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Abstract
This paper offers observations on people’s lived experience of the food system in Michigan during the early Covid-19 
pandemic as an initial critical foray into the everyday pandemic food world. The Covid-19 crisis illuminates a myriad of 
adaptive food behaviors, as people struggle to address their destabilized lives, including the casual acknowledgement of the 
pandemic, then anxiety of the unknown, the subsequent new dependency, and the possible emergence of a new normal. The 
pandemic makes the injustices inherent in the food system apparent across communities, demonstrating that food injustice 
destabilizes all members of the food system, regardless of their social location. The challenges of eating in a pandemic also 
reinforce the importance of building a sustainable food system; the challenges of food sovereignty and food sustainability 
are inextricably linked, and the pandemic lays this bare.
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Introduction

On March 10, 2020, Michigan Governor Gretchen Whit-
mer announced that the first two presumptive positive cases 
of Covid-19 had arrived in Michigan and declared a state 
of emergency. On March 11 universities across the state 
closed, and on March 12 the closure of all K-12 schools was 
announced (the initial 3-week closure was later extended 
to cover the remaining school year). The “Stay Home, Stay 
Safe” order requiring all Michigan residents to stay-at-home 
unless meeting essential needs, was issued on March 24, 
extended on April 9 and then again to May 15. Many social 
structures dramatically changed or shut down, hoarding and 
scarcity entered the common parlance, grocery store workers 
became “front line personnel,” and home gardens skyrock-
eted in popularity. As scholars committed to the develop-
ment of a just, healthy, place-based food system, we were 
participant observers in the unprecedented set of social shifts 
captured here. This paper was developed and written from 

mid-March to May 2020, while the stay-at-home order was 
in place, and the pandemic experience ongoing.

In the season of a global pandemic, many people face the 
challenge of how to get food; healthy food, food they like to 
eat, any food. Examining the challenges of everyday life is 
central to understanding social structures as Lefebvre argued 
and as the work of David Harvey (2005, 2012) demonstrates. 
This is particularly true in the areas of everyday life that are 
gendered, as the feminist sociologist Dorothy Smith points 
out. Smith argued that in order to develop concepts that 
“explicate actual social relations” scholars must take “the 
everyday world as [our] problematic” (1987). In pandemic, 
the everyday world is problematic even for many who are 
typically unaware of the failures of the global industrial 
food system. This essay offers preliminary reflections based 
on observations made by the authors and triangulated with 
state-wide news articles and conversations. The authors took 
on a reflexive role, validated their observations across many 
food-related organizations, generating a critical analysis of 
pandemic-induced food behaviors during the early stages 
of the pandemic.

The Covid-19 crisis precipitates a variety of adaptive 
food behaviors, as people struggle to address their desta-
bilized lives, including the casual acknowledgement of the 
pandemic, then anxiety of the unknown, the subsequent new 
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dependency, and the possible emergence of a new normal, 
which we explore below. For the three authors, as scholars, 
citizens and eaters, the shifting relationships our communi-
ties have with food during this pandemic raise important 
questions about how food operates as a currency of power. 
The pandemic makes the injustices inherent in the food 
system apparent across communities, demonstrating that 
food injustice destabilizes all members of the food system, 
regardless of their social class or location. The challenges of 
eating in a pandemic also reinforce the importance of build-
ing a sustainable food system; the challenges of food sov-
ereignty and food sustainability are inextricably linked, and 
the pandemic lays this bare. This paper offers early observa-
tions on people’s lived experience of the food system as an 
initial critical foray into the everyday pandemic food world, 
with the certainty that there is much more to be said about 
the implications of these no-longer-hidden inequities and 
vulnerabilities for everyone who eats.

Methods

This paper develops a phenomenological analysis of the 
early months of pandemic in Michigan drawing on partici-
pant observation and a collected archive documenting the 
impact of pandemic on the Michigan food system. The three 
authors commenced their work as participant observers of 
the Michigan food system in pandemic in early March 2020, 
simultaneously collaborating to build an archive of materi-
als capturing stories and data on the experiences of com-
munities, farms and businesses across the state during the 
same time period (Cresswell 2012; Mathison 1988; Smith 
1987). Using a phenomenological approach, findings from 
participant observation were triangulated with materials in 
the developing archive to identify key themes, experiences 
and issues. This iterative analysis prioritized the everyday 
experiences of Michiganders as phenomena which, when 
better understood, would lay bare structures of power that 
had been taken-for-granted. Analyzing observed behav-
iors of everyday lived experience, drawn from participant 
observation and archival examples, coupling reflexivity with 
framing (Chong and Druckman 2007; Fook 1999), led to 
new insights about the stages of pandemic experience on the 
ground in Michigan which may be relevant more broadly, 
particularly across North America.

