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Ethical Gastronomy: Organic Food, Markets ang
Marketing

Jane Levi

In the process of my broader research into food and utopianism, I often fig My
facing some rather uncomfortable self-examination. Measuring the presen; agairis[a
perceived understanding of the past is almost always a dangerous activity, and yh,
dealing with the hopes, ideals and compassionate visions of utopian thinkers it seepy, N
the easier to lose academic objectivity and start taking it all a bit too personally, Longing
for my own piece of ground to grow vegetables while assessing the seventeenth-cenguy
Diggers passionate self-sufficiency as they occupied and worked the common land |
find myself asking how it is possible to think dispassionately and unselfishly abou
creeping gentrification of the UK allotment movement, itself poor compensation fi
loss of commons rights. Enjoying wonderful meals and new ingredient discoveries vi

my similarly interested friends I have to wonder whether the honorific of ‘gastronome

really feels like a comfortable label once one is faced with its consumerist hear

contrasted with, say, Charles Fourier’s compassionate and holistic vision of harmoni

‘gastrosophy’. If Keith Taylor was right (as I think he was) to say that most of what

now see as ‘progress began as someone’s crazy, utopian dream, then perhaps we do need

to ask ourselves some of these uncomfortable questions more often.!

Addressing some of the possible drivers for the burgeoning market in ‘ethical’ foods
as represented by the organic products that I frequently buy, this paper investiga®
the language of ethical consumerism and the utopian origins of organic Pro.d o
considering what ‘organic’ means in Europe today and asks how much of the ong™
meaning is retained within our market-led system. It begins to consider what thos
meanings might actually be to the producers, consumers and suppliers of those fo0 0
whether there is common ground between them, and how they have develope iw“.
what extent is consumer demand for ethical foods driving markets to supply - e
far are the markets themselves driving consumers to make these choices and wha' P

. oW
do policy-makers have in this equation? How much do the users of the ™ ¢

.. el
. r |
about what the market really is, and how much choice do they actually have? Is o

: . ic
possd?le' to evalt.xate the ethical stance of 4 market in food, such as that for orga®
once it is established as a worthwhile marke?

An ethical language of food
In part, the enquiry begins with lan
as a twenty-first century paragon

ol

1
res¢

: . rally P 48
guage. The ethical gastronome is §E°€ 7 it
of virtue, seeking out positive eating
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Organic Food, Markets and Marketing

oling real food = food that might, at ts moge b
i al, ‘healthy’, clean’, ‘fresh’; ‘local’ or ‘authentic’,
be based on agricultural technique: is the produce o
comPaSSionately or dry-farmed, slow-
rading practice; from direct supply to
Where in the world did the food come

dietary preference made for vegan, locall

>

A more considered choice might
rganic, biodynamic, pasture-fed
gr.own? Further selection could be based on,
fairly traded to Co-operative to farmers market.
from and what is its carbon footprine? Is it the

o r— oo allY'SOUfCGd> traditional, omnivorous or free from
r of chemicals or pote > . g
any numbe potenti ergens: Alternatlvely the decisive factors might

come down to processing: . its ingredients traditionally crafted, stone-ground,
wood-fired, cold-pressed, hand-picked? Or is it a super food: pro-biotic, live-fermented?
Is the resulting product natural, unfiltered, raw, whole, pure, live, unrefined, fresh,
cultured, untreated?

