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A B S T R A C T

This paper applies a feminist ethics of care perspective to the study of initiatives trying to transform urban food 
systems (FS), focusing on the city of Barcelona. Starting from interview results with diverse actors (public ad
ministrations, alternative food networks, researchers), it adopts an experimental orientation to detect what is 
already happening on the ground in terms of how care is practiced, and by whom, in urban food governance, and 
starts from there to wonder who is, and who should be, responsible to/for care in urban FS. The findings reveal a 
strong presence of women in both volunteering roles and paid/power positions, but a general lack of collective 
awareness of the space women occupy in this context and few examples of practical strategies to address gender 
inequalities. The paper also discusses the intersection of care and responsibility, how personal and collective 
ethics often enter into conflict and have to be negotiated, the role of urban areas and even neighborhoods in 
providing a space for negotiation, and in turn how such ethics can shape the practices of urban food initiatives. 
The case-study of Barcelona provides insights into the transformative potential of feminist care ethics in 
addressing gender and power dynamics in urban FS but also reveals persisting gendered roles and unbalanced 
division of responsibility around care and food.

1. Introduction

Studies on urban FS often engage with questions of power, roles, and 
multilevel and intersectoral collaboration between the actors working 
for their sustainable transformation (Blay-Palmer et al., 2018; Matacena, 
2016; Moragues-Faus et al., 2022; Sonnino & Marsden, 2006), as well as 
matters of interests, objectives and values, in particular to define what 
aims urban food governance should serve and how (Blay-Palmer, 2010; 
Halliday, 2022; Moragues-Faus & Sonnino, 2019; Sonnino, 2016; Trib
aldos & Kortetmäki, 2022). Agroecological and feminist perspectives 
have also underlined that many initiatives for urban food sustainability 
resonate with an ethics of care (Bedore, 2010; Blay-Palmer, 2010; 
Corubolo et al., 2024; Corubolo & Meroni, 2023; Facchini et al., 2023; 
Herrero & Binimelis, 2011; Jarosz, 2014; Krzywoszynska, 2019; Midg
ley, 2016; Toldo, 2017; Williams & Sharp, 2023). However, the pro
foundly gendered character of care practices (Puig de La Bellacasa, 
2017; Thelen, 2015; Till, 2012; Tronto & Fisher, 1990) is rarely 
considered explicitly in the few studies focusing specifically on care 
ethics and practices in urban FS transformation, unlike other strands of 

scholarship (e.g. care infrastructures for nutrition, Nisbett, 2023; or care 
and urban transformations, Morrow & Parker, 2020). The gendered 
character of food-related care stands out visibly in the division between 
the phases of the food chain that are considered productive, thus viewed 
as work, and those that are considered reproductive, thus remaining 
unpaid and unrecognized, but can be found in many other FS phases 
(Allen & Sachs, 2007; Álvarez Vispo & Begiristain Zubillaga, 2019; 
Bergonzini, 2024b; Counihan & Kaplan, 2004; Hawkes et al., 2024; 
Trevilla Espinal et al., 2021; Williams-Forson & Counihan, 2011; Zar
emba et al., 2021). These phases include the governance (both in 
bottom-up and top-down forms) of the transformation of urban FS. Yet, 
attention to gender differences and dynamics both in urban food 
governance scholarship and practice, especially in the so-called Global 
North, seems scarce, although increasing (Bergonzini, 2024a; Bryan 
et al., 2023; Di Masso et al., 2022; Njuki et al., 2022).

This paper builds on the question raised by Williams and Sharp 
(2023) about who is responsible to/for care in urban FS. It approaches 
this question through the lens of performative politics of possibility 
(Gibson-Graham, 2006b, 2008; Williams, 2017b, 2020) that see urban 
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(food) justice1 as an ongoing process “practiced through small acts” 
(Williams, 2017b), and assumes an experimental orientation (Gibson- 
Graham & Roelvink, 2010), thus focusing on how people are attempting 
to respond to (food) system failures in the “here and now” (Williams, 
2017b), in this case specifically at the urban level, and wondering what 
we can learn from what is already being done, rather than the more 
paralyzing question of “what is to be done” (Gibson-Graham, 2011). 
This stance was already applied by scholars willing to shine a light on 
the role of alternative economic spaces – with examples of case studies 
on alternative food economies (Beacham, 2018; Cloke et al., 2017; 
Gibson-Graham & Roelvink, 2010; Power & Williams, 2020; Williams, 
2022) – through the semiotic tactic of “reading for difference”, with the 
aim of avoiding “capitalocentrism” and, instead, using on-the-ground 
examples to imagine possibilities of different socio-ecological relation
ships (Beacham, 2018; Gibson-Graham, 2006a). Adopting an experi
mental orientation is, for Gibson-Graham (2011, p. 4), “to approach the 
world with the question ‘What can we learn from things that are 
happening on the ground?’”. Instead, “reading for difference” is aimed 
at avoiding the reading of all social and economic forms in terms of their 
relation to capitalism (Beacham, 2018; Gibson-Graham, 2006a). Indeed, 
this could also be argued for AFN literature, which uses the adjective 
“alternative” precisely to underline the alternativeness of AFNs to the 
dominant, capitalist global FS. Here, we use it to specify the intent of 
reading through a feminist ethics of care lens, rather than a neoliberal 
ethics of care that is often the dominant framework for many food- 
related initiatives, such as food aid distribution (Cloke et al., 2017; 
Organo et al., 2013; Williams, 2022; Williams & Tait, 2023). In this 
context, a performative politics of possibility lens allows us to switch our 
focus from these dominant narratives and, as presented in the method
ology section, from the dominant topic of our interviews, to detect an 
ongoing feminist ethics of care, being practiced in the here and now by 
many interviewees often without a specific intention and imperfectly 
(Williams, 2020), but nonetheless in a pervasive and transformative 
way.

