food outlets and food corporations like
Nestlé or Danone. For anyone who has ever wondered about
the mutual fascination and below-the-surface competition be-
tween French and American cultures, not just in the realm of
food but beyond, this book provides interesting insights into
that relationship. Indeed, Fantasia’s demonstration of the in-
terdependence of these cultural forces, and the recognition
that the artisanal, terroir-driven and the industrial, standard-
ized cultural objects possess some “magic,” is compelling and
credible.

In his final chapter, Fantasia shows how the gastronomic
field was transformed through the erosion of the boundary
between these two logics. Through this breaking down of
the division between valuing the symbolic and valuing the
economic, the pursuit of commercial interests (and thus, fi-
nancial success) became acceptable within the realm of gas-
tronomy. As chefs began to collaborate with industry
partners—for example, lending their names to a line of fro-
zen foods—they effectively traded in their symbolic capital
(acquired through recognition within the field by such enti-
ties as the Michelin guide) and transformed it into eco-
nomic capital. Their industry partners benefitted from
their status—something they could not obtain on their own
as industrial actors—and the chefs obtained financial suc-
cess and the ability to reach wider audiences—something
they could not accomplish through traditional avenues in
the realm of haute cuisine. Nevertheless, Fantasia con-
cludes that this trade-off primarily benefits capitalist indus-
tries, who use the symbolic capital and status associated
with the artisanal, the local, and the terroir to legitimize and
grow their businesses. As Fantasia notes, the logic of the
economic field is gaining terrain and imposing itself on the
logic of the gastronomic field. Although never completely
answered, one wonders if this overtaking and oppressive
economic logic is what killed Loiseau in the end.

—Sarah Cappeliez, Concordia University, Montréal, Québec

Sugar and the Making of International Trade Law
Michael Fakhri
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017
xi + 250 pp. $34.99 (paper)

Sugar and the Making of International Trade Law by
Michael Fakhri provides a historical, legal, and socioeco-
nomic account of the forces that have made sugar a product
with global appeal. The book’s expansive examination of a
single food item allows for a thoughtful, in-depth look at an
ingredient that has become so pervasive in our recipes, daily
intake, and sweet pleasures. Food scholars and advocates
should take Fakhri’s critical messages seriously, with trade
regimes on the verge of falling apart, populists seeking sup-
port by agitating the disgruntled, and global North and global
South forces crafting new rules to control the buying and
selling of food.

Fakhri reminds us that sugar has had an immense eco-
nomic and political impact on both producers and consum-
ers, affecting rural localities and commercial centers on a
global stage. He could hardly have chosen a more illuminat-
ing food studies topic, as sugar allows him to explore history,
politics, and socioeconomics. A prime example of food’s con-
tentious role in trade, the domestic American market for
sugar was basically closed to producers from Mexico and
Canada, despite two decades of NAFTA. Recent negotiations
for NAFTA’s revamp, the USMCA, almost fell apart over pro-
tections for Canada’s dairy farmers. It is also unclear what
protections from American corn Mexico will afford its corn
farmers.

Viewing this big table on which trade and food meet, the
book argues three main points. First, international trade law
played a key role in making sugar a commodity of global
significance—from the end of the nineteenth century to the
formation of the current regime with the General Agreement
of Trade and Tariffs (1947) and World Trade Organization
(1994). Second, this multilateral story is usually told as a tri-
umph of free trade, but by following sugar Fakhri illustrates
that these ideas adapt over time. This evolution always fol-
lows political and economic interests, even when presented
as seeking freedom from state intervention. Sugar shows how
“‘free’ from the state has little practical meaning; market
actors cannot operate without certain legal structures, politi-
cal decisions, and social relations” (p.212). For international
trade, the line between private actors and states is almost
impossible to draw. The book examines the Brussels Sugar
Convention of 1902, the International Sugar Agreement
(ISA) of 1937, and the ISA of 1977. Third, sugar’s transfor-
mation as a global product illustrates the ongoing influence
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of imperialism. International trade law has its “origin” in
imperialism (p.11), while this doctrine “constantly redef-
[ines] capitalism and imperialism, and negotia[tes] between
agriculture and industry” (p.16). This adds to similar
approaches with respect to empire and public international
law explored by Antony Anghie in his 2007 Imperialism,
Sovereignty, and the Making of International Law, with a
focus on sovereignty.