All of these terms seem to imply some kind of definitive meaning, and policy-makers
all over the world devote considerable energy to pinning down and protecting such
detail. But meaning is slippery, and marketers exploit this slipperiness. At one level,
these last descriptors are straightforwardly positive attributes: apart from occasions
when the terms are being cleverly inverted to appeal to our desire for safe transgression,
most people would run from food described using their opposites — bad, unnatural,
unhealthy, unclean, stale, fake.> Of course, real choice depends on actual information,
even understanding, which would involve far more granular descriptions than the usual
teassuring but too general uses of language. Different countries are subject to different
labelling standards, but the desire to acquire some virtuous sheen for a product, whether
appealing to the consumer’s health concerns, ethical preferences or social perceptions
- all of which are carefully studied by marketers — is sufficiently strong to compel
producers to promote the lack of gluten in a block of butter; the' missing trans-fats
n 2 bag of sugar; the healthy, natural nature of a sweetened flapjack. cher modes
of this kind of marketing focus on apparent health benefits (such as the.ld)ea that the
milk helps fight osteoporosis) while neglecting less convenient factors (mlll(ks lfmrrfnon;e
o fat levels) 3 However they are labelled, there is certainly a strong mar d:t or ;)10 s
that in different circumstances or with different presentation' might seem the antIlt CSli
of every ethical aspiration, whether dressed in some of their langu.age tol:eli)(:)tl-mg a?il::s
v marketplace it can be very difficult for the consumer to negotiate

Ween the wicked and the righteous.
De"e'f)Pment of organic agriculture erns about the
®1c agriculture emerged around the 19308 5 & 7
ep(if);‘f‘m of the soil, built to a great extent ol the holisti
Steiner in 19244 Balfour’s popu .o Sir Robert

iy 924.* Lady Eve : ard and nutritionist SIf FOBE
'&Spued. by the work of agriculturalist Sir Albert thl(:‘eNSoil Association, cstabli'shed in
Artison, became one of the founding Xt © h to farming that would increase

I 1946 to promote a healthy, organic approd® s

response 0 CoNC
¢ biodynamic ideas proposed by
The Living Soil, largely
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rition and health.’ Balfour presented a natural, process-oriengeq agrie

] ¢ b
d on the use of ‘organic’ composts or humus’, opposed dt 4

3 9 . ot Odﬁr
puts of so-called ‘inorganic chemical fertilizers. In an Organic SYStemn

of th;

people’s nu
system base

dependence on in el iR
tlff impact of the farmer should maintain and potentially improve the health

oilina ‘navucil-way that would heal previous c%a.n.lage and prevent furthe, damagei
the future, one of the most important responsibilities of the farmer being (SteWHrdshin
of the soil’. Informed by a degree of spiritualism, Balfour saw this ecological missiop
as atonement for the human failure to understand that self-sufficiency did no; mean;]
focus only on the individual human self:

iy

If our experience of the last twenty years has not taught us sufficient humility 1,
realize that we are incapable of ordering our lives successfully in a Godless society,
then one is tempted to wonder whether as a species we are worth preserving
In every activity, from the management of our soil onwards, we have regarded
ourselves as self-sufficient, and in every activity that attitude of mind has led o
disaster. ... Human ecology demands that we should think less of our ‘rights
and more of our duties to all other living things, including each other. We must

start again, with a new and better attitude towards life. Indeed, we must in some
cases relearn that life exists.”

The principle was that a successful quest for ‘methods that encourage and enhanc
mechanisms that recur in nature’ would, by extension, lead to improved human health
and nutrition.® The health of the soil translated directly into the health both of the
planet and - in the body and spirit - of the individual consumer.

Balfour was deeply influenced by Dr G. T. Wrench’s work, in particular 77 Whel
of Health, which not only supported the idea of natural compost fertilizers, but a
e'mphasized the benefits of a ‘whole diet’. For Balfour. too. these ideas were 610_5611"
tiad tOgther. In opposition to the mainstream view tha’t the,main problem with i
was obtaining sufficient quantity rather than quality, Wrench believed that ur ful?

feeding” i : e
byc[i)lexz)gp 1 is tl;le c;u;el of d;lsease’, suggesting that the blame lay on poor personallchmc )
€ Who had lost their natura] jnsi . lated

s , ral instincts, and also manipt™=

a growing industrialized ’ B imere now aditio?
¢

food and agricy] tr

9 : griculture system.” For Wrench, a mor¢

aneilii:;ral <’111et 'was. the most beneficial to health, and he, like McCarriso” an ,[01'

the appare;(t)lly i‘e:;ntll:tbll:ralnklin H. King, famously found evidence i the & ok
arka .