To do so, we start by defining the concept of feminist ethics of care 
and how it relates to transformative urban food initiatives. Then, we 
focus on the case study of Barcelona's FS, present the methodology and 
analyze the results, with the aim of understanding how care is practiced 
on the field and what impact it has on gender dynamics in the chosen 
context. Lastly, conclusions are drawn in terms of feminist ethics of 
care's potential to shape urban FS, and further research suggestions are 
presented.

2. Urban food governance as a caring practice

We first state what we mean by “food governance”, and consequently 
“food governance actors/actions/initiatives”. The chosen definition is 
by Moragues-Faus (2020, p. 75): “all modes of [food system] governing 
encompassing activities carried out by different actors to guide, steer, 
control or manage the pursuance of public goods – such as food security 
and sustainability”. This definition allows us to include in the analysis 
not only public administration (PA) actors – in this case at the urban 
level or higher levels but whose actions influence urban areas –, that 
govern the sustainable urban FS transformation through codified ways 
like urban food policies (UFPs), but also researchers, and civil society 
initiatives expressed through various forms of alternative food networks 
(AFNs), whose actions are increasingly legitimized and recognized as 
pivotal (Brunori & Di Iacovo, 2014; Maye et al., 2022; Moragues-Faus 
et al., 2022; Polman & Bazzan, 2023; Sonnino, 2019; Zerbian & López- 
García, 2024). We thus strategically use “urban food governance actors/ 
initiatives” as an umbrella term to put our focus on the movement of 
sustainable transformation of urban FS that various actors collectively 

carry out through diverse “caring” actions, rather than on specific types 
of food-related initiatives.

The case of Barcelona is in this sense particularly relevant, as its FS 
counts on a strong participation of bottom-up AFNs. The city has a long 
tradition of citizen self-organization of consumption which traces back 
to the late-nineteenth century workers' consumer cooperatives (Miró, 
2018), through late-twentieth century with the creation of the first 
organic food cooperatives, to the early 2000s explosion of self-managed 
organic consumption groups (Espelt et al., 2017). Together with other 
typologies of AFNs like urban gardens (Camps-Calvet et al., 2016) and 
farmers markets (Yacamán Ochoa et al., 2019), organic consumption 
groups draw a vibrant ecosystem of bottom-up food provisioning ini
tiatives. Thus, when by the so-called “new municipalism” social move
ments gained access in 2015 to several municipalities in large Spanish 
cities, in the case of Barcelona their participatory approach to co- 
production processes in policymaking found a rich and receptive food 
civil society interlocution.2 Furthermore, such co-production processes 
in the city were often developed within the promotion of Social and 
Solidarity Economy (SSE) (Social Economy, Local Development, and 
Food Policy are integrated under the responsibility of the same 
Commissioner), a connection further developed in the measures 
included in the Barcelona Food Policy Promotion Strategy 2016–2019, 
the first local food policy instrument developed in the city. As a result, 
the AFNs landscape was enriched with initiatives promoted within the 
SSE paradigm.

Secondly, we must define the concept of care that we adopt, which 
Williams and Sharp, quoting Midgley (2016) and Tronto and Fisher 
(1990), define as “a species activity that includes everything that we do 
to maintain, continue, and repair our “world” so that we can live in it as 
well as possible. That world includes our bodies, ourselves, and our 
environment (…)”. Moreover, they define a “feminist ethics of care”: 
“not just the act of care-giving or caring labor; it is rather more a politics 
and a transformative ethic that can be drawn upon to question who or 
what is doing the work of care” (Williams and Sharp, 2023, p. 79).

Such conception of care seems adequate for various reasons. Firstly, 
a broad definition of care allows us to include all the range of activities 
that interviewees perform (see Table 1). Although their practices are 
very different, our aim here is to focus on the underlying ethics of care 

Table 1 
List of interviews divided by type (research, PA, AFN), gender of the interviewee 
and code used throughout the text.a

Code Type Gender

INT01 Research F
INT02 PA (metropolitan level) F
INT03 AFN (consumers group) M
INT04 AFN (consumers group) F
INT05 AFN (urban agriculture) F
INT06 AFN (food waste collection) F
INT07 PA (urban level) F
INT08 AFN (community kitchen) F
INT09 AFN (agroecology cooperative) F
INT10 AFN (farmers market) M
INT11 AFN (food waste collection) F
INT12 Research F
INT13 AFN (agroecology cooperative) F
INT14 PA (urban level) M

a All interviewees are located in the municipality of Barcelona, with one 
exception of an AFN whose official seat is in a bordering municipality, but works 
also in Barcelona, and was included because of its relevance in the local context.
Source: authors.