Pandemic induced food behaviors

For almost 90 days the authors observed the pandemic 
grow and evolve in the state of Michigan. While Western 
and Northern Michigan watched the numbers of positive 
cases and deaths mount on the East side of the state, there 

was a flurry of activity in supermarkets across the state. 
In reflecting on this buying frenzy and its aftermath, five 
types of pandemic food behaviors are evident:

1. the casual acknowledgement of the pandemic resulting 
in the light stocking up observed early in the pandemic 
as reports of cases on the west coast of the United States 
began (February–March 2020);

2. food hoarding seen from anxiety of the unknown as cases 
started to be identified within the state of Michigan 
(March 2020);

3. the new dependency on food charity due to skyrocketing 
unemployment and school closures by people who had 
never accessed these resources before (March 2020–pre-
sent);

4. the attempt to control food access, despite the linger-
ing threat of the virus, by utilizing local food systems 
and planting gardens in record numbers while farms and 
farmers shift business models to serve their local com-
munities (April 2020–present); and,

5. the emergence of an early form of new normal as life 
continues post stay-at-home-pandemic (still emerging).

It is possible that pandemic-induced changes in the food 
system may persist after the new normal begins as dem-
onstrated by increased interest and participation in local 
food systems. The movement towards a just and sustain-
able food system for all requires continued attention, vigi-
lance, and advocacy on the part of eaters, activists, and 
policymakers.

Casual acknowledgement

One of the major interventions in slowing a pandemic 
caused by a virus with no cure is social distancing and “stay-
at-home” orders. For many Michiganders, the early stages of 
the Covid-19 virus seemed comparable to other situations 
requiring staying at home and isolation that come with the 
territory such as snow days (and sometimes snow weeks). 
As weather apps on phones warn people of approaching 
snowstorms, they might leave work early to “stock-up,” 
sometimes finding they are too late to get a favorite loaf of 
bread and having to settle for a second choice. There is a bit 
of excitement as people talk to fellow shoppers about the 
impending snowstorm and share approaches in preparing 
and waiting.

Common concerns involve power outages and keeping 
the freezer shut (not empty pantries and daily death reports). 
Similarly, during the early stages of the Covid-19 virus in 
Michigan, many consumers realized that extra food supplies 
might be required, and just as in a bad snowstorm, there 
would be some difficult and isolating days which required a 
stocking-up on basic items, commonly bread, milk, snacks, 
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beer, and toilet paper (ready.gov 2021). This casual acknowl-
edgment of a far-away crisis was the first stage of pandemic 
food behavior. This stage was more of a reflexive, learned 
response based on generational knowledge of how to prepare 
for an emergency that would require time spent inside. It was 
assumed that this pandemic would abide by expectations and 
not test people’s preparation. But the experience of Covid-19 
is not at all like a snowstorm.

The anxiety of the unknown

As Mid-Westerners watched the impact of this virus on the 
West Coast, and the resulting deaths in Washington, and then 
New York, something more was happening closer to home. 
The southeast side of Michigan was also reporting positive 
Covid-19 screenings and related deaths. What looked like an 
isolated illness happening thousands of miles away was now 
a very real and threatening event. Watching Covid-19 as only 
a mildly engaged spectator rapidly changed. The realization 
of possible personal endangerment introduced the second 
stage of food procurement—anxiety of the unknown. Super-
markets and food clubs were overrun with people purchas-
ing vast amounts of toilet paper and food items. Enormous 
online companies were swamped with orders causing buying 
limits to be put on many food staples. Consumers all over the 
United States, Michigan included, engaged in bulk-buying 
causing empty grocery shelves and generating widespread 
panic (Preston 2020).

As the number of Covid-19 cases grew on the east side 
of Michigan, more residents moved swiftly into volume 
food procurement. Food hoarding has been used to explain 
and label the behavior of food acquisition in anticipation of 
illness and isolation related to the pandemic. Food hoard-
ers were shamed in social media as being selfish however, 
hoarding is also a medical diagnosis indicating indiscrimi-
nate acquisition of goods and things to the point of self-
endangerment (Shaeffer 2017; Akhtar 2019). Food hoard-
ing associated with an impending crisis does not imply a 
psychological problem but may be fueled by past experi-
ences of food scarcity, anxiety related to circumstances out 
of personal control, and the driving need to protect a family 
unit (Helton et al. 2017). Excessive acquisition can indicate 
a higher intolerance of uncertainty (Davidson et al. 2019).

In this pandemic there appeared to be a direct relationship 
between feeling safe and possessing an abundance of food. 
Hoarding in general, and food hoarding specifically, pro-
vides hope and security (Akhtar 2019). This optimism and 
confidence in being able to withstand the unknown provided 
a feeling of stability and helped mitigate the feeling of anxi-
ety of the unknown (Arslan et al. 2021). There is also a sense 
of pleasure or accomplishment after successfully locating 
an item that is in short supply (Akhtar 2019). Social media 
was buzzing with tips on where to find hand sanitizer, toilet 

paper, eggs, rice, and flour. It was a scavenger hunt, and the 
prize went to the fastest and most aggressive shopper.

Acquisition of scarce and widely sought-after items pro-
moted feelings of resourcefulness and the self-efficacy of 
being able to face anything that this pandemic brings. Dur-
ing the secondary stage of pandemic shopping, the acquisi-
tion of toilet paper was almost impossible. Media included 
pictures of carts piled high with rolls and rolls of toilet paper 
and people lining up before a store opened to stock- up. In 
fact, people who were able were hoarding food in equal 
measure. National consumer data indicates that shoppers 
rushed to stock their pantries with shelf-stable food during 
the last week of February 2020, as seen in the increased 
sales of dried beans (+ 37%), canned meat (+ 32%) and rice 
(+ 25%) (Nielsen 2020). The procurement of large amounts 
of food and other supplies disrupted the food chain and 
caused scarcity for others who may not have had the time 
or money to travel to several stores and spend hundreds of 
dollars in a short span of time.

