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Abstract. This paper provides some personal reflections on the “cultural turn” in human geography including

a tentative chronology of events. It outlines some of the characteristics of the “cultural turn” and some of
the criticisms that have been levelled against it. In the body of the paper, | attempt to assess the value of the
“cultural turn”, conceptually and methodologically, as applied to two recent research projects on the geogra-
phy of food and families. The paper concludes that the “cultural turn” greatly enriched the study of human
geography through its analysis of discourse, representation and practice. But other approaches are required
to explain broader changes in political-economy and the materiality of nature. While the “cultural turn” con-
tributed to our understanding of materiality and our place in a more-than-human world, geographers are now
also embracing other approaches such as those informed by actor-network theory and geographies of emotion,
embodiment andféect. The paper concludes with an agenda for future research on the political anc moral
economies of food, focusing on contemporary consumer anxieties at a range of geographical scales.

1 Introduction work and source of energy and inspiration for a group of like-
minded colleagues. The fact that this conference attracted
The conference at which this paper was presented demorpver 200 delegates, including a high proportion of graduate
strated that no single history of human geography’s “cul-students, suggests that the field is alive and well and that our
tural turn” can be written. Instead, the participants recalledmeeting together serves a valuable purpose. Maybe the label
many diferent narratives of the people, places, institutionsdoes not matter (and asserting the novelty of the “new” cul-
and events which are now collectively remembered as havtural geography has always struck me as rather barbaric). But
ing comprised a single intellectual movement. We shouldthese kinds of networks are important and should be cher-
therefore resist the idea that the “new cultural geography’ished. To borrow a phrase from Sarah Whatmore, they are
was invented in one place and exported to other places, sutinourishing networks” on which we all depend.
ject to a time-lag and the distortions of distance. Instead, | This paper begins with a personal account of the “cultural
would urge us to understand the “cultural turn” as involv- turn” in human geography and with a tentative chronology of
ing multiple conversations acrossfférent disciplines and events. | will then attempt to outline some of the movement's
national traditions, subject to fiierent forms of institution-  key characteristics and some of the criticisms that have been
alisation (through learned societies, academic journals andevelled against it. In the main part of the paper, | attempt
disciplinary conferences), shaped by diverse sources of reto assess the conceptual value and methodological utility of
search funding and complex collaborations (and conflicts)the “cultural turn” by evaluating its application to two re-
across disciplines and intellectual traditions. cent research projects on the geography of food and families:
It is similarly impossible to claim that the “new cultural Manufacturing Meaning along the Food Commodity Chain
geography” has achieved some kind of hegemony within the(or Food Storiego use the project’s shorter title) a@hang-
discipline. Rather, | would argue, human geography demoning Families, Changing Foad The paper concludes that the
strates a healthy diversity of intellectual strands and method n - )
ological approaches. | would, however, want to retain the, | 1€ Food Storiesproject was funded by the AHRC-ESRC

label as a rallving point. providing an academic support net_‘CuItures of Consumption” programme and ran from 2003-2007. It
ying p P 9 PP was undertaken in collaboration with Neil Ward and Rob Perks and

with research assistance from Polly Russell (award number RES-
143-25-0026). Th€hanging Families, Changing Fogatogramme
Corr?Spondence td?. Jackson ran from 2005-8 and was funded by the Leverhulme Trust (award
BY (p.a.jackson@sttield.ac.uk) number FOO 118AQ).