1 See Bergonzini (2024a, pp. 2–3) on food justice and gender differences in 
FS.

2 See Vara-Sánchez et al. (2021) on co-production processes of urban food 
policies in Spain.
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that, we believe, they all share. Secondly, care practices are profoundly 
gendered (Beacham, 2018; Facchini et al., 2023; Hawkes et al., 2024; 
Puig de La Bellacasa, 2017; Thelen, 2015) and the burden of carrying 
them out has historically and culturally weighed disproportionately on 
women (DeVault, 1994; Gilligan, 1993; Hayden, 1981; Lupton, 1996). A 
feminist ethics of care invites to question and highlight these power 
dynamics and how responsibilities are distributed (Williams, 2020; 
Williams & Sharp, 2023). Additionally, we believe the vision of inter
dependence that stands at its basis is particularly relevant in addressing 
urban FS issues. One main reason why cities were long overlooked as 
relevant actors in the global quest for more sustainable FS is the “dis
embedding” between urban food consumption, its local context and food 
production sites, which are often perceived as separate (Borrelli et al., 
2017; Stierand, 2012). A feminist ethics of care explicitly engages with 
distant others (human and non-human) and supports the ability of in
dividuals to “care at a distance” (Cox, 2010, p. 1).

Also, scholars have underlined how ecology and feminism denounce 
the same social structures of domination. Tornaghi and Dehaene (2020)
list three ways feminist debates have unpacked the role of food in 
contemporary capitalist mechanisms related both to care work and 
ecology: i. the devaluation of women's care work and farmer's agro
ecological practices, ii. the social acceptability of food commodification, 
iii. the externalization of ecological costs of extractive, exploitative, 
polluting, degrading, agro-industrial practices. Such relation between 
feminism and ecology is made even more explicit in ecofeminism, itself a 
concept both studied and practiced by academics and activists, that – 
through various branches and approaches that is not within our scope to 
address here3 – aims at facing issues related to environmental degra
dation and inequality in patriarchal societies in an integrated way. At 
times, ecofeminism was also mentioned by interviewees during our 
research. In this paper, we try to “read for difference” and adopt an 
experimental orientation (Gibson-Graham, 2006a) to interviews to 
relevant actors of Barcelona's FS transformation to understand what is 
already happening in this sense, be it intentional – in the case of some 
interviewees who are aware and explicitly performing feminist care 
ethics – or simply recognizable in the on-the-ground initiatives of actors 
who, however, do not explicitly frame their actions within such 
perspective. We also wonder whether such actions and attitudes are 
concretely shaping and supporting the questioning of power dynamics 
within the urban FS of Barcelona, especially along the lines of gender. 
We begin from wondering what is being done, to learn from it and, only 
secondarily, open up questions and suggestions on what should be done, 
and by whom (Gibson-Graham, 2011; Gibson-Graham & Roelvink, 
2010).

3. Results from the field: caring for Barcelona's food system

3.1. Methodology

In spring 2024, 21 interviews were carried out, as part of a broader 
research project, with representatives of AFNs, PAs and researchers 
acting with different roles on the transformation of Barcelona's FS. While 
questions about gender dynamics and attention to gender in the city's 
UFP were asked, the topic of care was not intentionally considered. 
However, thanks in part to the semi-structured nature of interviews that 
left space for interviewees to add elements (Bichi, 2011), responding to 
the previously mentioned experimental orientation, care was sponta
neously raised multiple times during interviews, revealing its perva
siveness, thus prompting the analysis in this paper. The 21 semi- 
structured interviews included 8 PA representatives (2 men, 6 
women), 3 experts/researchers (1 man, 2 women) and 10 representa
tives of AFNs (2 men, 8 women). Of these 21, 14 mentioned the topic of 

care, thus becoming the object of analysis of this paper (see Table 1 for 
details, the 7 interviews that never mentioned care were excluded). It is 
important to state that interviews were not intentionally targeted at any 
gender; rather, most times the first contact happened through generic 
email addresses or social media accounts of PAs, AFNs and universities 
or research centers that were considered relevant, without knowing in 
advance the name or gender of who was going to reply. Other times, 
contacts were received by interviewees themselves, through a “snow
ball” strategy (Oñederra-Aramendi et al., 2023). The questions focused 
on two main topics: the relationship between PA and bottom-up initia
tives on urban food sustainability, and gender dynamics within the in
terviewees' activities.

During the interviews, the topic of care was never explicitly raised, 
but it was mentioned spontaneously by 14 interviewees, with different 
levels of depth but always regarding gender dynamics within their ac
tivities. These 14 interviews and their perspective on the gendered na
ture of care in relation to urban food sustainability are the object of 
analysis in the following paragraph.