New dependency

As the stay-at-home period was prolonged, many previously 
employed workers were now without paid work. Missing 
paychecks led more people to experience a new dependency 
on the charity food system. Michigan saw massive layoffs 
of over one million people in a one-month period (Gardner 
2020) which decimated family budgets and caused a sharp 
uptick in the use of food pantries. The food crisis was so 
desperate that the Michigan National Guard was deployed 
to help deliver food from the food banks (Boldrey 2020a). 
The first wave of those needing emergency food were those 
at high risk for dependency because of socio-economic 
factors. O'Sullivan and Phillips (2019) describe this group 
as having lower adaptive capacity because of fluctuating 
resources and subsequently less empowerment, limited 
options, and increased dependency.

The burden of scarcity fell disproportionately on those 
lacking private transportation to ferry home large quantities 
of household goods, those without financial reserves for a 
$300–$1000 shopping trip, and those with unsafe, or inade-
quate food storage space. Because of the lag in becoming eli-
gible for social programs and overall lack of preparedness by 
the federal and state governments, the disruption in normal 
food procurement drove people to private charities to obtain 
necessary food and supplies for their families. According to 
the April 2, 2020 edition of The Guardian (Lakhani 2020), 
the demand for emergency food from food banks and pan-
tries increased eightfold in just a few weeks. In Michigan, 
as in other states, school closures also contributed to the 
dependence on charity. More mouths to feed at home, less 
access to food programs for children, and massive unem-
ployment were the trifecta for a new level of dependence on 
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charity food. Many Michigan cities are highly racialized and 
segregated, and people in these communities were dispro-
portionately affected by these challenges. A state-wide poll 
conducted in this period found that “54% of furloughed/laid 
off residents are worried about putting food on their table; 
54% of African American residents are worried about put-
ting food on their table, and 45% of those aged 18–29 and 
40% of those aged 30–39 are worried about putting food on 
their table” (Glengariff Group 2020 p. 6).

Private charities were able to pivot and meet the demand 
for emergency food but the existing delivery model of clients 
personally shopping the shelves of a pantry needed to be 
modified. At Streams of Hope in Grand Rapids (2020), and 
at many other MI locations, a “drive-through” model was 
developed meaning that the food was packed into boxes and 
dropped into car trunks. In this way the food center remained 
open yet practiced social distancing. Although necessary, 
the shift in the service model curtailed personal interaction 
and food choice, it addressed hunger and focused on food 
access, but not individual control (Wittman 2011). House-
holds had no voice in determining what foods were being 
deposited in their car trunk. Would it be something the chil-
dren would eat? Would they know how to cook it? Would it 
meet cultural preferences? For over a decade, charity food 
providers have worked to make their services more client 
centered with special attention to dignity, empowerment, 
and autonomy (Booth et al. 2018). In a matter of days this 
pandemic, with the need for personal isolation to help con-
trol the spread, had taken any focus on food sovereignty out 
of food charity. However, this “deposit and drive” model did 
allow families to have access to food without endangering 
themselves or the volunteers.

When the pandemic threat closed schools and teaching 
shifted from brick and mortar to virtual delivery, school 
meals also needed to shift delivery methods and adjust 
menus (United States Department of Agriculture 2020). 
Some school districts, such as Grand Rapids Public Schools, 
shifted to a free “Grab and Go” bag picked up at central 
locations within the school district. Many school districts 
were able to expand the sack lunch program to include pre-
schoolers as well as current students. In rural areas, some 
districts such as Roscommon County were running the usual 
bus routes carrying food instead of children, distributing 
food sacks containing enough food for breakfast and lunch 
for four days (House 2020). This delivery method decreased 
the drive for families and made food more available and 
convenient. These pre-made lunches were vital to families 
facing food insecurity; however, the necessary accommo-
dations to a new style of service meant that schools had to 
draw back from the “made from scratch” lunches that have 
become more common over the last decade to no-choice 
meal kits. The lack of choice in school food service dur-
ing Covid-19 negated personal autonomy; participants were 

given no choice in food items; instead, they were presented 
with a binary choice of participating in the meal sites or not. 
The focus of front-line school food providers was to feed 
the kids. Their effectiveness was described in the number 
of meals served, not in how the system facilitated personal 
food autonomy during the pandemic.

During the Covid-19 pandemic every facet of food provi-
sion including access, choice, and availability is challenged. 
From empty grocery shelves to emergency food boxes and 
sack lunches, food choice is obliterated. The right to choose 
foods that meet personal definitions of healthy, culturally 
appropriate, family friendly, and tasty was sidelined in less 
than 48 h. The novel coronavirus not only robbed Michigan-
ders of their health (and life) but also destroyed self-efficacy 
and magnified dependence. Bare grocery shelves, which 
persisted into the eighth week of the stay-at home period, 
caused continuous anxiety built on perceived food insecu-
rity. It demands that food choice be based on what is left on 
the shelf with no nod to healthy or culturally appropriate 
food. Choice is stripped and individual and household food 
autonomy abandoned. This observation builds a strong case 
for a more robust local food system with the ability to pivot 
in unprecedented times, a system that values food autonomy, 
sovereignty, sustainability, diversity, and resiliency as a mat-
ter of course.