Importantly, these critical perspectives isolate the politi-
cal, cultural, and socioeconomic motivations behind craft-
ing legal rules on commerce and foreign relations. Fakhri
makes important contributions in the area of international
economic law, sweetening our understandings of multilater-
alism and trade. This is needed. As China and the United
States embark on a trade war, the United Kingdom and
European Union disagree about their divorce terms, Brazil
and Argentina increase grain production for world con-
sumption, and American foreign policy prioritizes sover-
eignty, Fakhri’s insights could not be more relevant.

The book offers a refreshing approach through which to
examine the ornate aspects of economics and food history.
For each time period, a chapter describes sugar and its polit-
ical and socioeconomic context. The subsequent chapter
then examines how free trade notions contributed to form-
ing international rules. This food context followed by trade
policies is extremely illuminating. Readers can easily track
sugar and then understand the role of government support
and barriers and its effects on producers, exporting countries,
and importers. Decades ago in Sweetness and Power: The
Place of Sugar in Modern History (1986), Sidney Mintz used
sugar to show how empire and slavery in the Caribbean
funded European industrialization and fed expanding work-
ing classes. Describing subsequent sugar histories, Fakhri’s
book could have been titled “Sugar and the Power of ‘Free
Trade.’” Food scholars would do well to adopt Fakhri’s
approach when examining concepts such as fair trade, sus-
tainability, and domestic production with respect to other
food items in the global marketplace.

Some readers may find the book’s descriptions too limited,
since they discuss the treaties and experiences of but a few
nations. However, these examples powerfully support the book’s
larger claims concerning free trade, international law, and the
lone food item—sugar. Surely, isolated narratives would paint
a less comprehensive picture than Fakhri’s global analysis and
long-term view.

Sugar and the Making of International Trade Law provides
a great addition to undergraduate or graduate courses on food
justice, global studies, international trade, economic concepts,
and postcolonialism. Scholars and advocates will relish its

topical insights, while teachers will enjoy working through its
approach with students.

—Ernesto Hernández-López, Professor of Law,

Fowler School of Law, Chapman University

Food and Health in Early Modern Europe: Diet, Medicine
and Society, 1450–1800
David Gentilcore
London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016
249 pp. Illustrations. $35.95 (paper)

There are many excellent works available about food in early
modern Europe, and why not: the proliferation of the printed
word in that era provides modern scholars with varied insights
into the near-medieval period without them having to resort
to complex and expensive archaeological methods. David
Gentilcore’s Food and Health in Early Modern Europe does
not introduce any surprising revelations about the kind of
foods people were eating, but it does an excellent job of eval-
uating how the medical philosophers of the time viewed food
and how that may have influenced consumers.

Gentilcore’s previous works are often narrow but deep—
closely investigating the relationship between the introduction
of maize to Europe and the resulting prevalence of pellagra,
for instance. This book is both expansive and balanced: each
chapter has a general theme, but that theme is not explored
outside of the intersection of diet and health. Gentilcore is
painting with a broad brush the general themes of health and
food, and at the same time he ties together a collection of se-
lected highlights with a detailed examination of the writings
of physicians and medical philosophers of the time.

The book is divided into eight chapters, the subject mat-
ters of which can be summarized as follows: dietetics, social
status, region, religion, vegetables, New World introductions,
and beverages. The first two chapters, on dietetics, provide a
solid review of the important shifts in medical theory
throughout the early modern period. Much of the review
deals with the repeated rise and fall of Galenism. Chapter 1
often refers back to the works of Ken Albala, who has written
a great deal on Renaissance and early modern foodways, but
both chapters also point the reader toward more unusual or
less-often-cited source material.