living in a remoge valle s e healthy lives of the isolated Hun? 3 iwith

: y in th, i i C
Af.ghanmtan, Tajikistan and éﬁﬁ: t;l of what is now Pakistan (close to o0 H”
miracle wag attribut =

Wrench sough that € " .
SR ght to demonstrate il
vegetables, pulses oo -thelr diet, composed of whole, naturally ol 5, ¢
,clll r:}fasfeunzed dairy Pdeucts and sun-dri,ed fruits.” Un l e,usl‘dﬂs'
# @ food is  whol thing and should be taken as 2 Wholl;r’e o
> 2nd Wrench suggested we should rexd

~ e AN msa e i
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gnowledge from them.” Balfour’s work re
" upPOfting evidence for the whole-food ¢
feports (some apparently from doctors)

Peats the tale of
heory from Britaj, :
of dramatically improved heg]

ounced white bread and (re)turned to whole
nd whole foods as better foods combined to

d nutriti -
: sl . trition and personal health that in effect
levated ‘nature and intuition over science and reason’,'4

Although Balfour and others cited scientists work in support of their proposals and
were well knO\.vn for their expc.:rimental field trials (begun ar Haughley in 1939), the
mainstream scientific community generally perceived the organic movement as anti-
science, while many within the movement itself regarded science with suspicion.s In
the face of the post-war development of large-scale agri-business and expanding food-
processing businesses, the organic message had many opponents, and the combination
of their anti-industry and often apparently anti-science messages led them to be
dismissed as peddlers of ‘muck and mystery’ Balfour had a fundamental objection
to the treatment of agriculture as an industry, writing that ‘Agriculture is a service; it
is not, never has been, and never can be an industry .7 Protesting the false division set
up between ‘town’ and ‘country’ interests, she asserted that, since the entire country
depended first and foremost on the health of the land, ‘Both will eventually prosper
or decline in proportion as their joint heritage, the fertility of their soil, prospers or
declines’.® She therefore proposed that the Ministries of agriculture, health and food
should be merged, as each was inextricably linked with the other. .

Jorian Jenks, a leading member of the British Union of Fascists an.d.editor of the Soil
Association’s quarterly newspaper, Mother Earth, extended tbe anu-lfldustry.message
out along the entire industrial food processing chain, suggesting th.at a fixed idea th;.t
foods must be regarded as commodities, articles of comimerce which If)eople must be
allowed to sell and buy with a minimum of restraint was 0 l()ilalmze1 for j)o:re :Z;filcgi
habits as well as supply and quality problems.” Indu'strl,azliy pre huce :}’:Z fsoo Sead
0 be subject 10 a process of ‘mutilation and adulteration’.*® The dS Oef tft:lfl e Jenk;
or the closer people were to the land and its un.ac'iult'era’&’—(l1 s tL;)Cat, e it
Glled ingo question the scientific basis of nutrlt'lomsts c 211?8 e
Possible without the use of whole, natural, organic foods, ¢ : 1ngand arithmetic’.** The
*ally nutritional science at all, but a combination of chemistry

W0 sides were fiercely opposed.

Adopted on a small scale in parts 0

cides and oth -
: Where ip Europe during the 19505, pesticides ;ntdi r(:;pired R ansippisiaid
® emerging concerns in the 1960s and 19705 tha

d agricultural
an health an .
8heration ¢, engage with organic practices.” Alt}%ough n;e ); form of charlatanism,
oy vehemenely protested that organic P rmalples ljlve into unnecessary spending,
; . ick the vulnera . dispensing

8 false health claims designed to trick t entieth century: disp
" Movement grew and gainecig traction throughout il

th in pregnant

alia, New Zealand, UK and

er agricultural chemicals led

fthe US) AUStr
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with what could be described as the more mystical aspects of biodynamic Methog,

: idified standards.* Its developmenc i
movement gained supporters and solidified pment in o

to the mainstream drive towards agri-business meant that it emerged 4 ,
d '70s countercultural movemep,

PPOSitiO;
igniﬁgm
influence on many groups in the 1960s an : o $ in by,
the UK and the US. In particular, the ideas that. bodily and spiritya| health
to be derived from eating whole foods; the association .O'f SUC.h foods with ‘Natygy
forms of agriculture and (often) 2 form of New Age spiritualism; oppositiop ¢, th
industrialization of both agriculture and the food system and to extreme consumer;
and notions of human culpability for despoiling the earth and the resulting obligarig,
to repair the damage became fundamentally associated with movements for socal
change of many kinds.