Also, it must be repeated that our interviews were not aimed at 
analyzing specifically the (feminist or not) ethics of care of interviewees, 
but rather this perspective emerged as potentially relevant after field
work was concluded and an underlying care discourse emerged as 
pervasive in the majority of cases. For this reason, during interviews we 
did not follow-up deeply and analytically on what interviewees meant 
by concepts like care, feminism or ecofeminism, thus when we say that 
they use such concepts, it is meant in their most generic, popular un
derstanding. After detecting the pervasiveness of these concepts, we 
decided to “read for difference” (Gibson-Graham, 2006a) in the results 
that we had collected, to trace alternative ways of understanding the 
practices of interviewees (Cloke et al., 2017). We believe further 
research that intentionally investigates which ethics are espoused, and 
in turn how they translate into practice, would be valuable. At the same 
time, we recognize that an academic/theoretical understanding of all 
the nuances and possible interpretations of concepts like care ethics or 
ecofeminism is not necessarily required, nor espoused, by practiced 
activism (Estévez-Saá & Lorenzo-Modia, 2018).

One first consideration is that the total of initial interviews (21) had a 
23,8% of male participants, and this percentage is similar if we only 
consider the 14 selected interviews that mentioned care (21,4% of 
males), thus in this specific context, we observe no difference based on 
gender on the tendency to mention/notice care-related topics.

4. Results

4.1. Care is female

Interviewees were firstly asked whether they had noticed any type of 
difference related to gender both internally to their organization and in 
the pool of beneficiaries of their activities. The most common answer 
was that there were visibly more women, either in the organization itself 
as volunteers or employed workers (int06, int07, int11, int13 – 
employed workers are a minority) and among beneficiaries (int02, 
int06, int08, int13, int14). No interviewee, on the contrary, assessed a 
prevalence of men, with those not noticing a prevalence of women 
simply declaring a more or less balanced representation of both women 
and men. Interviewees who answered that their activities were partici
pated mostly by women were asked the follow-up question of whether 
they had ever wondered, or even tried to investigate, the reason for this 
disparity. Int02, int06, int07, int11, int13 all stated explicitly that this is 
probably because their activities are somehow a type of care work. Int08 
passed the question to one (male) participant to a cooking activity, who 
entered the room as the question was being asked. He did not mention 
care work explicitly, but said the prevalence of women was because “all 
[elderly] women cook, all women can cook, and not all men know how 
to cook”, thus implicitly referring to traditional gender roles regarding 
reproductive work related to household nutrition, which is ultimately 

3 See for example Estévez-Saá and Lorenzo-Modia (2018), Herrero (2013), 
and Puleo (2013).
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care work. A similar explanation was assumed by int04, who said the 
AFN she belongs to has balanced men and women participants, but the 
internal care commission they founded only had women or non-binary 
members.4 Lastly, an interesting example on this point is int05, a 
feminist urban garden that is only open to people whose gender is not 
cisgender male. For this reason, the absence of men is intentional, 
contrary to previous examples. The interviewee explained that their 
initiative is firstly a feminist space, and secondly a space to care for the 
earth (and learn how to care for the earth), which they consider a 
feminist practice. This might be interpreted as an ecofeminist under
standing of their practices, and indeed the interviewee used both 
“feminism” and “ecofeminism” to describe the values of their activities. 
This AFN, then, seems to be acting upon inverse priorities compared to 
the others: the intention to care for the earth comes first, and this led 
them to starting an activity that also contributes to their city's FS 
transformation, which is only a derived result and not their initial 
intention.

These examples speak of care from two different perspectives (Cox, 
2010). On the one hand, care is seen as an attitude, a value that people – 
in this case mostly women – wish to perform by taking part in (mostly 
volunteering) activities that, through various practices, aim at trans
forming urban FS. For example, both int02 and int14, who manage PA 
projects (meaning that a PA organizes and funds them, but citizens 
actively participate in various forms) related to food, noticed that pro
jects with a stronger community focus usually gather more women 
participants, while projects that are more profit-oriented (e.g. aimed at 
income support) attract more men. On the other hand, care is also seen 
as a burden, as a responsibility that falls on women due to their gender, 
like for interviewees who recognized a prevalence of women among the 
beneficiaries of their activities. These include food redistribution ini
tiatives, community kitchens, canteens, and consumers groups. Int02, 
who led a food security project in a neighborhood with a large migrant 
community with disadvantaged socioeconomic status, explained that 
while they had not initially considered the gender implications of their 
project, it was “immediately evident on the ground” that mostly women 
were going to collect food, probably because of traditional gender roles 
that place on women the responsibility to provide for household nutri
tion. Int14 also said that sometimes, household food security projects 
intentionally target women, who are an “entry point” for contact with 
families on the topic of food. While surely other societal factors play a 
role, too, in defining such gendered roles (and indeed women are 
overrepresented in volunteering activities in many fields, not just food, 
Einolf, 2011), we believe the intertwining of food and care in this 
context shows an interesting dynamic, with caring activities related to 
food reproducing a similar gender representation both in the public 
sphere (through collective caring for urban FS) and in the domestic 
sphere.