If you are familiar with the dietary medical theories of early
modern Europe, you know that they were spread by expensive
books, and so are focused on those who were expected to do
the most reading: the upper-middle-class and wealthy men of
Europe. It is not entirely clear how great an effect the medical
texts and physicians’ suggestions had on the everyday diet, but
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many of the source references seem to suggest that, much like
today, the recommended diets were followed for at most a few
days or weeks, after which time the patients decided that they
missed meat and beer too much.

The rest of the chapters take an aspect of or change to society
and examine how it related to medical philosophy. Take, for in-
stance, chapter 3, “Rich Food, Poor Food: Diet Physiology and
Social Rank.” This chapter on social status, like the chapter on
religion to follow, reiterates much of the philosophy of the first
two chapters, but through the lens of how such philosophy ap-
plied specifically to these social elements. For example, the
wealthy controlled dietary advice and in turn used it as an ele-
ment of social control and order: implying that they were physi-
cally different from the poor and required better food. The
aspects under examination are parsed in a style more common
to anthropologists than historians, following a theme in many
directions with less regard for chronology.

The region chapter, like the rest of the book, still focuses
on Western Europe, but it does provide a nice transition as
to how different regions within Western Europe adopted the
new foods and spices provided by colonialism and interna-
tional trade. The introduction of new foods and spices were
a problem from a Galenic health perspective: how do you
classify them? Are the new spices making your foods too dry,
moist, hot, or cold for your constitution? The rest of the chap-
ters proceed in a similar manner, carefully walking the line be-
tween providing enough information to be interesting while
staying within the boundaries of the food/health dynamic.

If there are flaws with this book, they lie in the relatively
short length (183 pages of actual text) and the minute font.
I would also suggest changing the unfortunate cover art, a
painting detail of a young man draining a glass of wine with
a view of his nostrils as the focal point. Overall Food and
Health in Early Modern Europe is an interesting read,
thoughtful, dense, and thoroughly detailed, making it a good
reference piece. However, while it is well written, it can be a
slow read if you are not already familiar with the major writers
and philosophers of the period.

—Ellen M. Ireland, Indiana University, Terre Haute

Pressure Cooker: Why Home Cooking Won’t Solve Our
Problems and What We Can Do about It
Sarah Bowen, Joslyn Brenton, and Sinikka Elliott
New York: Oxford University Press, 2019
352 pp. $24.95 (hardcover)

We live in a time of tremendous, gut-wrenching inequality.
This is not news. Even so, it is easy to become desensitized

to the harsh realities facing millions of American eaters who
struggle to afford food. For the relatively well-off reader, it
can be challenging to imagine what it’s like to spend less
than $300 on groceries for the entire month for a family of
four, or to worry whether you can afford to buy a container
of hummus as a treat for your son. It’s tough to think about
what it would be like to feed young kids in a hotel room, with
a kitchen that consists solely of a hot plate, a microwave, and
a mini-fridge. When your own full-sized fridge is bursting at
the seams, it can be difficult to put yourself in the position
of a woman who won’t have enough to feed herself once the
kids have eaten.

The narratives in Pressure Cooker bring the reader into all
of these scenarios. The book focuses on nine families living
in three counties in North Carolina and profiles the emo-
tional and financial struggles of foodwork faced by mothers
and grandmothers. The decision to focus on nine families
makes for riveting reading, but the analytic work is drawn from
a multiyear research project involving interview and field re-
search with 168 women.