Published by Copernicus Publications.
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“cultural turn” enriched human geography through its anal-and highly subjective. Recalling key events, conferences and
ysis of the politics of representation, discourse and identitypublications demonstrates the significance of personal mem-
and through its emphasis on human agency and social pra@ry, specific social networks and localised political interests.
tice. But it also has clear limitations in terms of its abil- Who was present at these events, where they occurred and
ity to analyse questions of political economy and materiality. what key messages were taken from them Wiedént par-
Though the “cultural turn” contributed to our understanding ticipants would make a fascinating study in the sociology
of the materiality of nature and our place in a “more-than- of knowledge. My own memories of the “cultural turn” in
human” world, geographers are now also embracing othehuman geography would begin with a series of papers in
approaches such as those informed by actor-network theonpirea (1980) andAntipode(1983)2 | would also identify two
and geographies of embodiment, emotion affielci. conferences on “New directions in cultural geography” held
at University College London and the University of British
Columbia in 1987 with some overlap in terms of key partic-
2 The “cultural turn” ipants. We might then trace the institutionalisation of these
changes, including the renaming of the Soeiatl Cultural
Human geography’s “cultural turn” was part of a wider in- Geography Study Group of the RGS-IBG which took place
tellectual movement across the social sciences that broughf 1988 and the consolidation of these ideas at the “New
these subjects into closer dialogue with the arts and humanyords, new worlds” conference in Edinburgh in 1991. The
ities. The turn towards cultural studies and other diSCip"neSpace of Change was such that a|ready, by September 1991,
with an interest in the politics of representation marked aNigel Thrift could remark on “the hegemony of culture in
sharp break with the kind of Spatial analysis that had dom-socia| science and (at least generationa”y) in geography”
inated human geography since the 1970s and also impliegThrift, 1991:144). Within a decade, the achievements of ge-
a critique of more totalising forms of Marxian political- ography’s cultural turn were celebrated in the publication of
economy. The cultural turn might also be identified with Cultural turns, geographical turnéNaylor et al., 2000) and
a growing interest in social theory among human geogracriticisms of the movement were already being expressed (on
phers, signalled by the publication of Derek Gregory andwhich more, below).
John Urry’s (1985)Social relations and spatial structures.  Characterising geography’s “cultural turn” is an even more
Others have argued that geography’s cultural turn was achazardous undertaking than charting its chronology. A key
companied by a “spatial turn” across the social sciences, &oncern was the development of a politics of representa-
claim most forcefully advanced in Ed Soj@sstmodern ge-  tjon, following earlier feminist arguments about visibility
ographies(1989) and which was demonstrated by the pop-and voice, and enshrined in key texts [Wériting cultures
ularity of David Harvey’s argument about the human conse-(Clifford and Marcus, 1986). The concern for narrative style
quences of time-space compressioiiire condition of post-  and modes of representation was later caricatured by one
modernity(1989). critic as a “descent into discourse” (Palmer, 1990). A re-
As | argued in my own bookaps of meaninga key char-  lated concern was the development of a cultural politics of
acteristic of the “new” cultural geography was a social con-identity and diference, which broadened geography’s inter-
structionist view of the world involving multiple ways of see- est in the politics of gender, sexuality, race and disability but
ing, a plurality of cultures and sub-cultures, and a politics of which some saw as an abandonment of other kinds of class-
position where researchers came to acknowledge their owbhased solidarity (Hobsbawm, 1996). A third trend was the
implication in their field of study (Jackson, 1989). Draw- shift of geographical attention from production to consump-
ing on the language of the Centre for Contemporary Cul-tion which Nicky Gregson parodied in her rhetorical ques-
tural Studies in Birmingham, cultural geographers sought totion: “and now it’s all consumption?” (Gregson, 1995) ask-
redefine culture as “the way in which groups *handle” the ing whether our sudden fascination with questions of iden-
raw material of their social and material existence ... thetity and diference (in the sphere of consumption) did not
codes with which meaning is constructed, conveyed and unrisk abandoning more fundamental questions about inequal-
derstood ... thenaps of meaninghrough which the world ity and power (and their connection to specific modes of pro-
is made intelligible” (Hall and Henderson, 1976:10, empha-duction).
sis added). Arguably, and with the benefit of hindsight, we The success of the “cultural turn” in establishing near-
might argue that the “new” cultural geography placed toohegemonic status within human geography did not go
much emphasis on cultural codes, symbolic meanings and e odi _ .
modes of representation and too little emphasis on the “raw e editor ofArearemarked at the time about the coincidence
materials” of human existence. Such, at least, has been th%f three papers_apoutcultgral geography arriving s_umultaneously on
. . ’ T . his desk “unsolicited and independently”, wondering whether they
as.ser_tlon of tho;e, like me, who have called for a remater"might mark the beginnings of a general revival of cultural geogra-
alization” of social and cultural geography (Jackson, 2000). py (Blacksell, 1980:105). The papersAntipodewere even more
Given my previous comments about the multiple historiesdiverse in terms of their intellectual orientation and relationship to
of the “cultural turn”, any chronology is bound to be partial an avowedly “radical geography”.
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P. Jackson: Families and food: beyond the “cultural turn”? 65