Care was also raised as a topic related to burdens and responsibilities 
by int03, int04, int11 and int12, who stated that caring duties for family 
and close ones sometimes hinder women from participating in time- 
consuming AFN activities. Int11 said they try to avoid this by orga
nizing events at convenient times and by providing, when possible, a 

childcare service. This is an interesting example of how the willingness 
to perform a type of care for the community and the environment (right 
to care, see Conesa Carpintero, 2022; Marrades-Puig, 2024; Rocha, 
2022; Smith, 2012) enters into conflict with the responsibility to carry 
out more domestic and private types of care (obligation to care, mirroring 
neoliberal care ethics), resonating with Williams and Sharp's (2023)
statement about the need to negotiate care due to conflict between 
personal and collective ethics.

4.2. Care is feminist

Although the topic of feminism was never raised explicitly by the 
interviewer (as wasn't that of care), a few interviewees spontaneously 
stated that feminism is part of their organization's principles (int05, 
int09, int13), and that performing activities that have to do with caring 
for communities, the environment, the earth and soil is their way of 
operationalizing it, thus showing an awareness of the connection be
tween their ethics of care and feminism. However, what emerges from 
interviews more broadly is that this connection is not always explicitly 
recognized, although it seems to be practiced on the ground. On the 
other hand, even when a feminist ethics is claimed, the practices are not 
always comprehensively aligned with such ethics. This misalignment 
between ethics and practices might be explained by previously 
mentioned needs for negotiation related to material limitations 
(Williams & Tait, 2023), rather than as a proof that such ethics are not 
really shaping interviewees' actions, in line with the “in the meantime” 
concept developed by Cloke et al. (2017) and Williams's (2017a)
description of feminist caring practices as often messy and ongoing.

One interesting example is int13, who explains that, while they have, 
as a cooperative, an “ecofeminist” perspective, participants in some of 
their activities do not necessarily share this vision. One activity is a 
“political cuisine” workshop focused on food waste reduction and on the 
questioning of the food industry, especially the meat industry and its 
way of representing consumption of “animal bodies”.5 However, par
ticipants are mostly elderly women, and they participate, according to 
int13, because this is the only available activity that fosters sociability 
and community gathering in the neighborhood, although they do not 
always agree with some political stances. This is another example of care 
negotiation due to conflicts between personal and collective ethics 
(Williams & Sharp, 2023). Int04 says she and many members of her AFN 
self-define as feminist – they “name it indirectly continuously, about 
caring for the earth and for each other” – and she thinks the activities 
and values of her consumers' group could be recognized as feminist. 
However, she also thinks that in order to include feminism explicitly in 
the AFN's directories and protocols, an “important internal process” to 
build and assume a shared feminist view should happen first. Int05 is the 
only example of collective awareness of the fact that the practices per
formed within her AFN are feminist, but this is an exception, since they 
are a subgroup of a feminist collective that decided to create and care for 
an urban garden in their building.

In general, what emerges from the interviews are either examples of 
AFNs that include feminism in their values, but it is not necessarily 
shared explicitly by/with all the participants, or examples of AFNs 
whose members self-define as feminist and act in accordance to feminist 
values, but in which the collective recognition of the AFN as explicitly 
feminist is still lacking, and rather remains implicit in individuals' sen
sitivities. All the cases, though, connect their feminist values (be them 
collectively recognized or individually perceived) to the attitude of 
caring for communities (e.g. int01 explains how local markets can 
become a space of caring for neighborhood inhabitants) and more-than- 
human others. Such caring attitude – that strongly resonates with the 
feminist ethics of care presented by Williams and Sharp (2023) by 
recognizing interdependence and collectivity – was often expressed also 

4 We take this occasion to discuss the concept of “gender” considered in this 
paper. While we recognize and support a non-binary vision of gender, the in
terviews did not ask participants to define what they mean by “gender”, nor did 
they explicitly ask to refer to genders that are different from cisgender woman 
or man. For this reason, each participant replied based on their own under
standing of gender but also based on their practical experience. Indeed, some 
interviewees said that while they do recognize that gender is non-binary, the 
information they had about gender identities within their activities was limited, 
so they could not provide specific information about it and could only broadly 
notice gender dynamics based on a more traditional binary understanding of 
gender, for many reasons mostly related to binary normativity (Rosati et al., 
2024). 5 On antispeciesism and feminism, see Timeto (2024).
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by interviewees who never raised the topic of feminism, as seen in the 
previous paragraph.

4.3. Care is responsibility – collective and/or individual?

The topic of care was also often raised in relation to responsibility, 
both towards the household (int02, int09, int10) and the environment/ 
earth/soil (int03, int05, int11). For example, int10 states that, beyond 
their main activity of farmers' markets, they also have education and 
international cooperation projects during which they discuss the 
importance of sharing responsibility for household care work, which is 
the place where “(gender) equality starts”. Int02 and int09 notice that 
their initiatives still see a prevalence of women taking the responsibility 
for household food provisioning and education. Int03 and int05 focus on 
the opportunity their activities give to participants to learn about, and 
take responsibility for, the care and work needed to grow food. Lastly, 
int11 – whose AFN collects wasted food – says their activities aim at 
raising awareness about the responsibility over food waste, but they 
want to focus their discourses on collective responsibilities, especially 
those of the private sector and institutions, rather than individual re
sponsibilities that tend to “blame” consumers and producers. While 
int11 does not explicitly connect this aim to a gendered analysis, it could 
be argued that individual responsibilities over unsustainable food 
practices at the household level are often blamed on women (Martin & 
Lippert, 2012; Staeheli, 2003), but even outside of a strictly gender 
perspective, a similar vision aligns with the broader aim of unpacking 
power relations – not only along the lines of gender at proximity scales, 
but rather considering distant others – that a feminist ethics of care 
pursues.