Sm;

Organic food in contemporary Europe
Organic principles as we understand them in the early twenty-first century continue o
focus on the idea that there is a direct connection between the way our food is produced
and the health of the planet and ourselves, and the market for organic products is now
well established. Organic standards are defined in European law, based on the principles
of environmental and animal-friendly farming methods: artificial fertilizers are banned
and organic animals have high welfare standards (including being free range, with access
to fields and defined space requirements).> Licensing and certification are required ©
formally approve and authenticate products as organic, and regular farm and producer
inspections maintain the standards. Depending on the country, it is estimated that the
European market for organic produce grew between 5% and 30% within the first fo¥
years of this century.?” Now organic produce forms a meaningful component of overal
agricultural production: 5.4% of the total utilized agricultural area in the EU in 20
according to a 2014 Action Plan.

In the 1990s the market for organic food was relatively small, and most PurCh .
took place in health food shops or other specialist outlets like farmers markets. Since
2000, the bulk of sales have shifted to supermarkets, which emphasize reducing the

. : 28 \hat
price of organic produce ever closer to that of conventionally farmed produce a’
was once a niche marketing idea has moved firmly into

: (. ol
' the mainstream. Dolicy ™
s ; .

ttention has accordingly shifted from sceptical examination of fundam cal 20
to acceptance of the market

i lace, and along with that a new focus on the M 2
andkm?rk??;lg of these products: now Dubilic Bk oot clements 0 p
nc:jlrede uCngI.\IDIg)Iz(Z? the European Commission funded a three-year, €187 sf:n'

0 R : gt
in detail consumer be b gy Making on Organic Products) © unde

ing

haviour and ihatnc . urc 25108

fresh and processed organic foods inozi“gf;t:(gl[sj vz(f)llelntpurchasmg (or not P74
n

o Jau
. ; . ¥ et
1ts ongoing campaj ries.’® In July 2000 :
= dgf & campaign to promote organic farming under the sl ‘Organic
0od for nature, good for you' 3 g under the slogan



Organic Food, Markets and Marketine
O

rketing organics
il it is on consumer behaviour, the Eyy study
formation for those wishing to market organic food
o pcoplea it found that the primary stated mot;
 onc’s WD health, closely followed by concern £,
udies place more emphasis on the individual: ‘res
enviroﬂmenml friendliness is not a criterion cop

> .
most consumers. > Those for whom environment

: In its detailed interviews with
vation for purchasing organic food
r the environment, However, other
earch indicates that in food choice,
sidered to be highly important for

e ’ al concerns feature in any significant
cribed as ‘idealistic ¢
way are des onsumers’, who make more frequent purchases but

fepresent 2 small segment of the overall market.? This kind of consumer was focused
on numerous additional positive attributes of organic foods, such as improved taste and
nanuralness. It was suggested that this group has ‘more complicated belief structures,
attitudes and values than non-organic consumers’, and could be said to have a more
complex relationship with moral or principled decision-making.* Whereas ‘heavy
buyers of organic produce cared about both personal and social factors, personal
health was the most important factor for ‘incidental’ buyers, who also focused more
on negatives like higher price and shorter shelf-life, making decisions not to buy on
this basis.» However, even for these consumers, the survey suggested that the positive
moral values associated with participating in activity beneficial to the environment were
atributes worth including in marketing messages.*