unchallenged. Price and Lewis (1993) railed against theapproaches informed by the “cultural turn” as demonstrated
“reinvention” of cultural geography while Les Rowntree in two recent research projects with which | have been in-
sought to defend the premature dismissal of the new culturatolved. TheFood Storiesproject used a life history ap-
geography as “old wine in new bottles” (Rowntree, 1988). proach to examine recent changes in the British food indus-
Ten years later, Clive Barnett (1998fered a more trenchant try, focusing on the supply chains of two specific commodi-
critique of the “cultural turn” as a kind of intellectual fash- ties: chicken and sugar. Unlike most studies of commodity
ion, with its cult of academic celebrity and its rapid turnover chains which attempt to identify the points at which value
of ideas and personalities. He also detected a commercialis added and profit extracted, we attempted to identify the
sation of knowledge production associated with the prolifer-way the meanings of food change as it moves along the sup-
ation of new journals and the market dominance of particu-ply chain “from farm to fork”. In the case of chicken, we
lar academic publishers. Cultural geography’s success wasndertook interviews with hatchery managers and chicken
a source of thin-disguised envy in other branches of humargrowers, agricultural technologists and category managers,
geography, with Rodriguez-P&$2001) suggesting that eco- retailers and buyers. For sugar, we interviewed key players
nomic geography, in particular, was being “killed with a “cul- in the UK beet industry and in the imported sugar cane mar-
tural turn” overdose”. He need not have feared as indicationket, comparing the intensive regulation of the sugar industry
soon appeared that the “cultural turn” had completed its cyclewith the more laissez-faire approach to the regulation of the
of innovation and was about to be challenged by new ideadroiler chicken industry. The life history approach allowed
and approaches. The following year, Catherine Nash (2002)s to probe the interweaving of personal (biographical) and
detected that cultural geography was ‘in crisis’, while new professional (commercial) narratives and to understand the
currents of thought associated with actor-network theory angrocess of “manufacturing meaning” along the supply chain,
the non- or more-than-representational rapidly proliferatedaiming to capture the interweaving of political- and moral-
(Lorimer, 2005). economies (Jackson et al., 2009). The project focused on
Again, with hindsight, it is possible to identify some sig- the role of memory and meaning in the construction of indi-
nificant absences, gaps and silences within geography’s “culvidual and corporate “food stories”, developing the idea that
tural turn”. These would include a neglect of the evolv- (at least in the advertising-soaked economies of the global
ing political economy which was all the more remarkable, North) food is increasingly “sold with a story” (Freidberg,
as the development of the “cultural turn” coincided with the 2003). Our study also sought to understand how the mate-
Thatcher-Reagan years, the rise of neoliberalism and the pgialities of chicken and sugarfacted their commercial ex-
litical transformations sweeping across Europe following theploitation including issues of consumer confidence and trust.
fall of the Berlin Wall (Cosgrove, 1990). Despite the central-  The Changing Families, Changing Foogroject was a
ity of cultural materialism in some accounts of the “new” cul- large, inter-disciplinary research programme involving a
tural geography (informed by the work of Antonio Gramsci, team of researchers from nursing and midwifery, clinical sci-
Raymond Williams and E. P. Thompson among others), oneences and human nutrition as well as social scientists from
could argue (as noted above) that the “cultural turn” led to ansociology, psychology, human geography and cultural stud-
over-emphasis on symbolic systems and the interpretation oS, together with researchers from health and social care.
meaning and to an under-emphasis on the material (now befhe premise was to examine recent changes in family life
ing addressed through geography’s rapidly-growing interesthrough the lens of food, taking a practice-based approach
in material culture). Human geography’s endorsement of &0 “doing family” rather than understanding “the family”
social constructionist approach tended to reduce the natur@s an institution or unitary social form (Jackson, 2009).
world to a series of cultural representations, rather than enThe programme involved fifteen inter-linked projects, organ-
gaging directly with what Sarah Whatmore (2006) has calledised across the life-course from pregnancy and motherhood,
a “more-than-human world”. Finally, one could argue that through childhood and family life, and including studies of
the interest in social constructionism and modes of represerfamily and the wider community (see Fig. 1). Most of the
tation led to an over-emphasis on the textual and discursivérojects focused on the present-day or recent past and were
construction of human identity and social life to the com- UK-focused, with some comparative and historical work, de-
parative neglect of practice-based approaches to the study ¢igned to highlight the specificities of contemporary British
everyday social action. | shall now explore the significanceculinary culture. The programme drew on a wide range
of these criticisms in the specific context of my recent work of methods from historical and archival work, secondary
on families and food. data analysis, interviews, focus groups and various forms of
ethnographic research including the analysis of food diaries
and photographic evidence.
3 Focusing on families and food To be clear, both projects were inter-disciplinary in charac-
ter but both raised significant geographical issues. In the case
In this section of the paper | wish to examine the strengthsof Food Stories, for example, we were interested in questions
and weaknesses of various conceptual and methodologicaf geographical provenance which seemed more important,
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STRAND 1 STRAND 2 STRAND 3
PREGNANCY & CHILDHOOD & FAMILY &
TIME-LINE’ MOTHERHOOD FAMILY LIFE COMMUNITY CROSS-CUTTING
THEMES
Children as family Food provision and
Early C20th participants... the media...
Healthy start... GENDER
Parental food choice Food choice and
and childhood family context...
obesity...
Changing Habits?
Transitions to
motherhood... ETHNICITY
Second
World War Men, childen and (No) family,
food... (no) food...
My mother,
my self... CLASS
Socio-historical Making healthy
reproduction and families...
food values...
PLACE
1960s to
early C21st INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS

Figure 1. The Changing Families, Changing Food research programme (for further information seg/whttpshefield.ac.uk
familiesandfood).

in the eyes of consumers at least, for chicken than for sugamperson, as in the following extracts from Andrew Mackenzie,
In the Food and Families project, meanwhile, questions of lo-a protein category manager at a major British food retailer:
cality were critical, mapping onto distinctions of social class  yoy talked about it [chicken] down to a unit or a commod-

and dietary patterns of under- and over-nutrition. ity, | think that's a really good analogy. . .
In evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of the “cul-

tural turn”, 1 want now to consider the findings of these o .
: . ume, 9000 an hour or whatever ... but it's a production

two recently-completed research projects. | will address the[line] where somethina die&

Food Storiesproject through a consideration of the materi- 9 o .

alities, meanings and markets of food, and | will consider Mark Ranson, an agricultural technologist at the same

the Changing Families, Changing Fogatogramme through ~ firm, also describes chicken as “much more of a commod-

a discussion of the geographically and socially situated praclty than other protein specie$”.Compare that assessment
tices of “doing family”. with the following comments from Ray Moore, a hatchery

manager, talking about chicken as sentient beings with needs
that can be communicated to the farmer:

Chicken talk to you, they do... they talk to you, you'll
Geographies associated with the “cultural turn” might be ex-know whether they’re cold, hungry, too hot. They need loving
pected to focus on understanding meanings rather than en-
gaging with materialities or markets. Our project sought to
challenge this assumption, providing rich evidence about thc%er

materiality of diferent animal species and the way this af- British Library in London (National Life Stories accession number

fects their commercial exploitation. For some interviewees,cgp1). Extracts from some of the interviews can also be accessed
for example, chicken are little more thar_1 a COF_andltY- Oth- via the Food Stories website: hitwww.bl.uk/learninghistcitizen
ers were always aware that there is a live animal at the engbodstories.

of the production line. Both views can be held by the same “Mark Ranson, interviewed January 2004.

It's a production line with chicken because it works on vol-

3.1 Materialities, meanings and markets

3Andrew Mackenzie, interviewed February 2004. All of the in-
views were conducted by Polly Russell and are deposited at The

Soc. Geogr., 6, 63-71, 2011 WWW.S0C-geogr.net/6/63/2011/
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tender care, you know. Just the same as | look after myto value-added or processed chicken (in ready-meals or other
wife. .. you've got to look after thefn. recipe dishes) where its origins are much less obvious. Con-

By contrast, Audrey Kley, a chicken grower and friend sider, for example, this comment from Paul Wilgos, where
of Ray Moore, describes how she avoids getting sentimenhis inability to put into words exactly what consumers find
tal about chickens: troubling about dealing with chicken speaks volumes about

You've got to be hardened to it, haven't you. | mean it's notits commercial and cultural significance:
like your own pet dog when it dies, you get very upset, and When you do a whole bird, you think that was a living ani-
you think about it for days... With the chickens ... there’smal... From a customer perspective, | think once an animal
no sort of gfection or anything towards them, because theyhas been cut up, it loses much of its. .. in the customer’s mind
all look alike. And, well you just ... it's part of your work it's lost so much of its... what it was... Once it's become
and you don't think about it. They come in, you know they’rean ingredient in a recipe dish it's kind of lost all of its. .. The
going to be killed the next day, but all you're doing is wor- same concerns don’t exist as they do for a whole piece of
rying that you've got enough food to see them through, thatmeat... So you know, we're developing things like oven-able
they’re good and they're going to pay you some money, andrays... That's a direct request from customers saying they
you don'’t think about any of the other side of it. don't like touching raw meat.

The materialities and meanings of chicken are also ap- Consumer attitudes to animal welfare, coupled with anxi-
parent in the following comment from Paul Wilgos, a se- eties about food safety and their ambivalence about the qual-
nior agricultural technologist, comparing intensively-rearedity of imported food, mean that a premium attaches to British
(broiler) chicken with free-range birds: poultry. By contrast, British consumers have much less con-

If you go into a broiler shed ... then go and see a flock cern about the geographical provenance of sugar with most
of free-range birds, and they’re sparky and flighty, they’re unable to detect anyflierence between sugar cane, imported
excited, they’re running in and out, they’re having a great from Africa, the Pacific and the Caribbean, and sugar beet,
time... And you go into a broiler shed and they are lethar- grown domestically in East Anglia and Lincolnshire. As one
gic... | think the animal’s just, it's more interesting and | of our informants put it, sugar is “sold like cement”, piled
think the meat’s got more character as a consequénce. high on supermarket shelves, stacked on industrial pallets,