All these statements underline how care is not only a positive attitude 
towards the collective good, but also a burden. Most importantly, 
though, they all expose various types of power dynamics playing 
important roles in defining who is responsible to/for care, tracing back to 
the question that inspired this paper (Williams & Sharp, 2023). These 
dynamics include gender differences and roles, but also differences of 
power and influence. Another relevant problem is raised by int09, who 
notices how not only women are often burdened with the responsibility 
to carry out care work for households, but they are also the ones ex
pected to educate others on the need to share this responsibility. She 
says that elaborating the feminist discourse can indeed help in spreading 
more awareness about co-responsibility, but this task must not become 
the “third workload” women bear after productive and reproductive 
work (Paganini et al., 2024).

Once again, the private/individual level enters into conflict with the 
collective one. A feminist ethics of care seems essential to frame such 
conflicts and the way they are negotiated, rather than a neoliberal ethics 
of care that, instead, confines care to a personal responsibility 
(Muehlebach, 2012; Williams, 2020). From this point of view, the in
terviewees responses all resonate more with the feminist perspective, 
although as we have been discussing, most of them are either unaware of 
it, or individually aware but not making it explicit, with only a minority 
of cases specifically presenting feminism (or ecofeminism) as one of the 
organization's principles.

Lastly, it is relevant to underline that int03, int05, int09, int10 and 
int11 all referred to education and the need to learn to care and/or to 
share responsibility. Indeed, the interviewed initiatives can be seen as 
on-the-ground examples of what Gibson-Graham and Roelvink (2010, p. 
325), interpreting Latour (2004), define as the ethical practice of 
“learning to be affected […], that involves developing an awareness of, 
and in the process being transformed by, co-existence”. This is well 
expressed by int03, who states that being part of an agroecological 
consumers group means “learning that sometimes you have to go some 
months without tomatoes”, but also by int05, who says that by growing 
their own vegetables, people learn “how much care is needed to grow a 
tomato” and, through this learning process, they re-gain awareness 
about nature and its cycles.

5. Discussion

Going back to the question that inspired this paper – who is 
responsible to/for care in urban FS? –, we can follow two different paths 
for interpretations building on the answers of interviewees. One refers to 
who is currently on the ground taking this responsibility and performing 
it, while the other appoints who should be responsible for it and recalls 
the various references to power and gender imbalances.

Again, using experimental orientation as a tool to operationalize the 
lens of performative politics of possibility (Gibson-Graham, 2006b, 
2008; Gibson-Graham & Roelvink, 2010; Williams, 2017a, 2020), we 
start by analyzing what is happening on the ground and using it to 
imagine different possible socio-ecological relations. Indeed, interviews 
draw a picture showing that responsibility to/for Barcelona's FS is 
mostly performed by women, especially in various volunteering roles in 
AFNs or participating in PA-led projects, but also in paid positions of 
employees or managers for AFNs or PAs. This implies a double-layered 
type of power imbalance. On the one hand, traditional gender roles 
seem to be reiterated in the perception that both “caring” and “food” are 
more feminine than masculine matters. On the other hand, the preva
lence of volunteering positions shows that not only women are carrying 
most of the responsibility to transform the urban FS, but also that they 
mostly do so investing their time and skills for free to address failures 
that are ultimately the system's, on top of already dedicating more free 
time and effort to domestic types of care work. Also, in cases of PA 
projects, the relevant PA leads and manages the project, but community 
participation is still mostly voluntary (int02). While it could be argued 
that the prevalence of women, and the underlying ethics of care that 
were detected, might be positive as it could steer the governance pro
cesses and actions aimed at transforming the urban FS towards more 
gender-attentive initiatives, this does not seem to be the case, in the 
present moment at least. Notably, most interviewees said they do not 
have specific strategies to ensure gender equality in their initiatives. 
Indeed, as noticed by int09, the presence of women is not sufficient to 
state that some space or process is gender equal, or to expect it to 
become more equal (Datzberger & Le Mat, 2018; Noddings, 2001). 
Rather, what is needed is intentionality (Álvarez Vispo & Begiristain 
Zubillaga, 2019; Moragues-Faus, 2017) – which appears to be present in 
a minority of cases – as well as collective awareness on the part of 
women of how much “space” they occupy in this context, which ac
cording to int07 is currently lacking. Furthermore, it might also be 
argued that considering these processes as gender equal due to the large 
female representation aligns with a binary vision of gender, which 
gender and queer studies have long overcome. Indeed, further research 
that goes beyond such binary conception and problematizes more the 
concept of “gender” is desirable (Binnie & Klesse, 2025; Parker et al., 
2019).