Attempting control

A fourth stage of pandemic-induced food behavior began to 
emerge in Michigan in late April and early May 2020. Anxi-
ety of the unknown and new dependency started to drive 
more people to utilize local food systems than in recent 
years. For example, small butcher shops in Grand Rapids 
and, indeed, across the country, have reported spikes in sales 
(Domol 2020; Hastings 2020; Snyder 2020). These increases 
are not limited to meat, but are seen across the spectrum 
of food items, including local millers (Halloran 2020) and 
local fruit and vegetable producers (Bell 2020). Increased 
use of local food systems, purchasing Community Sustain-
able Agriculture shares (CSA), planting home gardens, and 
shifting models for local farms are evident in the adjust-
ments that some are making during the stay-at-home period.

While some people have begun to utilize local food busi-
nesses instead of the supermarket, others have been moti-
vated by their pandemic experience to explore, plan and 
plant food gardens for household use located in their yards 
or boulevards. Victory Gardens, also termed crisis gardens 
by food historian Rose Hayden-Smith (Helmer 2020) tend to 
be forgotten by governmental organizations and the general 
population alike during peacetime. Rooted in the history of 
developed nations across the globe, crisis gardens are a fact 
of life for many in developing nations. Hayden-Smith notes 
that gardening empowers people, allowing them to have 
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“‘control in a situation that feels entirely out of control’” 
(Helmer 2020), and “free[dom] from the oppression pre-
sented by hunger, obesity, and lack of community engage-
ment” (Hayden-Smith 2014, p. 26). Theses gardens build 
self-efficacy, reflect personal food choices, and restore food 
sovereignty. While gardening has typically been a popular 
hobby across the U.S., fewer than half of gardeners report 
gardening for food access and fewer than a quarter report 
doing so for economic reasons (McFarland et al. 2018)—
both of which are likely to be primary reasons for the surge 
seen during Covid-19.

Because of our lack of preparation as a nation, some 
new gardeners experience difficulty obtaining the supplies 
needed to start a garden. As seed sales surge, many seed 
companies are experiencing shortages like supermarkets 
with prolonged delays in shipping and some even closing 
temporarily to either all purchases or home-gardeners only 
(Johnny’s Selected Seeds 2020; Seed Savers Exchange 2020; 
Pierre-Louis 2020). While interest in home gardening has 
increased dramatically, it is not clear if these seed purchases 
will result in an actual increase in food grown at home or if 
they are another manifestation of people stocking up unnec-
essarily and without actual use. It is also unknown whether 
people had knowledge and skills to successfully garden. 
Coinciding with the surge in sales, some states (including 
Michigan) have temporarily restricted the sale of non-essen-
tial items including home and garden items, such as seeds, 
as non-essential. Others have declared retail plant nurseries 
as non- essential businesses, even as it recognizes agricul-
ture (defined as those producing commodities as opposed to 
specialty crops) as essential (Galloway 2020). This paradox 
compounds the difficulties faced by home growers, particu-
larly new home growers wishing to assert some control over 
their food system.

Although more resilient, existing local farms have also 
experienced difficulty in the pandemic. For example, local 
farms and their partners in Michigan, including those in the 
hardest hit area of Detroit, retooled their budgets, crops, and 
markets to serve their local communities during the pan-
demic period (Boldrey 2020b; Houck 2020). Some farms 
have shifted to increase food-donations while pantries and 
local farms have worked to establish partnerships to facili-
tate low-cost farm-to-pantry purchasing (Barnes 2020; 
West Michigan Growers Group 2020). In Port Huron, the 
local government has partnered with a local gardening store 
to distribute fruit and vegetable seeds to families-in-need 
(Smith 2020). Many farmers attempting to pivot their busi-
nesses continue to struggle to navigate the challenge of an 
uncertain future by both growing crops for local communi-
ties and for the restaurant industry, anticipating that business 
will return at some point during the growing season. Gov-
ernment intervention, through the USDA, stepped in with 

policy changes that assisted farmers including farm boxes 
and free school meals.

From the time of the lifting of the stay-at-home to the 
time of effective treatment, or vaccine-induced herd immu-
nity, we live in uncertainty. Fears of another surge may 
recycle the stages of food behavior resulting once more in 
over- shopped supermarkets with consistently empty shelves 
and new behaviors may emerge. Some of what was learned 
will ease anxiety during surges, and long into the future if, 
or when, we see this virus or another pandemic again. The 
resilience and empowerment of living through a pandemic 
will make us better able to act through the lens of life satis-
faction and life meaning which could translate to more con-
cern for those around us (Arslan et al. 2021). Prepared home 
pantries, not ones that exhibit hoarding, more acceptance of 
canned foods, more access to personally or locally grown 
fresh foods, and more personal autonomy during depend-
ence are elements that may persist as we continue to live 
with Covid-19.

