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Abstract
Although in theory social justice is considered as a core dimension of agroecological transitions, alternative food initiatives 
related to agroecology have been criticised for their exclusionary practices based on important social and economic biases. 
In this article, we adopt the lens of political intersectionality to study two cases of Agroecology-oriented Food Redistribu-
tion Coalitions in Spain that emerged to address the rising levels of food insecurity during the COVID-19 pandemic. We 
find that the coalitions represent a convergence of diverse social struggles, placing intersectionally marginalized groups at 
the centre of their activism. However, we also uncover that coalition members participate in different ways depending on 
their socioeconomic profiles, which could perpetuate inequalities in organizational practices. One major point of tension is 
the need to balance the goal of providing access to healthy and sustainable food with the affordability of such produce. This 
leads to the adoption of hybrid food networks that include conventionally produced food. We also highlight that while the 
predominance of women in these coalitions reflects the unequal distribution of food-related care work in society, the col-
lectivization of such work through AFRCs practices points to a transformation of gender relations. Territorialized alliances 
between actors from urban and rural settings and between urban centers and peripheries are established through the coali-
tions. However, such networks fall short on involving large numbers of agroecology-oriented initiatives and providing direct 
encounters between consumers and producers. Overall, the article underscores the importance of addressing intersecting 
inequalities within alternative food initiatives and argues that intersectional coalitions offer an intriguing example of how to 
promote such understanding and pave the way towards (more) just agroecological transitions.
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Abbreviations
AFRCs	� Agroecology-oriented food redistribution 

coalitions
RAMUCA​	� Red de redes de apoyo mutuo de Sevilla

Introduction

The agroecological perspective was initially developed to 
examine the negative effects of the green revolution on 
rural areas and propose sustainable agroecosystem man-
agement at the farm scale (Altieri 2018; Sevilla Guzmán 
2006). However, the focus of agroecology has expanded 
to encompass the transformation of the entire agri-food 
system (Mason et al. 2021; Gliessman 2007), and to the 
analysis of power and governance aspects in transitions 
to agroecology-based food systems (Anderson et al. 2021; 
González de Molina et al. 2019; Rosset and Altieri 2017). 
Despite claims that social justice is a core component of 
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agroecological transitions (Anderson et al. 2021; Sevilla 
Guzmán and Woodgate 2013), the social dimension of alter-
native food initiatives promoting these transitions has been 
underexplored and primarily researched by white, male, 
Global North scholars in Global South countries (Gómez 
et al. 2012). This lack of attention to social justice has been 
criticized for potentially perpetuating class, gender, and race 
divides and promoting elitist consumption practices within 
alternative food movements (Simón-Rojo 2019; Zitcer 2015; 
Goodman et al. 2012; Alkon and Agyeman 2011; Connelly 
et al. 2011; Guthman 2011; Slocum 2007; Agyeman and 
Evans 2004).

In this article, we examine the potential of the con-
cept of intersectional coalitions in understanding how the 
social justice dimension of agroecology is put in practice. 
For this purpose, our research focuses on two case studies 
of food redistribution coalitions in Barcelona and Seville, 
Spain, where different grassroots and Agroecology-oriented 
Food Redistribution1 Coalitions (AFRCs)2 emerged during 
COVID lock-downs (2020) to address the problems of rising 
food insecurity and hunger (Fernández de Casadevante et al. 
2022; Nel·lo and Checa 2022). These self-managed initia-
tives weave together a diverse array of social organizations 
and individuals into intersectional coalitions converging 
against food insecurity with an orientation towards agro-
ecological principles. Drawing on such case studies, we ask: 
What are the characteristics of these coalitions? How are 
intersectional axes of difference (class, gender, race and eth-
nicity, territory) reflected upon and tackled in the coalitions? 
And what lessons can be learned from these experiences for 
the advancement of a (more) just agroecology?

Opening a dialogue with political intersectionality 
debates represents a way to tackle the social justice gap in 
agroecological studies and practices. Political intersection-
ality allows us to critically interrogate the ways in which 
different axes of inequality are combined in situations of 
marginalization, and to investigate the creation of coalitions 
based on intersectional solidarity, i.e. forms of cooperation 
between groups that address a diversity of issues and injus-
tices across social divisions, such as gender, class, ethnicity, 

or sexuality (Ciccia and Roggeband 2021; Crenshaw 1991; 
hooks 1986).

