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Food and More: Expanding the Movement for the 
Trump Era 

 
It’s time to apply the energy of the food movement to 

preserving our democracy 
 

Mark Bittman, Michael Pollan, Olivier De Schutter and 
Ricardo Salvador 

 
If the recent election had an upside, it’s this: It 

demonstrated that the good food movement is real. Four 
jurisdictions—Boulder, Oakland, San Francisco, and Albany 
(California)—approved taxes on soda, which will benefit both 
public health and public finances. (Two days later, lawmakers in 
Cook County, Illinois, also approved a soda tax, becoming the 
largest jurisdiction to do so).1 

 
In Oklahoma, an initiative to shield animal factory farms 

from regulation was defeated. Massachusetts voters passed a 
measure outlawing the sale of products from animals raised 
inhumanely. And four states voted to raise their minimum wage 
above the anemic $7.25/hour federal standard.2 

 
Meanwhile, the national reality has turned Orwellian: In a 

matter of days we will have an attorney general who is hostile to 
civil rights, an EPA chief who doesn’t believe in climate change 
 

1.   This article originally appeared in Civil Eats on January 16, 2107.  
2.  Hal Dardick, Cook County Soda Pop Tax Approved with Preckwinkle Breaking 

Tie Vote, CHI. TRIBUNE Nov. 11, 2016, 
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/politics/ct-cook-county-soda-pop-tax-vote-met-
1111-20161110-story.html; Bruce Y. Lee, 5 More Locations Pass Soda Taxes: What’s 
Next for Big Soda?, FORBES Nov. 14, 2016, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brucelee/2016/11/14/5-more-locations-pass-soda-taxes-
whats-next-for-big-soda/#371c70e5ed19; Massachusetts Minimum Size Requirements for 
Farm Animal Containment, Question 3 (2016), BALLOTPEDIA, 
https://ballotpedia.org/Massachusetts_Minimum_Size_Requirements_for_Farm_Animal_C
ontainment,_Question_3_(2016); Oklahoma Right to Farm Amendment, State Question 
777 (2016), BALLOTPEDIA, 
https://ballotpedia.org/Oklahoma_Right_to_Farm_Amendment,_State_Question_777_(201
6); Jeanne Sahadi, 4 States Just Voted to Hike Their Minimum Wage, CNNMONEY Nov. 9, 
2016, http://money.cnn.com/2016/11/09/pf/minimum-wage-state-elections/.  
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or environmental protection, a Health and Human Services 
Secretary hostile to public support for health care, an anti-
worker Labor Secretary, and an anti-democracy Congress which 
will rubber stamp an increasingly anti-individual rights Supreme 
Court. Not to mention a president who evinces little respect for 
democratic institutions and is already regarded the world over 
as, shall we say, sui generis.3 

 
As of today, the president-elect has yet to nominate an 

agriculture secretary, but the food movement is rightly aghast at 
the agriculture transition team, which promised to “defend 
American agriculture against its critics, particularly those who 
have never grown or produced anything beyond a backyard 
tomato plant.” This nonsense is premised on the assumption that 
“American agriculture” is limited to the large industrial variety 
and that advocating that public investment serve the public 
interest is a bad thing. Yet the majority of farmers are clearly not 
being served by the current system, and the only sector of the 
food industry that’s actually growing today is the one that 
produces good food.4 

 
How can the food movement best navigate this treacherous 

new environment? Two years ago, we outlined the need for a 
national food policy, a critical yardstick in determining whether 
legislation helps or harms farmers, eaters, the land, animals, and 
more. This remains an important long-term goal, but right now 
the most pressing work is to join forces with other progressive 
groups in a more immediate cause: protecting the disadvantaged 
and defending democracy. So it is the recent minimum wage 
victories, spurred by the Fight for $15—an alliance of workers, 
labor unionists (specifically, the Service Employees 
International Union), immigrants’ and women’s rights 
advocates, and the Food Chain Workers Alliance—that should 
point the way forward.5 
 

3.  See Trump’s Cabinet Nominees, CNN Mar. 2, 2017, 
http://www.cnn.com/interactive/2016/11/politics/new-cabinet/.  

4.  Beth Kowitt, Special Report: The War on Big Food, FORTUNE May 21, 2015, 
http://fortune.com/2015/05/21/the-war-on-big-food/; Ian Kullgren, Trump Team’s Ag 
Talking Points, POLITICO Nov. 14, 2016, http://www.politico.com/tipsheets/morning-
agriculture/2016/11/trump-teams-ag-talking-points-217390.  

5.  Mark Bittman et al., Opinion, How a National Food Policy Could Save Millions of 
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Some say that food is a non-partisan issue. Yet, like all 
movements that aim to secure the rights and improve the lives of 
“ordinary” (that is, non-wealthy) people, it’s a fight for 
progressive values. Health care, education, a strong safety net, 
concern over climate change and the environment, income 
inequality and equal rights for everyone should be non-partisan 
issues, since making progress on each improves the lot of the 
community as a whole. That not everyone shares these 
aspirations is what makes the struggle for good food for all so 
high-stakes. 