A new normal?

Looking ahead, people are starting to imagine how daily 
lives will be transformed once the high-risk stages of the 
pandemic are over, as we adjust to a new normal of liv-
ing after proven infectious disease intervention is available 
and as life continues post-pandemic. Many questions about 
foodways will be transformed by this time and whether such 
changes will persist. Some of this depends upon how and 
what kind of interventions emerge. Will the food experi-
ences and efforts to regain control during the pandemic 
result in a transformative new normal with long-term per-
sistence? Or will the pandemic result in exhaustion, with 
people rebounding to rely even more heavily on “conveni-
ent” industrial foods?

While the pandemic demonstrates the critical importance 
of a resilient food system that can flexibly respond to crises 
in the moment without the loss of sovereignty or justice 
(Hayden-Smith 2014; Rice et al. 2020), whether changing 
individual practices will result in a larger system transforma-
tion is yet to be seen. Although during the pandemic, many 
individuals, businesses, and communities have taken steps 
toward transformation while they attempt to gain control, 
there is no clear evidence that these attempts will result in 
broad and sustainable change after the pandemic, or in a 
just system.

Resiliency in the food system

As pandemic life unfolds from within kitchens, home offices 
and living rooms, there are clear indications that people in 
many social locations are newly aware of their vulnerabilities 
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in the industrial food system. Looking carefully at the food 
world as it bares itself around us, we see immense vulner-
ability not only among the already marginalized, but also 
among the working and middle classes as they distance in 
the grocery store aisles, order up home food delivery, don 
masks and sanitize their carts, face widespread unemploy-
ment, and visit free school lunch drop-off sites and food 
pantries in unprecedented numbers. It is not just the demand 
for toilet paper—even those who have, cannot have enough 
flour, enough kale, enough vitamins, enough garden seeds. 
Many feel angry, scared, and powerless (Catchings 2020).

Developing just, place-based food systems that value 
political sovereignty, cultural integrity, and ecological resil-
ience, is a slow, steady project to empower all people by 
returning the control of food to the eaters instead of food 
corporations. Paying careful attention to how people nego-
tiate their food relationships during this crisis can lead to 
new insights, and to important understandings about how an 
unjust food system harms all its members, whether their pan-
tries are bare or not. As people live through this pandemic, 
and as communities negotiate changing food systems, the 
importance of diversity and resilience to food sustainability 
become clearer and clearer. We must identify “new paths to 
a new normal grounded in more sustainable, resilient and 
just forms of agriculture” (Sanderson 2020, p. 516). The 
experience of pandemic demonstrates the importance of a 
shift toward a food system that prioritizes food sovereignty, 
sustainability, diversity and resiliency within communities 
and supply chains (Altieri and Nicholls 2020; Blay-Palmer 
et al. 2020; Darnhofer 2020; Emmad and Pena 2020; Gleiss-
man 2020; Imhoff 2020; Nabhan 2020; Prokopy et al. 2020; 
Richardson 2020).

In modern industrial food systems, lean management is 
the goal, and redundancy is seen as waste. In other words, 
things must happen “just in time,” without duplication and 
without variation. Just-in-time inventory management sys-
tems are used to avoid waste by producing items to meet 
demand at the time of the demand, and not in advance 
(Pinta et al. 2018). People are dependent upon obtaining 
food within systems where farmers grow single crops, and 
sell them to single buyers, and these foods make their way 
through a chain of production to the supermarket where 
they are sold at a significant markup. This system is heav-
ily dependent upon profit-oriented, just-in-time inventory 
management with long supply chains, forcing our collective 
dependency upon food producers and distributors.

Modern, industrial food systems cannot adequately 
address the anxiety of the unknown experienced during a 
crisis. They require either responsive production or accurate 
forecasting, neither of which are effective during times of 
unpredictable crisis such as the Covid-19 pandemic (Hen-
drickson 2020). These systems have, in fact, failed consum-
ers as on-the-shelf food shortages have been experienced 

across Michigan, the United States, and the world, mimick-
ing historical food shortages that eventually led to a massive 
overhaul of the U.S. farm policy in favor of industrialization 
during the 1970s. Just-in-time management systems cannot 
forecast the unprecedented pandemic induced food behaviors 
that shook the system while driving people to shop more 
heavily than before. While many in the food industry claim 
these shortages are short-term, some evidence points to a 
longer-term shortages, including concerns over supply shock 
and logistics (Munshi and Almeida 2020), reports of sick 
front-line workers (Coolidge 2020; McVicar 2020), and the 
closing of large food processing plants due to sick workers 
(Lardieri 2020; Soucheray 2020) leading to a surge in the 
utilization of local food systems (i.e., local butcher shops, 
local grain millers, and home gardens) as people attempt 
to cope with their long-term food fears (Domol 2020; Hal-
loran 2020; Helmer 2020). Similarly, just-in-time manage-
ment systems cannot respond with increased production to 
accommodate consumer needs when workers become sick 
and the industrial supply has been stalled.