The COVID-19 pandemic also offers a relevant context to 
assess the social promise of the agroecological movement. 
Existing calls for transitions towards agroecology and food 
sovereignty to provide alternatives to the corporate-driven 
food regime have acquired new relevance in this conjunc-
ture (Van der Ploeg 2020; Altieri and Nicholls 2020; Loker 
and Francis 2020). A myriad of AFRCs emerged to tackle 
the inequalities caused by the vulnerabilities of global food 
systems based on industrial agriculture—that were exposed 
during the pandemic (Rivera-Ferre et al. 2021; Clapp and 
Moseley 2020). The pandemic exacerbated already exist-
ing socio-economic inequalities, with an additional 5 mil-
lion people (from 119 to 124 million) pushed into extreme 
poverty during 2020 (Lakner et al. 2021). This also meant 
a worldwide increase in food and nutritional insecurity lev-
els (FSIN 2023; FAO 2021; HLPE 2020; IPES-Food 2020; 
Khorsandi 2020). Said inequalities can be traced back to a 
food regime based on corporate power and neoliberal ideas 
(Tilzey 2018; McMichael 2009), and rooted in a history 
of racist, patriarchal, and colonial relations that prioritise 
capital accumulation over the right to food (Anderson et al. 
2021; Pimbert and Lemke 2018; Holt-Gimenez and Harper 
2016).

By promoting food redistribution practices based on 
mutual aid, solidarity and participatory governance, AFRCs 
also aimed to provide alternatives to conventional food aid 
(Fernández de Casadevante et al. 2022; Nel·lo and Checa 
2022). In the context of processes of neoliberal reconfigura-
tion of state intervention and the dismantling of government 
safety nets (Harvey 2007), food insecurity reduction in so-
called ‘rich’ countries of the Global North has mainly taken 
the form of food aid and has been uptaken by food banks, 
philanthropic organizations and charities (Riches 2018). In 
Spain, 16% of the food-insecure population relied on these 
entities for food relief in 2021 (Moragues-Faus and Magaña-
González 2022). Large numbers of leadership roles in Span-
ish food banks are occupied by ex-representatives of the 
agri-business industry, as part of a clear marriage between 
food philanthropy and the corporate world (Viladrich et al. 
2018). The use of surplus produce to feed the hungry seems 
to be aligned with the interests of this sector globally, which 
annually throws away millions of tons of food that cannot 
be competitively placed in the market (Dowler 2003). This 
model responds to the logic of distributing ‘left-over’ food to 
‘left behind’ people (Riches 2018). Charities and food banks 
have been criticized as a form of ‘uncritical solidarity’ that 
does not question structural causes of food insecurity (Pérez 
de Armiño 2014). It has been argued that these organizations 
inadvertently contribute to the very food insecurity they aim 
to alleviate (Riches and Silvasti 2014; Poppendieck 2014; 
Dowler 2003).

1  We prefer to adopt the term ‘redistribution’ over ‘distribution’ or 
‘delivery’ to underscore the coalitions’ orientation towards food jus-
tice, rather than mere food aid.
2  Grassroots initiatives composed of networks of social organizations 
and individuals that mobilize to collect and/or purchase food in local 
markets and shops and then redistribute it among food insecure peo-
ple (mainly marginalized groups like women, migrants, and other dis-
advantaged communities). The redistribution of food happens based 
on mutual aid and collective action, with participants serving as both 
volunteers and beneficiaries. In the considered case studies, mutual 
aid initiatives created alliances with agroecology-oriented producers 
and retailers in order to redistribute sustainable, healthy food through 
their networks.
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Theoretical framework

In this section, we draw attention to a noteworthy gap in 
the study of social justice within agroecology literature. 
We also delve into critical viewpoints that shed light on 
the socio-economic biases associated with agroecology-
oriented food initiatives. The concept of political inter-
sectionality is introduced and underlined, suggesting that 
bridging these fields can enrich our understanding of the 
social justice aspect of agroecology. This approach simul-
taneously broadens the debate on political intersectionality 
beyond its traditional focus on feminist social movements.