On the contrary, urban food governance actors seem generally aware 
that their initiatives essentially represent acts of collective care. While 
some go as far as recognizing and reclaiming the feminist character of 
their practices, most only refer to care towards the community (often in 
the form of the neighborhood) and the environment (in the form of the 
earth, the soil, or animals). The strong majority of AFN representatives 
compared to PA representatives in interviews does not allow for a direct 
comparison to draw conclusions on which level of governance, among 
the two considered, is performing or at least recognizing this attitude of 
care more. Indeed, regarding the specific interviewees' projects, a sub
stantial difference is not detected. It must also be remembered that PA 
interviewees, when referring to specific projects, spoke about very 
localized, community-based projects that are PA-led but operationalized 
in collaboration with communities in a bottom-up way (int02), or at 
most they spoke about the general gender representation among PA 
roles related to urban food sustainability in Barcelona (int07, int14). No 
mention to broader projects or plans that involve the whole area of 
competence of PAs were raised, except for the UFP, which has a gender 
equality goal but no practical strategy to implement it (int14) 
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(Bergonzini & Donati, 2025).
Even when not explicitly recognized as feminist, most practices still 

resonate with the presented feminist ethics of care, since they aim at 
collectively addressing failures of the FS and recognizing in
terdependencies, as well as ecodependencies, so it might even be 
appropriate to talk about an ecofeminist ethics of care, although we 
leave such further analysis to future research. Also, many AFN-related 
interviewees see their practices as an opportunity not only to act 
materially on the failures of the system, but also to question them, and 
let participants learn how to question them. Lastly, it is important to 
underline the dimension of privilege related to being able to practice this 
type of care, which could be summarized in the conflict between right 
and obligation to care (Marrades-Puig, 2024; Rocha, 2022). As some 
interviewees noted, some people (most often women) are not able to 
participate in AFN initiatives because they must perform other tasks 
related to care. However, this discourse must be broadened to an 
intersectional reflection about class, education, migrant background and 
generally access to this type of initiatives (Di Masso Tarditti et al., 2021). 
Int04, int05, int06, int07, int08, int13 and int14 all mentioned that 
participating in their activities is often a privilege for people (mostly 
women) who have enough free time, flexibility, or simply social capital 
to be able to find these initiatives and feel like they can contribute, like 
they “belong” to that space (int14), while a prevalence of women with a 
migrant background and disadvantaged socioeconomic situation was 
found, for example, in the pool of beneficiaries of food distribution by 
int02 in one of the projects she supervised. Participating as actors or 
beneficiaries implies different levels of power and, although some ini
tiatives interestingly create a dynamic where actors are also benefi
ciaries and vice-versa (int06), such dynamics must be questioned and 
unpacked.

This leads to the second interpretation path: who should take re
sponsibility to/for care in urban FS? While a performative politics of 
possibility lens invites us to analyze what is already happening in the 
here and now, a feminist ethics of care also invites us to question re
lationships of need, responsibility, privilege and politics. As int11 
explained, it is important to care for the FS while not falling into the trap 
of individualizing responsibilities, but rather keeping in mind that the 
private sector and institutions have a role in these system failures and 
should, therefore, take responsibility for them. What emerges from in
terviews, though, is that when power is questioned (which is not always 
the case), it is mostly questioned along the lines of private citizens/ 
households versus companies and PAs, much less along the lines of 
gender. Again, collective ethics seem to conflict with domestic/private 
ethics, with gender dynamics being confined to a domestic/private 
space. These two lines, however, intersect. We see this for example in the 
fact that most of the care work examined here is voluntary, and most of it 
is carried out by women. The interviews included three PA representa
tives, who however presented their experience in specific projects 
related to urban food sustainability, rather than broader roadmaps or 
legislations/policies to address power inequalities at the roots. While the 
commendable presence, in Barcelona, of multiple policies trying to 
address FS failures at various scales, which include specific targets to 
address power and gender inequalities (Bergonzini, 2024a; Salvador, 
2024) – thus arguably taking responsibility to care for transforming 
urban FS –, a recent study shows that a strategy for gender equality in 
the FS is so far lacking (Bergonzini & Donati, 2025).

6. Conclusions

Our paper seems to confirm what Williams and Sharp (2023, p. 81)
suggested, namely that a feminist ethics of care has “the potential to 
shape urban food governance”, and indeed it already does, at least in a 
few specific contexts in the city of Barcelona. Indeed, while not recog
nized or intentionally performed by all interviewees, through the 
application of a performative politics of possibility we detected perva
sive ethics among their actions, that recognize interdependence among 

human and more-than-human elements of the FS, and try to “maintain, 
continue, and repair” it (Tronto & Fisher, 1990, p. 40). We argue that 
this is shaping the types of activities that interviewees practice and how, 
in contrast to the neoliberal care ethics that still inform many food ini
tiatives (Cloke et al., 2017). We also argue that understanding in
terdependencies and “caring at a distance” (Cox, 2010, p. 1) is 
specifically transformative for urban FS, to address their “dis
embeddedness” and re-connect them to rural and global flows and re
lations, in turn boosting cities' recognized role as a promising scale to 
address FS issues (Moragues-Faus et al., 2024).