 
Activists fighting these battles seek to expand on the 

egalitarian vision animating our Republic, despite its flaws and 
its contradictions. (After all, this country was founded by white 
male landholders and slave-owners, almost exclusively for their 
own benefit, despite some flowery language suggesting 
otherwise.) But the most important result of the national election 
is the blow that will be dealt to progressive issues by the new 
president and his plutocrat allies, as they demonstrate that their 
main interest is to retain power at all costs. The scale and 
intensity of the extraction and exploitation economy is about to 
be redoubled. 

 
As people who care not only about food but related 

progressive issues, our task should be to join together to actively 
resist efforts to roll back the public protections we have gained, 
and in favor of the social justice issues we will continue to fight 
for. This means that important but parochial food issues, such as 
the labeling of GMOs or the formulation of national nutritional 
standards, are bound to be overshadowed as the larger fight for 
social justice becomes more urgent.6 
 

American Lives, WASH. POST Nov. 7, 2014, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/how-a-national-food-policy-could-save-
millions-of-american-lives/2014/11/07/89c55e16-637f-11e4-836c-
83bc4f26eb67_story.html?utm_term=.527d8afa91f5; Ben Spielberg & Jared Bernstein, 
Thankful for the Fight for $15, WASH. POST Nov. 24, 2016, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2016/11/24/thankful-for-the-fight-
for-15/?utm_term=.1775be2587ea.  

6.  Mark Bittman, Opinion, G.M.O. Labeling Law Could Stir a Revolution, N.Y. 
TIMES Sept. 2, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/02/opinion/gmo-labeling-law-
could-stir-a-revolution.html?_r=0; Elizabeth Grossman, Shaping the 2015 Dietary 
Guidelines: A Timeline, CIV. EATS Jan. 8, 2016, http://civileats.com/2016/01/08/shaping-
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Of course we want real food to be available to everyone. 
That means challenging misdirected government subsidies, 
monoculture farming, and all that stems from this. The Farm Bill 
will be up for renewal during the next administration. We must 
fight to guarantee that it serves the interests of all farmers—not 
just big ones—as well as workers and eaters, especially the 
working poor and children who receive vital nutrition assistance 
from programs like the supplemental nutrition assistance 
program (SNAP), the Women, Infant, and Children program 
(WIC), and school lunch. (The latter two programs fall under the 
Child Nutrition Act, which is up for re-authorization and has 
been targeted for deep cuts by the Republican leadership.)7 

 
But fighting for real food is part of the larger fight against 

inequality and racism, since poor diets disproportionately affect 
economically marginalized and politically disenfranchised 
populations. Similarly, we want agriculture to be regenerative, 
but this requires joining in the climate struggle, which in turns 
means fighting the corn ethanol mandate, the official policy of 
using of some of our richest farmland to produce raw materials 
for fuel and for foodlike substances that undermine public 
health, especially among the poor.8 

 
Conversely, the climate movement should recognize that 

Big Food is a prime generator of heat-trapping gases, and that 
the movement toward growing and eating more plant-based and 
sustainably farmed foods could significantly reduce the 
 

the-2015-dietary-guidelines-a-timeline/. 
7.  Bettina Elias Siegel, There Will Be No School Food Bill by the End of the Year, 

CIV. EATS Dec. 7, 2016, http://civileats.com/2016/12/07/there-will-be-no-school-food-bill-
by-the-end-of-the-year/.  

8.  Coral Davenport, Ethanol Mandate, a Boon to Iowa Alone, Faces Rising 
Resistance, N.Y. TIMES Jan 31, 2016, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/01/us/politics/ethanol-mandate-a-boon-to-iowa-alone-
faces-rising-resistance.html?_r=0; Olivier De Schutter & Emile Frison, Modern 
Agriculture Cultivates Climate Change – We Must Nurture Biodiversity, THE GUARDIAN 
Jan. 9, 2017, 
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/jan/09/modern-agriculture-
cultivates-climate-change-nurture-biodiversity-olivier-de-schutter-emile-
frison?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other; Why Low-Income and Food Insecure People are 
Vulnerable to Poor Nutrition and Obesity, FOOD RES. & ACTION CTR, 
http://www.frac.org/obesity-health/low-income-food-insecure-people-vulnerable-poor-
nutrition-obesity (last visited Apr. 20, 2017).  
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production of those gases, while regenerative agriculture, by 
transforming soil into carbon sinks, has the potential to remove 
them from the atmosphere.9 

 
Natural allies are everywhere. The most important work we 

can do now is to resist the authoritarian assault on democracy, 
prevent global catastrophe, and nurture civil society (including 
the burgeoning alternative food economy), even as we redouble 
our efforts to make the federal government accountable to 
everyone, not just the rich and influential. 

 
Food aside, this means fighting for renewable energy, 

security for women’s health clinics, eliminating violence against 
African Americans, higher wages and other policies that protect 
the poor, and treating immigrants as our equals. (To come full 
circle, the labor provided by immigrants is indispensable in 
bringing food to our table; without their labor, we’d all starve, 
and quickly.) The food movement should be involved in all of 
these struggles, especially as this administration begins to 
deliver on its promises to attack the very same issues and 
principles. 