Our research also provided evidence of the lively materi-with little or no attempt to distinguish specific brand identi-
alities of chicken, compared to the stable properties of sugaties or types of sugar, apart from speciality sugars like mus-
in its refined form, demonstrated, for example, in its ability covado or demerera.
to cause food poisoning if incorrectly stored, prepared and Our interview material also throws light on thefeérences
cooked: between how the markets for chicken and sugar are governed

The meat that you worry about most is chicken isn't it? and regulated. Sugar was one of the first sectors to be in-
Cause it's like you can get so manyjdient things from it  cluded within the Common Agricultural Policy — subject to
(Consumer focus group, January 2007). export quotas, import teffs and minimum price guarantees

Capylobacter remains the most common cause of food poi— and it was one of the last sectors to be reformed (Ward
soning for British consumers and its most frequent cause i€t al., 2008). For many campaign groups and NGOs, this
contaminated poultry me&tChicken are also susceptible to protectionist market has prevented fair competition and dis-
animal diseases like hock burn, caused by excessive stockcouraged Third World producers from entering the market.
ing densities, and have a propensity to “confietieir legs”  In August 2002, for example, Oxfam published a report on
because the process of genetic selection has favoured the déhe Great Sugar Scanariticising the current sugar regime
velopment of a disproportionate ratio of breast weight to legfor generating “vast profits for big sugar producers and large
strength driven by consumers’ preference for white meat. farmers — and vast surpluses that are dumped on world mar-

The link between materiality and meaning is also apparenkets” (Oxfam, 2002). Commenting on the report, an Ox-
in consumer attitudes to whole chickens and chicken portiondam representative argued that the sugar industry used words
(where the link with a live animal is still apparent) compared like efficiency and competitiveness but that those words are
- “completely irrelevant to any discussion of the sugar sector
_Ray Moore, November 2003. because there isn't a market”:

Audrey Kley, September 2003. This is essentially Bolshevism applied to agriculture. ..

"Paul Wilgos, January—June 2004. K ; hat' h ire b
8Foodborne diseases are by far the largest known food safet)you now, you've got one company that's got the entire beet

risk in the UK (contributing to around 450 deaths per annum), market in Britain. The government tells it what price it pro-
compared to the risks from TSEs (Transmissible Spongiform En-duces at. It helps facilitate exports, it protects against im-
cephalopathies), chemical and radiological contamination, or foodPOrts, it oversees a monopoly system through the quota ar-
allergens which collectively contribute to around 25 deaths per anfangement. The company clearly does very well out of that,
num (FSA, 2009). The five main foodborne disease pathogens afas reflected in their profit margins, and the beet growers
fecting public health are Campylobacter, Salmonella, E.coli, Liste-
ria and Clostridium perfringens. 9Paul Wilgos, January—June 2004.
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68 P. Jackson: Families and food: beyond the “cultural turn™?

clearly do very well out of it, | mean, these are the guys whographical provenance was considered relevant for the former
are getting the highest incomes per hectare in the arable secbut not for the latter.

tor in British agriculture, so, you know, it's notgicult to see

what sort of underpins that allianc@ 3.2

These criticisms are resented by many British farmers who
argue that they are operating within an economic and polit-In this second empirical section, | want to argue that ap-
ical system over which they have little or no control. Here, proaches informed by the “cultural turn” were useful in the
for example is Matt Twidale, a Nottinghamshire beet farmer: Changing Families, Changing Foagsearch programme in

Some of the Oxfam people ... are using totally intemper-Critiquing normative assumptions about “the family”. For,
ate language. | mean “scam” and you know ... “daylight @S Marjorie DeVault has argued, “the family” is a falsely
robbery” ... | mean, I'm not scamming anybody, but | have monolithic concept (De Vault, 1991:15). Currently, less than
to live where | live and I have to ... abide by the rules that & third (27 %) of UK families are archetypal nuclear fami-
Tony Blair and Michael Howard and Ted Heath and all the lies (with husband, wife and dependent children living under
politicians before them adopted for me. You know, we joinedhe same roof), yet “the family” remains a powerful social
the EU and they all said it was a good thing to do, and we ideal, underpinned by strong institutional structures and ca-
didn't, 1 didn’t push to join the EU ... in order to receive Pable of exerting considerable moral force (National Statis-
three times the world price of sugar. | just... do the job tics, 2007). As DeVault goes on to demonstrate, a “family” is
well, hope the products will allow me to make a profit and Not & naturally occurring collection of individuals; its reality
plant again for next year. So when somebody who has neve constructed from day to day through activities like eating
grown a sugar beet and never done anything other than pofogether (De Vault, 1991:39). In our research programme,
litical mouthing all his life starts saying that I'm a scammer therefore, we took food as a lens through which to observe
and a dumper and a rotten so-and so, | ought to be put out€cent changes in family life while simultaneously adopting
of business, | take it pretty badly I'll tell you. You don’t know @ Practice-based definition of family life, approached via the
how that grates, you really dont. everyday work of “doing family”.