These newly visible failings of our food system are the 
result of a lack of resilience in the industrialized supply. 
Resiliency, the ability of “systems to absorb change” and 
“still persist” (Holling 1978, p. 17), adapt, and continue to 
develop (Folke 2006; Lake et al. 2019), is the hallmark of 
sustainable food systems. Resiliency requires redundancy 
and diversity (Kotschy et al. 2015), two values that run 
contrary to the principles of popular lean business meth-
odologies (da Silva et al. 2019; White 2019). Diversity is 
a critical value to resilient food systems in multiple ways: 
ecological diversity (i.e., a diversity of plants and animals—
crops and pollinators), cultural diversity (i.e., a diversity of 
kinds of food for a diversity of kinds of people), and eco-
nomic diversity (i.e., a diversity of ways of distributing food 
among people). The ability of community farms to pivot 
budgets and business models is a direct result of diverse 
knowledge- bases, diverse values, diverse relationships, and 
diverse customer-bases. Multiple entities doing the same 
work, though redundant, is not waste—together a myriad of 
local food producers are ensuring the work of feeding com-
munities continues despite the myriad challenges Covid-19 
presents to the industrial system. Moreover, redundancy is 
not seen as waste in resilient systems. Instead, redundancy 
is viewed as connective tissue, helping to meet needs by 
allowing for the reorganization of the system in the face of 
interruptions, thereby successfully navigating uncertainty 
and crises (Folke 2006).
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Food as a currency of power: autonomy 
and sovereignty

The well-developed critical conversations among scholars 
and activists about food security, autonomy, sovereignty, and 
resiliency are critical in understanding these events in Michi-
gan. Food security is the ability of people to have “access 
to sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy and 
active life” (World Health Organization 2015 in LeBlanc 
& Burnett 2017, p. 16), and this focus on meeting basic 
physical needs characterizes much large-scale government 
and NGO work. Food activists, especially those work-
ing from within community organizing, argue for a more 
nuanced approach to food choice as it is bound up in rela-
tions of political and economic power. In this view, a simple 
expansion of the current food system to meet the needs of 
all is insufficient—the system itself must be transformed. 
In this context, food autonomy is the ability of individuals 
and local groups to determine their own foodways. Food 
autonomy is about food choice. People must have the abil-
ity to choose their own food based on personal beliefs and 
local knowledge about health, sustainability, and culture. 
Food sovereignty includes and goes beyond food security 
and autonomy. Food sovereignty is the overarching ability 
of communities to develop and govern their own food sys-
tems in ways that foster culturally, socially, nutritionally, 
and politically appropriate foodways. Since food is a source 
of power and dependency, food sovereignty demands that 
eaters, not corporations, control food systems. When eat-
ers control their food systems they are empowered with 
knowledge and physical resources to craft their own food 
environments—to growing food or having existing relation-
ships with the people who do grow food—rather than being 
subject to the supply of the corporate environment. The 
pandemic has disrupted food security and food autonomy 
broadly, and many people are experiencing these disrup-
tions across social, cultural and class groups. While many 
of these people are attempting to create food security and 
autonomy for themselves through home gardens, local buy-
ing, and other strategies, it should not take a pandemic with 
mass unemployment and stay-at-home orders for people to 
have the time and energy to maintain home gardens, or for 
communities to broadly support one another. The pandemic 
demonstrates the need for larger transformations in the food 
system itself; for movement away from industrial food sys-
tems and towards systems that prioritize local wellbeing, 
food access, food autonomy and food justice over corporate 
profit.

In 1996 members of the Via Campesina movement articu-
lated their influential definition of food sovereignty, which 
continues to shape food sovereignty activism 25 years later:

Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and 
culturally appropriate food produced through sustain-
able methods and their right to define their own food 
and agriculture systems. It develops a model of small-
scale sustainable production benefiting communities 
and their environment. It puts the aspirations, needs 
and livelihoods of those who produce, distribute and 
consume food at the heart of food systems and policies 
rather than the demands of markets and corporations. 
Food sovereignty now appears as one of the most pow-
erful responses to the current food, poverty and climate 
crises. (La Via Campesina 2015 in Robidoux & Mason 
2017, p. 14)

Food sovereignty is an active, fluid concept that shifts and 
changes with the work. For example, in their recent work 
exploring Indigenous food practices in rural and remote 
Northern Ontario, LeBlanc and Burnett (2017) argue that 
food sovereignty must meaningfully address “the diversity 
of human food systems, as well as the social meanings and 
relationships that different peoples and cultures have with 
their food and foodways, including those traditions that are 
central to the production and preparation of food” (p. 18). 
For example, extensive evidence suggests that people who 
feel empowered through gardening programs feel increased 
self-efficacy and locus of control (Aguilar et al. 2008; Cohen 
2018; Hoffman and Wallach 2005; Hoffman et al. 2007; Jen-
kins 2016; Pierce 2007). In a food system that emphasizes 
sovereignty, where people therefore experience increased 
self-efficacy and locus of control, we expect there would 
be a reduction in the anxiety and dependency induced food 
behaviors described above, and less stress therefore on the 
overall food system (and the people who participate in it) 
during pandemics.