Long after I closed the pages of the book, the stories of
these nine families lingered with me. Their enduring quality
speaks to the power of storytelling in nonfiction writing, and
the missed potential of so many scholarly texts. Academics of-
ten feel the pressure to say something new, something unique,
something that nobody has ever said or heard before. This can
be a ridiculous imperative—especially when it comes to study-
ing poverty and food insecurity. The stories in Pressure Cooker
are not radically new, but they are exceptionally powerful and
enhance our understanding of the lived experience of food in-
security as well as women’s fraught relationship to food and
carework. Because the stories are so engrossing, this book will
serve an important pedagogical role in public discourse—as
evidenced by the widespread media coverage of the book. It
is also a vital resource for teaching about food insecurity, espe-
cially on college campuses that tend to privilege middle-class
perspectives.

In the tradition of feminist food scholarship, the book
tackles head-on the power struggles that take place at family
meals. I loved this—both as a parent of picky eaters and as
a food scholar. Feeding people involves a lot of love and
satisfaction and warm fuzzy feelings, but it also involves a
TON of complaining, conflict, resentment, and hostility. As
the authors write: “the dinner table is not just a place where
people consume food; it’s a place where people jostle and vie
for a bit of power within the family” (p.81). The authors don’t
shy away from these conflicts and instead foreground the
power struggles that take place over food. These power strug-
gles are especially rich when they intersect with the cultural
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expectations of intensive mothering and patriarchal servitude.
There are some solid-gold quotes in the book that relate to
this work. Rosario, after serving her husband dinner, says,
“Now I can eat, because el señor has been served” (p.55).
Or Rashan, when his mother tries to get him to eat chicken
teriyaki: “I don’t like it. I don’t need it. I don’t want it” (p.81).
All of these quotes and stories build toward an important con-
clusion: Family dinners themselves don’t have a magical
power to make people get along and connect. For that reason
alone, we should be extremely cautious about idealizing their
power to transform lives—especially the lives of our most vul-
nerable citizens.

While Pressure Cooker is centered on the lives of poor fami-
lies, the “foodie” looms large. The book is organized around
seven key foodie messages, such as “you are what you eat,”
“know what’s on your plate,” and “make time for food.” These
messages work well as an organizational scaffolding for their
rich trove of data and serve as a powerful counterpoint to the
poignant foodwork struggles they profile. Occasionally I won-
dered if the “foodie” acts as a kind of fall guy—both in this book
and in broader culture. People have come to imagine “the
foodie” as an oblivious, white bourgeois jerk. The foodie
assumes that all people have access to fresh food, a decent
kitchen, an appreciation for farmers’ markets and fresh herbs,
and hold an undue faith in the transformative power of home
cooking. Yes, these kinds of people exist. But foodie culture is
complex and diverse, and also includes people of color, eaters
with limited financial resources, men who value home cooking,
and consumers who are deeply critical of the social and ecologi-
cal injustices of the mainstream food system.

So why won’t home cooking solve our problems? The
authors insist, “[w]e need collective solutions that will ben-
efit people across the income spectrum” (p.225). This is a
tremendously important point. Collective strategies are es-
sential to deal with the profound social inequality that
threatens people’s collective well-being in industrial democ-
racies. However, I wonder if that message might inadver-
tently minimize the ways food pleasures can serve as an
entry point into food politics. This is certainly not an auto-
matic pathway, but sometimes the pleasures of eating and
cooking connect to critical, collective approaches—new-
comer kitchens and community gardens, food gleaning
projects and canning workshops, public school cooking
classes and incubator kitchens. Home cooking certainly
won’t solve all of our problems, but maybe, just maybe, food
can be an element of collective strategies that mobilize joy,
build off of foodie passions, and give people a sense of hope
in politically dark times.

—Josée Johnston, University of Toronto

Feed the Resistance: Recipes + Ideas for Getting Involved
Julia Turshen
San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2017
143 pp. $14.95 (hardcover)

Breakfast: The People’s Grits. Not for a hundred, for one, so I
adjust the amounts. I can’t find grits at the independent bulk
sellers in Toronto or the supermarket located in a former
hockey arena. I use medium coarse cornmeal and almond
milk instead of coconut milk (it’s what I have). Before I add
the coconut oil, I cook some collard greens and eggs, as sug-
gested, as well as some vegan sausage and leftover tomato. It’s
not exactly what it’s supposed to be, but I think it works, and
it’s nourishing.