By contrast, chicken is much less heavily regulated, with Much recent sociological work on consumption has taken
retailers able to exert their buying power through retail-led @ Practice-based approach (Warde, 2005), showing how so-
“farm assurance” schemes and a bewildering range of fooial structures like “the family” are reproduced through the
labelling systems. As a result, individual farmers feel that®ndless repetition of routine activities, like cleaning and
they are being squeezed by the retailers and that they suf00King. David Morgan (1996) emphasises the significance
fer unfair competition from overseas producers who are per©f ‘family practices” rather than the conventional approach
ceived to be less heavily regulated and to exercise lower starf® family as a structure to which people belong. For Mor-
dards of animal husbandry. For example, Audrey Kley ar-9an. “family” is better understood as an adjective (as in the
gues that: “Within the whole of the farming industry we have Phrase “family practices”) rather than as a noun (‘the fam-
this gut feeling that we are being rippeff by the supermar- 1ly"). There is often, of course, a significant gap between
kets” and that French farmers “ignore all the rules” while in idealised notions of family life and how family is performed

Brazil and China chickens “have been fed on all the antibi-In Practice. Morgan insists that we should open up the “black
otics in the world™2 box” of family life to examine the relationships that oc-

In summary, the life history method (informed by the cur within families and the wider social networks of which
' they are a part. Morgan suggests that an analysis of the so-

“cultural turn”) gave us access to both public and private ™ ; . i ) o
meanings of food and allowed us to draw out the commer-c'al practices involved in “feeding the family” (who prepares

cial implications of these dierent narratives and discourses, [00d for whom, on what occasions, where and when, and un-

The method was less appropriate for documenting broadeflé” What circumstances) is likely to reveal the fluidity of con-
changes in the political economy (though some of the inter-eMPorary family relations as well as the durability of some
mily practices and structures. Like kinship in Finch and

views could be interpreted as a reaction to the process oia s (2 K hat “familv” should
agricultural intensification and some interviews shed "ghtMasons( 000) work, we propose that “family” s oul not .
on the dfects of recent changes in the regulatory environ-Pe understood as a structure or system, but as constituted in

ment). The approach also provided some insights into théelational practices, involving a wide range of participants,

complex materialities of chicken and sugar, where the dis—bOth kin and non-kin.

tinction between sugar cane and sugar beet did not attract OUr research demonstrated that “food choice” could not
much comment compared, for example, to the crucial dis-Pe reduced to individual decisions but needs to be under-

tinction between whole and processed chicken, where geog,tood through an exploration of the social and cultural em-
bedding of domestic food practices. This represents a criti-

“Doing” family

10K evin Watkins, July 2004, cal challenge to (_:ontemporary pul_alic pqlicy i_n the UK whic_h_
UMatt Twidale, March—May 2004. has placed considerable emphasis on individual responsibil-
2paudrey Kley, September 2003. ity and informed choice. A recent Department of Health