Food activists have been working for decades to trans-
form food systems, to rebuild local, place-based, or com-
munity controlled foodways in the context of power relations 
which favor industrial food and agriculture. In this context, 
the focus has rightfully been on those communities which 
are disenfranchised from the global industrial food system, 
most often Indigenous, African American, Latinx, and other 
communities of color who are most vulnerable in a racial-
ized society. All indications are that the impact of Covid-19 
in these communities is exponentially greater than in white 
communities, particularly in Michigan where communities 
are highly segregated and access to food, health care, and 
other necessities of life is not equally (or equitably) avail-
able to all. While marginalized communities experience 
exponentially greater impacts than those in the center, we 
observe changes in food behaviors across many segments of 
Michigan society, suggesting to us that in fact everyone is 
vulnerable in a food system that prioritizes capitalist mar-
gins. The experience of the pandemic makes even more clear 
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that the longstanding power imbalances of our current food 
system do not work for most people who participate in the 
system, demonstrating that in times of crisis, an unjust sys-
tem betrays all who rely upon it.

An aspirational new normal: toward just 
and sustainable food systems

Pandemic induced food behaviors within our communities 
demonstrate the vulnerability everyone faces in our indus-
trial food system. Many of the food challenges that have long 
impacted under-resourced communities have been felt more 
broadly across the working and middle classes as people are 
unable to travel to acquire food, confront lack of availability 
and increased cost of their preferred foods, become unem-
ployed and unable to purchase food as usual, or are required 
to provide more meals per day than previously. The often 
unseen impact of a lack of diversification and resilience in 
the food system—an underappreciation of diverse knowl-
edge bases, low diversity of crops grown, low diversity in 
the method of obtaining food—becomes apparent far more 
broadly, as Rice et al. (2000) have pointed out. Part of what 
this experience brings to light is the importance of a robust 
approach to sustainable food systems, an approach that 
embodies diversity and redundancy in multiple ways (eco-
logical, cultural, economic) and at multiple levels (growing, 
selling, cooking, eating). A robust food system fosters food 
autonomy and sovereignty and prioritizes resilience and 
diversity over efficiency.

For many who describe their food practices as sustain-
able, this is true only in the slimmest sense. Levkoe (2011) 
extensively documents the criticism against local food initia-
tives’ abilities to transform the system into a just one for all, 
noting that they all operate within a capitalist, profit-oriented 
framework, and these criticisms persist amid the pandemic. 
Farmers who grow a few organic crops, such as those who 
grow only lettuce and tomatoes, or only fava beans, for sale 
to a single purchaser such as a restaurant are practicing slim 
sustainability. This is true, for example, of those high-profile 
members of the ‘Farm to Table Movement’ highlighted in 
the New York Times whose farms are replete with valuable 
crops they can no longer sell (Severson 2020). Although 
their foods are grown without pesticides and sold locally, 
they lack the robust commitment to diversity of crops and 
markets and are without connection to their own diverse 
local communities. These farms find themselves at risk of 
failure during the pandemic. Industrial food systems and 
those practicing slim sustainability leverage economies of 
scale, leaving them heavily invested in the infrastructure to 
service only one or two models of production and distribu-
tion. Having prioritized single systems to increase efficiency 
and profit, they are unable to quickly pivot and adapt, and in 

the pandemic, they are selling livestock and dumping crops 
(Severson 2020). Practices of slim sustainability have left 
the food system unchanged and demonstrate the lack of resil-
ience slim models of sustainability produce. In times of pro-
found stress, practitioners of slim sustainability are as unable 
to pivot, as are most eaters in the industrial food system.

Farms and food producers who practice robust sustain-
ability are better positioned to understand the needs of and 
serve their local communities. Small farms that practice 
robust sustainability can pivot in response to local food emer-
gencies as they are less heavily invested in the infrastructure 
in service to a single model of production and distribution. 
For example, the Grand Valley State University Sustainable 
Agriculture Project traditionally produces a large diversity of 
crops, but heavily relied on student interns to produce high 
turnover crops such as lettuce and radishes, and space-saving 
but labor-intensive single-stemmed tomatoes, but was left 
with only a single worker, the farm manager, when the uni-
versity closed under the Michigan stay-at-home order. This 
small (4-acre) farm pivoted their model of production to 
include more longer season crops, requiring less labor. Fur-
thermore, while the students, faculty, and staff who typically 
are their customers were away from the university, the farm 
was able to donate the produced foods to local food justice 
organizations that have existing relationships with families 
in need. A much larger neighboring farm, Visser Farms, a 
family-owned farm since 1902, typically sells their produce 
at farmers markets, through a CSA, and directly to a variety 
of local restaurants. With restaurants closed for an extended 
period, this farm began operating pop-up farmer’s markets 
throughout the region, selling its produce directly in venues 
that allow for easy physical distancing. In both cases these 
farms were able to draw on expertise, relationships, and 
farm practices that were already a component of their work, 
focusing more heavily on crops and distribution practices 
that fit the quickly changing context. Similarly, online farm-
ers’ markets, such as Market Wagon (2021), facilitated small 
farmers' pivots during the pandemic by partnering with them 
to provide an online ordering platform and delivery service. 
Market Wagon saw an expansion into West Michigan in June 
2020 (Market Wagon West Michigan 2020). Although these 
types of businesses facilitate farm to consumer access, they 
do not necessarily facilitate a more just and equitable food 
system.