 
You can’t fix agriculture without addressing immigration 

and labor or without rethinking energy policies; you can’t 
improve diets without reducing income inequality, which in turn 
requires unqualified equal rights for women and minorities; you 
can’t encourage people to cook more at home without 
questioning gender roles or the double or triple shifts that poor 
parents often must accept to make ends meet; you can’t fully 
change the role of women without tackling the future of work, 
childcare, and education; you can’t address climate change 
without challenging the power of corporations and their control 
over the state—and, not so incidentally, without challenging Big 
Food. The fight for healthy diets is part and parcel of these other 
struggles, and it will be won or lost alongside them. 

 

 

9.  Sonja J. Vermeulen et al., Climate Change and Food Systems, 37 ANN. REV. OF 

ENV’T & RESOURCES 195 (2012); Elizabeth Grossman, Eating Less Meat Could Save up to 
$31 Trillion (and Many Lives), CIV. EATS Mar. 21, 2016, 
http://civileats.com/2016/03/21/eating-less-meat-could-save-up-to-31-trillion/.  
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It’s all connected; the common threads are justice, fairness, 
and respect. “Sustainable” is a word that we must now apply to 
democracy itself: a nation built on perpetuating injustice and the 
exploitation of people and nature doesn’t qualify. And a 
“sustainable food system” cannot exist inside an unsustainable 
political and economic system. 

 
We stand with the majority of Americans who are on the 

side of justice, fairness, and the scientific pursuit of truth, and 
who believe it’s up to us to build the country we want to live in. 
The catastrophe of the presidential election results cannot be 
negated by isolated blips of progress, but these do exist. More 
than two million low-wage workers stand to benefit from the 
poverty-fighting ballot initiatives passed in Arizona, Colorado, 
Maine, and Washington. The food chain pays the lowest hourly 
median wage to frontline workers — many of whom are women 
and people of color — compared to workers in all other 
industries.10 

 
The fact that there aren’t more examples demonstrates, 

perhaps, that food, labor, climate advocates, the pro-diversity 
and anti-inequality forces and so on, are weaker for our lack of 
unity—not a new problem for progressives. On local, state, and 
even occasionally federal levels, good things happen all the 
time; they would happen much more frequently if the ranks of 
demonstrators for reproductive rights, for example, were swelled 
by Food Chain Alliance activists, and if members of the Young 
Farmers Coalition turned out to support Black Lives Matter. 
And vice versa. That’s why it’s important that all these groups 
link arms and march together this week, whether in Washington 
or locally. 

 
We need victories anywhere we can get ‘em, and it’s 

important to recognize that even small ones can have a long 
reach. Consider this one popular food movement proposal: 
Doubling the value of food stamps at farmers’ markets, as many 
municipalities have done. It helps local economies, farmers, and 
 

10.  Lisa Baertlein & Nandita Bose, Minimum Wage Hikes in Four States Show Path 
for Labor Under Trump, REUTERS Nov. 9, 2016,  
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-election-wages-idUSKBN1343Q1.  
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poor people, many of whom are minorities and/or women and/or 
underpaid workers. We can count a half-dozen alliances that 
have already begun to form around that one “food issue.”11 

 
Similarly, achieving security for immigrants raises wages 

for everyone; increases purchasing power and economic 
activity; insures a safer food supply; builds real community; 
reduces wasteful law enforcement efforts; advances the struggle 
for better education and health care; and even builds support for 
public transportation, an issue important to climate advocates. 
Examples like these are many. 

 
In recent years the food movement has drawn a bright line 

between the interests of a rapidly declining sector of 
agribusiness and the broader interests of the nation, including 
the majority of its farmers, workers, and eaters. Similarly, 
climate advocates are showing the way to fight the entrenched 
interests of a fossil fuel industry in decline. And all of us, 
emphatically in common cause with all those who have been 
historically excluded and often persecuted—women, people of 
color, immigrants, the poor, the LGBTQ community—share an 
interest in resisting the plutocracy’s ever-increasing power. 

 
It is not so much confrontational as pragmatic to say that it 

really is us against that plutocracy and its apologists. Mature 
social movements (including those on the right) recognize that 
it’s always a struggle to get what you want. As progressives, it is 
not enough to say that the current arrangements are doomed and 
that a better world is possible. We must work for it. To 
paraphrase an old proverb, the best time to unite was before the 
election; the second best time is now. 

 

 

11.  Tim Carman, Farm Bill Contains Farmers Market Program that Food Advocates 
for Poor See as Hopeful, WASH. POST Jan. 30, 2014, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/food/farm-bill-contains-farmers-market-
program-that-food-advocates-for-poor-see-as-hopeful/2014/01/30/b86c9b74-89e3-11e3-
833c-33098f9e5267_story.html?utm_term=.8bbcaf06fb7f.  
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