Soc. Geogr., 6, 63-71, 2011 WWW.S0C-geogr.net/6/63/2011/



P. Jackson: Families and food: beyond the “cultural turn”? 69

White Paper, for example, argues that “The opportunities aréproper” meals and “sacred” Sundays forming an implicit
now opening up rapidly for everyone to make their own indi- contrast to the popular discourse of “junk” food and “con-
vidual informed healthy choices which together will sustain venience” meals. But recent evidence from time-diaries sug-
and drive further the improvement in the health of the peoplegests that the overall amount of time families spend eating
of England” (DoH, 2004: Executive Summary 19). Plac- together each week has remained remarkably constantly over
ing responsibity on individual consumers ignores the struc-the last 30—40yr, particularly if eating together outside the
tured inequalities that characterise modern British societyhome is included (Cheng et al., 2007). A clear pattern of eat-
and deflects blame from other (institutional) actors within ing three meals a day is no longer as widespread as it was
the contemporary food system. This is particularly true in thein the 1960s with family members engaging in less formal
UK where the four main supermarket chains (Asda-Walmart,and more irregular eating practices. But there is little firm
Sainsbury’s, Tesco and Safeway-Morrisons) wield a high de-evidence of a generalised decline of family eating. Looking
gree of market power in a highly concentrated retail environ-back at historical evidence from the Edwardian period con-
ment with over 70 % of grocery purchases made at the “bigfirms this impression, demonstrating that the “family meal”
four” supermarkets (Cabinetftice, 2008). (with all family members eating together) was never a uni-
An emphasis on individual choice is often also associatedversal practice. While it may have been upheld as a middle-
with a deficit model of social responsibility where problems class ideal, eating practices and meal times have always var-
in the current food system are blamed on a perceived lack ofed by social class and geographical region, being fitted in
parenting or cooking skills. A tendency to “blame the vic- around workplace demands (especially in the case of shift
tim” frequently results, as when low-income mothers are ac-work) and social engagements (especially for the more well-
cused of making irrational and irresponsible choices in feed-off). Oral history evidence from the Edwardian period cer-
ing their families. Their consumption “choices” may, in fact, tainly contradicts simplistic assumptions about Sunday lunch
be perfectly rational when viewed from affdirent perspec- as a “centuries-old tradition” now in rapid decline (Jonathan
tive. In this case, food professionals and health advisors mayhompson;The Independent on Sundayarch 2006). The
continue to assert the dietary benefits of eating more frestextent to which public debate has proceeded in the absence
fruit and vegetables while some low-income mothers resistof firm evidence suggests that we may be experiencing a con-
their advice, knowing that these “healthy choices” are likely temporary “moral panic” (Cohen, 1972).
to be wasted and that an equal amount of calories can be In this case, evidence derived from oral history research
provided at lower cost and with less waste edng their  (informed by the “cultural turn”) can be used to challenge the
children less nutritious “convenience” food. So, for exam- assumptions of journalists and other “moral entrepreneurs”
ple, according to Tom Lobstein’s research, reportedhie  to demonstrate how the popular discourse of decline has
Guardian(1 October 2008), 2 pence of frozen chips can pro-run ahead of the historical and sociological evidence. As
vide the same calories as 51 pence of broccoli. A similarin Stanley Cohen’s original study of moral panics in post-
argument applies to well-intentioned advice on “healthy eat-war Britain, the identification of a “folk devil” (in this case
ing” that encourages families to eat asparagus or avocadogorking-class families with deficient cooking and parenting
when these foods are not readily availableftdralable prices  skills) serves as a convenient figure around which a moral
in all localities. panic can be articulated, deflecting attention from the under-
While approaches informed by the “cultural turn” may be lying reasons for such apparently deviant behaviour.
less well-equipped to analyse the causes and consequences of
the UK’s high degree of retail concentration, they are highly
appropriate for challenging the received wisdom in other ar-4 Conclusion and future directions
eas of current public debate. For example, we have used oral
history evidence to challenge the questionable assumptionshis paper has sought to demonstrate that the “cultural turn”
that underpin the present debate about the decline of the fanfias enriched the study of human geography particularly in
ily meal in Britain. There are no shortages of popular sourcegerms of our understanding of the politics of representation
lamenting the perceived decline of the family meal and itsand the analysis of discourse. After a period that was domi-
demise is held responsible for any number of social ills. Herenated by abstract spatial analysis and what was often char-
is just one example, from chef and food writer Richard Cor- acterised as the totalising discourse of Marxian political-
rigan writing as part of a national newspaper campaign toeconomy, the “cultural turn” led to a renewed emphasis on
save the Sunday lunch: “It's so important that we sit aroundhuman agency and to a revival of interest in everyday social
the table with our families for a proper meal at least oncepractice. My evaluation of the conceptual utility and method-
a week... There's a reality in the saying that the family ological purchase of approaches informed by the “cultural
who eat together, stay together... Sunday is a very importurn” in relation to two recent research projects suggests that
tant day to me, and Sunday lunch is a big part of that — it'ssuch approaches have some demonstrable strengths as well
sacred” The Independent on Sunday June 2006). The as some qualified limitations. Their strengths include an
journalist’s language is highly moralised, with references toability to address the politics of representation regarding the

WWW.S0C-geogr.net/6/63/2011/ Soc. Geogr., 6, 63-71, 2011



70 P. Jackson: Families and food: beyond the “cultural turn™?

individualisation of “food choice” and responsibility, discur- the need for a greater sense of “connection” between produc-
sive constructions of “the family” and debates about the per-ers and consumers and the commercial response of the retalil
ceived decline of the family meal. While these approachesndustry in seeking to restore consumer confidence in food.
are less well-equipped to analyse wider changes in the poThe new research continues to combine a political and moral
litical economy, such as the intensification of agriculture, economy perspective (Jackson et al., 2009), convinced that
the globalisation of food supply chains or the process of re-morality and markets are co-constitutive rather than mutually
tail concentration, our interviews and ethnographic data dcexclusive.
shed light on the human consequences of these broad-scaleBy venturing “beyond the cultural turn”, | do not think
changes. They are particularly appropriate for assessing there should infer that the “cultural turn” has run its course
relationship between markets, meanings and materialitiesand exhausted its potential. In tracing the diverse historical
where changing public perceptions of food have immediateroots of this intellectual movement and mapping its multi-
commercial significance and direct consequences in terms gble routes through recent geographical research, the contin-
the governance and regulation of markets. ued relevance of the “cultural turn” is all-too-apparent. We