The pandemic exposes the false sense of security at many 
places in the industrial food system, particularly those in 
the middle class. It also exacerbates the challenges facing 
those who live in poverty, in food insecure contexts, and 
in segregated and racialized neighborhoods. While utiliz-
ing local food systems, growing home gardens, and shifting 
farm business models can be foundational for food secu-
rity and autonomy for some, they are not enough to trans-
form the system. The experiences of the most marginalized 
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communities in our state are also the most hidden—the 
challenges faced by those without enough money or access 
to land, without private transportation, without access to 
food or health care, with limited health literacy, and without 
access to internet—are deep and complex, and not easily 
illuminated mid-pandemic. People living in Detroit, Flint 
and Grand Rapids, Michigan, where these issues are highly 
prevalent, are among the most vulnerable to the novel coro-
navirus in the United States. Michigan data clearly shows 
that Covid-19 has disproportionately affected racialized peo-
ple in the state (State of Michigan 2020). Critically impor-
tant questions remain about the impact of food injustice on 
the experience of the Covid-19 pandemic in marginalized 
and racialized communities. For some, lack of access to 
affordable healthy food factors into health outcomes and 
may be a critical factor in infection and death rates during 
the pandemic (Alkon et al. 2020). The additional work that 
some must do to get food, such as traveling long distances on 
public transit, may further affect their likelihood to contract 
the virus.

Activists already involved in community farms and gar-
dens serving under-resourced populations provide insight 
into how place-based food systems, that prioritize personal 
food autonomy and community food sovereignty, could have 
helped alleviate the pandemic induced food behaviors seen 
during Covid-19. In these projects, local autonomy and jus-
tice have long been a part of the core mission every day. 
These farms and gardens are viewed as a source of empow-
erment for individuals and food system resiliency. White 
(2018) documents the way participants of Detroit-based 
D-Town Farms view the work they do as “political because 
it puts control in [our] hands. We won’t have to live from 
someone else’s hands, and neither will [our] children when 
they learn to grow their own food” (p. 133). When people 
feel empowered by their food systems rather than depend-
ent on the food system, the first two stages of the pandemic 
induced food behaviors—anxiety of the unknown and new 
dependency—may be mitigated.

Looking back at the community resiliency projects devel-
oped by Freedom Farm Cooperatives during the 1960s and 
1970s provides insight on the undercurrent paradigm in 
the industrial food system and on how a just, place-based 
food system might resolve the problems experienced during 
Covid-19. Monica White (2018) documents three strategies 
that led to the success of these cooperatives, “commons as 
praxis, prefigurative politics, and economic autonomy” (p. 
145) which ultimately led to “collective agency and commu-
nity resilience.” In other words, activism at multiple levels is 
necessary. To be transformative, a community-based rather 
than an individualized approach is essential—including the 
sharing of seeds, equipment, knowledge, and space. A com-
munity-based approach coupled with the deep understanding 
of food as a political and economic tool (i.e., as a system 

of power) with community, state, and national policies to 
resource a just system can help this transformation manifest. 
Drawing on a diversity of relationships between local farm-
ers and the eating public by valuing the social and ecologi-
cal ties within a community, we can collectively plan for a 
diverse set of future possibilities. The pandemic food experi-
ence means that the challenges of the industrial food system 
are felt broadly across the population, including among those 
who are normally insulated from its injustices. This broadly 
shared experience creates the potential to catalyze change 
to ensure a more secure food future for everyone. Trans-
forming our industrial food system into one characterized 
by autonomy, sovereignty, diversity, and resilience is critical 
work, clarified by the experience of eating in a pandemic.

The long-term impact of Covid-19 on the food justice 
and sustainability movement remains to be seen. Now that 
many middle-class Americans have experienced the failings 
of the global, industrialized food system, will there be a 
larger momentum toward robust sustainable changes? A new 
normal may persist, where many more people enact a more 
intentional approach to buying, eating, and even growing 
their own food, with a growing commitment to transforma-
tion of the larger food system. Food sovereignty should, and 
could, become a public priority. New social norms arising 
from the pandemic experience could have a sustained trans-
formative effect on the status quo (Burns 2014; Lake et al. 
2019; Stahel 2016), so that food autonomy and sustainability 
become seen not as a luxury for few, but as a necessity for 
all people, all the time. There is clearly some distance to go.

Further exploration of people’s experiences with the 
food system is needed to best understand whether and how 
this pandemic in an industrialized nation is shifting values, 
attitudes, and behaviors. Further research will be needed to 
understand if new and growing practices such as widespread 
accessing of local food systems, seed purchases, and the 
pivoting business models of food producers are the start of 
a new normal, or if they were simply other manifestations 
of anxiety and vulnerability that will be quickly abandoned 
once the Covid-19 pandemic ends. Activism and policy are 
needed to ensure any transformation in the food system is 
inclusive and equitable for all. The industrial food system 
will not change itself. Will new food behaviors speed us to 
a transformative tipping point? The pandemic demonstrates 
that we must act towards food justice. Though many aspire 
to a permanent shift towards food equity, sovereignty, and 
sustainability, only with challenging work and a broad wave 
of engagement can effective, practical change be generated 
in people’s food lives.
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