The recipe is courtesy of the People’s Kitchen Collective,
an Oakland-based group that cooks an annual Free Breakfast
in the tradition of the Black Panther Party. It’s one of thirty-
some (if you include all the variations) in Julia Turshen’s
Feed the Resistance: Recipes + Ideas for Getting Involved.
Turshen, author of the best-selling Small Victories: Recipes,
Advice + Hundreds of Ideas for Home-Cooking Triumphs,
started working on the book just after the 2017 presidential in-
auguration. “On the most basic level,” she writes, “resistance,
just like any other active thing, needs to be fed in order to
sustain. Beyond that, food touches on just about every single
issue that matters. Being interested in food, really caring
about it, has a domino effect. You start caring about where
it comes from, what it means to the people you are feeding,
and what it means to be fed” (pp.11–12).

The recipes are divided into three categories, the first being
“Easy Meals for Folks Who Are Too Busy Resisting to Cook.”
I found the Roasted Broccoli + Quinoa with Curry Cashew
Dressing included here to be a bit bland. The Sheet Pan
Sausage, Potatoes + Red Cabbage was a tasty discovery.
Then comes “Feeding the Masses” (the grits, mac and cheese,
soup, and other easily expanded dishes), followed by “Baked
Goods + Portable Snacks” (squares, muffins, etc.).

There are also several short essays offering sage advice.
As per tinyletter.com/actionnow creator Mikki Halpin’s sug-
gestion, I’m committing myself to three causes (one where I
lead, one where I follow, and one that’s a “habit”—some-
thing I care about but where I have more limited involve-
ment). It seems a more realistic and effective approach.
Shakirah Simley, co-founder and organizer with Nourish/
Resist in San Francisco, offers rules for “creating anti-racist
food spaces” (p.80). This includes acknowledging multiple
identities and privilege, diversity in leadership, and becom-
ing an accomplice (“Accomplices willingly accept the con-
sequences and risk associated with collective liberation,
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whether emotional, financial, or physical”) rather than an
ally (p.82). I’m a queer, white, cisgender woman; I appreci-
ate that Simley’s essay called me in to think this way. How
can I consciously practice being an accomplice?

The book concludes with some simple lists: “Twenty Places
to Reach Out To” (ranging from the local library and domestic
violence shelters to your senator and state representative to
groups such as the American Civil Liberties Union [where pro-
ceeds from Feed the Resistance will be donated], the Southern
Poverty Law Center, and Planned Parenthood); “Ten Ways to
Engage That Aren’t So Obvious” (take a self-defense class, do
pro bono work, support or create an after-school program); and
“Ten Things YouCanDo in Less Than TenMinutes” (try foods
that are unfamiliar to you, register to vote, practice a random act
of kindness) (pp.126–31).

This is an engaging, slim volume that can serve as a useful
reminder to some and an inspiring introduction to connect
others to the power of food. Food can grow community and
conversation (“If you’re making plans for a meal, choose a
restaurant run by someone who doesn’t look like you. … If
there is something on the menu you’re not familiar with, ask
about it” [p.131]). Food can connect us to the past (as baker
and author Cheryl Day writes, “Georgia Gilmore’s secret
kitchen known as the ‘The Club From Nowhere’” sold baked
goods to pay for transportation during the Montgomery bus
boycott [p.119]). Food can enhance social justice. How might
we eat if those who want to cook had opportunities to own
their businesses, asks Caleb Zigas, executive director of La
Cocina, if people who prepare and serve our food were paid
a decent wage? When we think about what we eat, when we
care about food sovereignty, it will affect our choices, how we
feel within and in the world.