| have also attempted to demonstrate that approaches irmight, however, concede that such approaches now need to
formed by the “cultural turn” have much tofer in terms  be supplemented with other perspectives that are more suited
of our understanding of the material world, as illustrated byto understanding longer-term changes in political-economy,
my discussion of the complex materialities of chicken andmore attuned to understanding the significance fedknt
sugar. We might agree, however, that other approaches amaterialities and better equipped to explore our place in a
also necessary in order to transcend a purely constructionignore-than-human world.
approach to nature and téfer a better grasp of our place in | would also encourage us to think more deeply about the
a more-than-human world (FitzSimmons, 1989; Whatmore,concept of social practice. There is an unfortunate tendency
2006). These approaches would include studies informed byo see practice as an oppositional term to narrative or dis-
actor-network theory and the non-representational aspects gfourse or social construction. That is not my view. As several
embodiment, emotion andfact. papers at the conference demonstrated, discursive practices

The potential for this kind of work is demonstrated in can be examined ethnographically and social constructions
Emma Roe’s (2006) ethnographic observation of “things be-require material support in order to becontfieetive in prac-
coming food”, charting the material and embodied prac-tice. An emphasis on practice in my own field of consump-
tices of an organic food consumer, or by Stassart and Whattion research helps prevent us from reifying “the consumer”
more’s (2003) analysis of the Belgian beef industry which or from deploying ideological constructions uncritically such
pays close attention to the “sttiof food and to enduring in- ~ as “the consumer society”. But the challenge is to find ef-
timacies of human and non-human bodies. Finally, one couldective ways of combining an emphasis on practice with an
also point to Elsbeth Probyn’s (2000) work for an analysis of analysis of discourse and an understanding of longer-term
the role of embodiment, emotion anfiiect in shaping human ~ changes in the material environment.
appetites (both culinary and sexual). Finally, | would encourage us to retain and develop a focus

Regarding future directions, | am currently pursuing a re-O" the relationality of culture and economy in the conviction
search project on “Consumer Culture in an Age of Anxi- that commercial culture is a very productive field for investi-
ety”.13 The project develops some of the ideas advanced irpation (Jackson, 2002). Such a focus raises a number of prac-
the “Food Stories” and “Changing Families” programmes, tical and ethical questions. My own work on culinary culture,
described above, addressing consumer anxieties about fod@f €xample, draws me in to a close and complex relationship
at a range of geographical scales from the global scale Oyv_|th representatives of the fqod industry. This can involve
international food markets to the domestic scale of individ- difficult et.h|c.a| issues (of getting “too clqse to a company’s
ual households. Whereas most research on food anxieticgkPmmercial interests or the reverse, being perceived as hos-
takes arindividualistic approach (exploring the psychologi- tile to the company’s commercial interests, er_ldangerlng the
cal causes of anorexia or bulimia, for example), my currentrapport that may have taken months to establish). But | have
research examines tl®cial dimensions of consumer anx- found this sometimes uncomfortable space a very productive
ieties about food, asking why we, in the West, are anxious®n€ in terms of the generation of new ideas, challenging us
about food at the present time when food is probably safer S academics to confront our responsibilities towardewei
eat than ever before (Jackson and Everts, 2010). The proje@nt actors in the contemporary agri-food system. Ethical is-
explores the fiects of recent “food scares” like BSE (“mad SUes are often considered only at the beginning of a research
cow disease”) and farming crises like FMD (Food and Mouth Project (in terms of negotiating access and securing informed

Disease) in reducing consumer trust in food. It will examine consent) or at the end (in terms of publication and the own-
ership of copyright). | would urge us instead to accept the

3The project is funded by the European Research Council€thical challenges that occur throughout our research and to

(2009-2012). For further details, see hpwww.shefield.ac.uk engage with them willingly rather than reluctantly. These are
conanx. some to the most productive aspects of my current work on
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consumer anxiety that | will be seeking to develop over theJackson, P.: Maps of meaning, London, Unwin Hyman, 1989.

coming years. Jackson, P.: Rematerializing social and cultural geography, Soc.
Cult. Geogr., 1, 9-14, 2000.
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