However, this does not mean that the urban food governance of 
Barcelona is overall informed by and performed according to a feminist 
ethics of care. Certainly, examples of AFNs exist which are actively and 
explicitly applying a feminist ethics of care, but the prevalence of 
women in various positions (sometimes even of power) is not translating 
into specific strategies to address gender and power dynamics within the 
urban FS. The mere presence of women does not grant gender equality 
or a feminist attitude; rather, what is needed is intentionality in 
addressing gender and power dynamics, which so far seems to be mostly 
lacking. Also, to be truly transformative such an ethic should become 
spread at a system level, rather than be dependent on individuals or 
groups, so as not to become a “third workload” weighing on some groups 
and not others. This vision can be summarized through the concept of 
“democratization of care”, that Ezquerra and Mansilla (2018) define as 
“recognizing care as a central part of a city's socioeconomic life, pro
moting co-responsibility of all social actors in granting the right to 
dignified and quality care, and working to reduce social inequalities that 
characterize both care giving and care receiving” (p. 9, authors' trans
lation from Catalan).

Indeed, the emerging picture is that of a promising urban area in 
terms of both the transformative potential of grassroot and PA-led ini
tiatives and the presence of individuals who have varying levels of 
sensitivity towards gender and power dynamics. However, it seems that 
few actors are explicitly aware of the connections between the care 
ethics they perform and the gender dynamics of their urban FS. From 
this first investigation, some elements that appear to be hindering the 
opportunity for actors' to make such connection are: time constraints, 
(lack of) education/awareness regarding the interconnections between 
various systems of power and the FS, cultural/gender norms that still 
portray food as a more feminine topic and therefore make it look 
“normal” for more women to be involved in it. Interestingly, many in
terviewees who stated that their activities are mostly participated by 
women said that, before being explicitly asked about it during the 
interview, they had not previously thought of it nor wondered why (e.g., 
int03, int08).

Tracing back to the triggering questions, regarding what is already 
happening on the ground and what we can learn from it (Gibson-Gra
ham, 2011; Gibson-Graham & Roelvink, 2010), we see an ecosystem of 
initiatives – and individuals within these initiatives – animating the 
urban food governance landscape of Barcelona and demonstrating that 
not only an awareness about gender and power dynamics in FS exists, 
but also that some first steps are being taken to address them. Some 
examples are measures to favor participation to their activities for 
people who have family-related caring duties (int11), AFNs creating 
care commissions (int03), or int05, int09 and int13 who explicitly state 
that their actions to care for the earth and recognize ecodependencies 
are (eco)feminist. However, if we connect this to the other starting 
question regarding who is and who should be taking such responsibility 
(Williams & Sharp, 2023), we still detect a strong disparity. The ques
tioning and addressing of such dynamics are mostly being performed by 
women, and mostly within contexts of unpaid volunteering and activism 
positions. This is not becoming a widespread, mainstream type of 
approach to the transformation of the urban FS, and therefore represents 
an additional responsibility that women take on for the collectivity that 
sometimes enters into conflict with their individual responsibilities. This 
creates a situation where many women are leading and operationalizing 
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the transformation of Barcelona's FS, but a collective awareness of the 
space they occupy in this context is not yet developed, and therefore 
there is also no structured organization, nor explicit intention to address 
gender differences as a collective effort. Rather, such effort remains 
quite strongly dependent on individual, or at most single organizations', 
sensitivities. One takeout, then, regards the importance of intentionality 
and collective sharing of a vision in terms of transformation potential, 
over the still important but less impactful individual ethics. Also, the 
potential of urban space as a space of exchanges – and even conflicts/ 
negotiations – is underlined, with some AFNs recognizing the relevance 
not only of their city but their specific neighborhood, too, in con
structing and negotiating their ethics (Dürr et al., 2020).

While our research did not target the topic of feminist ethics of care 
from the beginning, we find it extremely relevant to highlight how 
strongly it arose, in various forms, during fieldwork. We believe the 
spontaneous way interviewees raised the issue shows its pervasiveness. 
Surely, further investigations are welcome to address it more inten
tionally from the start in a more structured way, and hopefully to add 
some complexity by explicitly engaging with a non-binary view of 
gender. Moreover, similar research in other contexts, where grassroot 
food initiatives have a different history of participation and are informed 
by different ethics, would be extremely enriching. Lastly, we have 
chosen to apply a feminist ethics of care framework due to the sponta
neous references to care that emerged during fieldwork, but we believe 
other frameworks of urban theory, such as the right to the city, or social 
reproduction theory, could be applied to similar contexts to unveil even 
more gender and power dynamics related to care and urban food 
systems.
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Espelt, R., Peña López, I., & Vega, N. (2017). Plataformas digitales: Grupos y 
cooperativas de consumo versus. La Colmena que dice sí, el caso de Barcelona. Redes. 
com: revista de estudios para el desarrollo social de la Comunicación, 15, 144–174.
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