Increasing trust in organic credentials was scen as a key step in m :
products more saleable, but the most important factor was availability. In part, this need
was satisfied by the survival and growth of brands developed .in the 1970s and .bY the
participation of increasingly large-scale businesses in the organic mar.ket- The ety
of Gregory and Craig Sams, founders in 1967 of a small but fashionable vegeta;an
and organic restaurant in West London, a magazine (Seed), a natural.food store ar; : }alllI;
Oganic food production and packaging company; provides a good 1llufusltr\a)l;}(l>:leOEarth
Phenomenon 37 Their food company became the phenomenally 'succesz; %

"2nd, while Craig Sams’ organic chocolate P b;snllesci:i sum.”® Another,
" purchased in 2005 by Cadbury Schweppes for an un l-scc(;i:ase the number of
telated, strategy to boost both availability and sales “:Sf tOd]n;epresents the majority
Processed foods certified as organic: ‘since this [puncess h(i)oher “added value,” and in
f sales of food products in parts of Europe; a5 nsi(g)n of the organic market .’
n:my Parts of Europe is where there is real scope f(()ir ;;(5 ; really represents the ‘natural’
irnr,eSponse to questions about whether P i suggested that these foods would

age that organic food generally projects; - wasb th convenient and do not offend

¥ be more positively received since ‘they are bO

aking these

mers.© The same study founi;
: sumers . :
¢ “nsciences of environmentally concerned cof in buying food they like.
isi . consumers —
Py 1t pnslngl}’, that consumers are most th Jlch wi th organics = for ajlf bhe organic
One Ogether with the primary association O ; anufaaurerS’ adoption of €
i ; A m
8IS to question the ethics of some foo
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f the EU’s main justiﬁcatic?ns for introducing |, Re

less prescriptive Directive) on organic food labelling in 20y Bl
(rather th'an ale g ore protection from the possible ‘confusion 54 i Was
% Regulatl?n offere altnthe supermarket aisles shows that the word organic ();Ccm()n of
con(siux.ners0 ,a g;;: teee of a health benefit to consumers or sound practice thl:(:(Jcesscd
ﬁ)‘z ;r:dllctigolll chain.#* To some extent, at least, in b;inﬁ; adopted into the mainl;ilzx
and managed by policy-makers as a component’o the consumer marketplyc, n
meaning of ‘organic’ been subverted to the market’s ends.

Organic and biodynamic agriculture developed as a fesponse to concerns ahy, th
degradation of the Earth and the health of the humans ll.Vmg on it. Viewing the Barty
soil as living matter, early proponents hoped to restore it to an earlier, purer sy, I
doing so, humans could be returned to their optimum level of ‘natural’ heglth, Foog
production methods and food supply structures were seen as fundamental meyys
which messages could be communicated, solutions proposed and action taken, Orgai
and biodynamic food products remained relatively niche commodities in the UK
the US until the late 1980s, when, Allison James argues, several developments in e
wider culture conspired to give organic food or ‘eating green’ wider appeal.# Groving
public awareness of environmental and ecological issues (such as global waming
combined with the fear engendered by various food-related health scares to mik
organic messages appealing to a broader population of consumers — which, in wn
made organics an attractive and potentially profitable market for large produces’
Organic’s traditional association with individual health as well as planetary health cold
be turned to the marketers advantage. In a situation like the UK’s BSE crisis whet
human ‘C.ulture had temporarily lost control over nature’, the alignment by matke®
E(fnl)rlizlilecs zziﬁs nv:' ith what was natural and respectful of traditional ecobge

: essage welcome. 45 :

While the ready availability of organic and ‘whole’ products might assist mar!

eople i izi R
5 : f e;ll( re?limg a new pattern of ethical or ecological eating, its association w1t15i0F
; s 1 il

th:?t’ il;for 0 : ¢ industrialized food system sits less comfortably with the s0¢ lioins
fed many of the underlyj Y

and the late twentieth ceny ng principles of its early twentieth Censlicerlll of

e e alz counterculture that championed it. Today: P " e

than planetary heggf, ® llke assert that messages about individual heal et

purchasers of these f ity meaningful to the majority e pl(etPlld

of organic, wholp oo~ 11 Dew place and positioning in the consumet ™
, whole and healg positioning in :