Indeed, food can feed our resistance.
—Jennifer O’Connor, Toronto-based writer, graduate

student, and craftivist

Potato
Rebecca Earle
New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2019
144 pp. $14.95 (paper)

Rebecca Earle’s small book, Potato, is part of the Object
Lessons series, which looks at the “hidden lives of ordinary
things.” Published by Bloomsbury, the series emerged from
a collaboration with the Atlantic, where short essays are also
published (such as Janelle Peters’s exploration of tea, tea par-
ties, and the Suffragette movement). The books (which are
not to be more than 30,000 words) cover any manner of ma-
terial objects, including Drone, Whale Song, and Eye Chart.

A few already published books in the series also look at food
as a material object: Bread, Egg, and Burger. For food studies
scholars, only four books that look at food (and none so far
that looks at drink) seems like a missed opportunity (although
there is the Edible Series by Reaktion Books, including
Andrew Smith’s Global History of the Potato). On the other
hand, since the topics for these slim volumes are more idio-
syncratic, there is potential for new forms of intellectual
cross-fertilization: what happens if you first read Potato, move
on to Jet Lag, and then turn to (my personal bête noire in ev-
eryday life) Password?

Earle’s meditation on the potato, a tangible and an edible
object, traverses the mundane and the spiritual as well as the
individual and the community. At times, her aims seems uni-
versalist; early on, during a consideration of photographer
Kevin Abosch’s photographic work, “Potato #345,” she asks,
“what can the potato tell us about the nature of human expe-
rience?” (p.4) This is no tale of a simple food or a simple peo-
ple, for Earle argues that objects and meanings are “mutually
constitutive” (p.88). But, with the condensed approach, choices
have to be made—global food cannot easily be contained.

In her telling, the potato, that seemingly humble spud, has
a profound place in the creation and reproduction of the state;
the role of the potato in the disciplining of individuals into
certain types of modern citizens runs throughout the book, es-
pecially chapters 2 through 5. And much of the slim volume
does focus on the potato, the individual citizen and/or worker,
and the modern nation-state. Although she explains its mate-
rial and spiritual origins in the Andes, this functions more to
set up what happens after the conquistadores take potatoes
on journeys both practical and political. In particular, the fo-
cus lies on the emergence of the modern Western state (albeit
with some discussion of modern-day China): whither the
British, the Irish, and then the French, Belgians, and other na-
scent European states without it? At the same time, she wants
the reader to see how the potato illuminates the “experience of
being governed” (p.89): potatoes fly under the radar, allowing
small peasants and the rural and urban poor a measure of
autonomy. She explores such a dialectic through the organiza-
tion of chapters, the decisions on historical and contemporary
evidence, and the larger claims and argument.

The explorations of resistance and acquiescence to the in-
creasing infiltration of types of expertise (regulators, bureaucrats,
and health experts) into the global embrace of the potato are en-
gaging, if a bit scattered. There are quick surveys of historical
documents—cookbooks, treatises, magazine articles—and his-
torical and contemporary media—paintings, media campaigns,
family recipes. At its best, this book is a provocative meditation
that can spark fruitful connections and conversations; I would
recommend it for general interest readers, for use in the
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classroom as a provocative debate and discussion text, and for
those passionate about the global history of the potato!

—Amy Trubek, University of Vermont

Keepers of the Future: La Coordinadora of El Salvador
Avi Lewis, Director
Klein Lewis Productions
Bullfrog Films, 2018
24 mins. DVD

To grow food systems that allow everyone to thrive in the on-
slaught of climate change, it is worth paying attention to com-
munities who already demonstrate how this is possible. A core
tension for anyone who cares about building a more livable
future is to overcome the sense of powerlessness and fatalism
that haunts people’s imaginations under capitalism, but also
to avoid romanticizing other ways of life. Avi Lewis’s new film,
Keepers of the Future, tells the story of La Coordinadora, a
social movement of farmers and fishers in El Salvador who are
strengthening their responsiveness to climate crises, enhanc-
ing food security, and restoring ecosystem health.