duis”
participate in this pey,

label. Although one ©

] foods meant thar it became possible for 10 Mwirho‘“
converting wholegale to tsht}e,e Of apparently healthier and more ethical eatlzléovm’enll
in theijr early stages, Qp] “Pipitial or political extremes associated with the ] hipt*
tarnish and tr::msforr.natin ¥ \'N.hen cleansed of jg troubling ‘muck and m)’stef[l; ol rhdf
RAASIICan of ey, 101 Was this mode of shopping and aing '
that mighy e i, ISt-century consumer society. We may have made Pr‘;ﬁe i

at matters
but perhaps in the process we have lost tra¢

-

I10.

0,

- ¥
13,
14.
15,

16, |
»i
3. |
19, |
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tes &
NoKeith Taylor, The Political Ideas of the Utopian Socigfjgss (

1982)- e Sedcins

. There is a long tradition o assocxa.tmg indulgent, sweet 4

e memoral:)le :}Tar;,fii ?Vfl t};{ls in the UK is the ‘N
rcam cakes run by the Milk Marketing Board between 1 :

;uy) associated with Salman Rushdie’s stint as an advert?s?igar:gpt;vir?;::?g’sflanic(Perhaps mythi-
products like ‘dirty’” potato chips attempt to subvert the ides of crisps as unh zl;lhvyb o Ot.her
a negative in the name whilst claiming the positive benefits of a lack of proc - .y h}flac‘kfmovtrledgmg
which use language as license to celebrate their lack of healthiness, o, Bl

,, Gene R. Laczniak and Patrick E. Murphy,
Ethics, 10 (1991), pp- 25971 (p. 265).

 The first UK exPeriment comparing organic and non-organic (conventional) farming methods, the
Haughley Experiment, was set up by ’Lady Eve Balfour in 1939, providing material for her book 7%e
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ing.
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Britain', Annual Conference of the British Economic History Society (2009) (University of Warwick, 2009)
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erative Whole Food Society was formed in the same year: see Philip Conford, 7he Development of the
Organic Network: Linking People and Themes, 194595 (Edinburgh: Floris, 2011), pp. 223-25.

6. Julie Guthman, Agrarian Dreams: The Paradox of Organic Farming in California (Berkeley: U California
P 2004), p. 120.
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I Wrench, p. 93-95. The Hunza proved not to
ered the secret of longevity. For full destructio
Manger Magique: Aliments Sorciers, Croyances Comestibles, €

: Autremengs, 1994), pp. 156—68.

2. Wrench, p. I0L
ii ]IS:lvfour, !Jp. 145—ST; pp. 136—41.
: enstein, p. 16s. iy
5. Tl’us phrase, also used as ‘muck and magic’, was 1nitl - Gill, ‘New "[houghts’, p- 2. It is
65 in contrast to his own more rational approach 10 com];ost. s once used to atrack disliked groups,
‘nfCresting to note that, in common with many words and p dra}fc now been adopted by its intended
IS phrase was first turned on its inventors themselves, and has

. i i tive afﬁrma 1

London: Frank Cags and Company Limited

nd/or chocolatey foods with ideas of sinful-
aughty, But Nice’ advertising campaign for

Fostering Ethical Marketing Decisions’, Journal of Business

have increased resistance to disease, nor to have discov-

in, ‘Santé-bonheur’,
h h, see Harvey Levenstein, Santé onhe
gy d. by Claude Fischler (Paris: Editions

ally coined by Howard to discredit Steiners theo-

" 9l New Thoughts
17‘ ts.
18, g“lf:ur. p. 188. P T
9. Jori . 16, Approach 0 Health Through Nt

o ¢ Positive g . ks berween fascism or
¥ ol g Maa'e Of Yhe. om here t0 investigate the hr.‘ s worth noting that
8 Faber, 1959), p. 188. There is insufficient ro + mavement®, but it is

€ right wing politics and organic and other land-base
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Jenks’ circle was an influe -

d d copies of his books to former ‘blood and soil’ Nazi Agriculture Minjgye, Richarj &mu,_
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