Amid the fallout of natural disasters and a twelve-year civil
war, Keepers of the Future showcases multiple dimensions of
community organizing. Peasant farmers in the Lower Lempa
region explain how, after being exiled during the war, they be-
gan farming in a former conflict zone. Before the war, elites had
filled this floodplain with plantation cash crops like cotton.
Despite government pressure to reinstate export-oriented agri-
culture and turn farmers into farmworkers, members of La
Coordinadora have prioritized feeding their families through
diversified food crops like cashew and coconut. We also learn
how a cooperative in the Bay of Jiquilisco has resisted industrial
fishing through local self-rule. A wetland ranger explains that
by harvesting within ecological limits, they have successfully
enabled fish to fatten and repopulate the bay. Working on the
local land base alone, however, was proving inadequate for
La Coordinadora to resist state and industry power over the
region. Accordingly, some members began to run for public
office, and won.

By omitting voice-over narration, this documentary aims to
show rather than tell. It draws primarily on indirect interviews
and observational montages, all of which are in Spanish with
optional English subtitles. During the electoral campaign of
movement co-founder Estela Hernandez, audience members
get to weave through the countryside in a festive procession of
pickup trucks. Later, we witness the mixture of nerves and joy
on her face after being sworn into El Salvador’s legislative as-
sembly. When the camera lingers over purple and orange
punche crabs scuttling up mangrove trees, it gives viewers an

exquisite feel for the rich ecologies that the film’s protagonists
are fighting to steward. A 24-minute runtime makes it necessary
to trim details. Still, I could have used a tad more clarity about
how La Coordinadora’s various regional networks, nongovern-
mental organization, and cooperatives fit together, and if they
all identify as belonging to the same movement.

Keepers of the Future offers a stirring example of how peo-
ple with few resources and unfavorable odds are defending
a way of life that champions collective well-being over the
private pillaging of the planet. Here, the film echoes This
Changes Everything, which Lewis directed in 2015 as an ad-
aptation of partner Naomi Klein’s book. Both documentaries
give center stage to ordinary people’s struggles against being
swallowed up by ecological “sacrifice zones.” During a scene
where the Mangrove Association enlists locals of all ages for
a flood response drill, I wondered how effectively my own
community would organize if we were crushed by a natural
disaster. During a town hall scene where El Salvador’s pres-
idential advisor extols the virtues of private U.S. investment
along the lush coast, I cheered when the mayor of Jiquilisco
retorts: “If you build large hotels, they’ll only hire people
who can speak English because foreigners will come … if
it’s necessary for us to rise up to stop the privatization of the
beaches, we will do it.”

While the simple, hopeful storyline creates narrative co-
herency, the film left me curious to learn more about what
makes La Coordinadora tick, where it falls short, and the
complexity of the Salvadorian political context. How was
farmland redistributed after the war? Given that many reset-
tled farmers are new to the disaster-prone floodplain, which
specific agricultural techniques have they adopted, and how
did they learn them? Alongside climate change, how is flood-
ing in the Lower Lempa affected by the series of hydroelec-
tric dams upstream? Is La Coordinadora connected to other
peasant movements such as La Via Campesina? When move-
ment leaders become politicians, do they encounter the per-
vasive friction between pushing for transformative change
and holding onto their seats? How does the political culture
treat activist women legislators like Hernandez?

By spurring questions for deeper critical engagement,
Keepers of the Future could serve as a valuable classroom
teaching resource on topics such as climate resilience and
food sovereignty, though neither of those terms is mentioned
in the film. More broadly, this documentary offers a refreshing
antidote to both dystopian climate futures and degrading ster-
eotypes of Salvadorans that pervade current U.S. immigration
debates. Paying attention to movements like La Coordinadora
can help spark the sense of urgency and possibility that are
vital to building more desirable food futures.

— Anelyse M. Weiler, Okanagan College
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