Agroecology and social justice

Agroecology is a holistic approach that comprises a set 
of farming methods, a science and a social movement 
(Rivera-Ferre 2018; Wezel et al. 2009). It integrates issues 
such as food sovereignty, food security and agency (HLPE 
2019), and has been presented as “the ecology of the entire 
food system” (Mason et al. 2020). Agroecologists strongly 
argue for fair bottom-up governance and multi-actor par-
ticipatory processes as ways to tackle power imbalances 
in food systems transitions towards agroecology (López-
García et al. 2021; Anderson et al. 2021; Méndez et al. 
2017), along what has been called ‘Political Agroecology’ 
(González de Molina et al. 2019). Assemblages of different 
actors along the food chain, as well as non-human actors 
and infrastructures, are needed in order to enable food 
movements and agroecology-oriented farmers to access 
the decision-making spaces regarding food systems sus-
tainability (López-García and González de Molina 2021; 
Marsden et al. 2018). Claims for the scaling of a trans-
formative agroecology highlight the importance of the 
creation of plural subjects and coalitions with other move-
ments and struggles, especially in the urban contexts of 
the Global North (Anderson et al. 2021; López-García and 
González de Molina 2021; Tornaghi and Dehaene 2020; 
Dale 2019), while grassroots experiences are pointing at 
the creation of an intersectional agroecological movement 
(Snipstal 2017).

Despite the theoretical claim that social justice and 
equity represent core dimensions of alternative food net-
works and broader agroecological transitions (Anderson 
et al. 2021; Sevilla Guzmán and Woodgate 2013; Dumont 
et  al. 2016; Feenstra 1997), the social dimension of 
alternative food initiatives has been explored much less 
compared to the environmental one, and has been mainly 
developed by white, male and Global North researchers in 
Global South countries (Gómez et al. 2012). The lack of 
attention to social justice in the study of the sustainability 

of these initiatives has been highlighted and criticized by 
several authors (e.g. Zitcer 2015; Goodman et al. 2012; 
Connelly et al. 2011; Guthman 2011; Slocum 2007; Agye-
man and Evans 2004). In particular, critical accounts have 
pointed out the potential exclusion from these ‘alterna-
tives’ of a large part of society (Goodman et al. 2012). In 
fact, there seems to be a social and economic bias as these 
spaces tend to be available only to those who have the 
economic means as well as social and cultural resources to 
access them (Guthman 2011). This potentially contributes 
to the reproduction of class, gender and race divides (Zit-
cer 2015; Goodman et al. 2012; Slocum 2007). Moreover, 
trends in political and ethical consumption of sustainable 
and healthy food can result in new forms of social dis-
tinction, whereby elitist practices within alternative food 
movements establish differences between those who eat 
good food and others who are ‘industrial eaters’ (Alkon 
and Agyeman 2011). In some cases, alternative food initia-
tives as those related to agroecology have also been found 
to promote both farmers’ and consumers’ self-exploitation, 
showing some negative features hidden by ‘moral econ-
omy’ discourses (Galt 2013).

Most literature addressing social (in)justice in agroeco-
logical transitions focuses on gender and emerges from the 
intersections with feminist scholarship and practice (e.g. Di 
Masso et al. 2022; Silva et al. 2022; Zaremba et al. 2021; 
Maisano 2019; Morales et al. 2018; Zuluaga Sánchez et al. 
2018; Busconi 2017; Khadse 2017; Siliprandi 2015; Pérez 
and Soler 2013). Less attention has been given to the study 
of how injustice and inequalities emerge from the intersec-
tionality of social divisions that include, but are not limited 
to, gender differences.

Political intersectionality, coalitions and food justice

The term “intersectionality” emerged from the critiques and 
struggles of Black feminists in the United States (e.g. Collins 
2015; Crenshaw 1991; hooks 1986; Davis 1983; Combahee 
River Collective 1977), subsequently joined by racialized 
and indigenous women from across the globe. These activ-
ists challenged the class and race biases dominating main-
stream feminist discourses, which had primarily centered 
on the experiences of middle-class, Western white women. 
Intersectionality points at “how lived identities, structural 
systems, sites of marginalization, forms of power, and 
modes of resistance intersect in dynamic, shifting ways” 
(May 2020, p. 21). It advocates for matrix-based analysis 
of systems of oppression and coalitional responses that go 
beyond single-axis orientations to challenge systematic ine-
qualities (Collins 2015). In particular, political intersection-
ality focuses on intersectionality as a praxis (Townsend-Bell 
2009), and has been mainly applied in the analysis of women 
and feminist social movements (e.g. Irvine et al. 2019; Roth 
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2017; Lépinard 2014; Verloo 2013; Ferree 2009; Beckwith 
2000). Political intersectionality critically analyzes the ways 
in which disadvantaged groups are (or are not) represented 
and empowered within organizations, and the creation of 
coalitions3 across different social divisions, such as gender, 
class, ethnicity, sexuality, etc. (Collins and Chepp 2013).

Based on political strategies of convergence (Borras et al. 
2018; Tramel 2018), these alliances between movements 
are considered examples of 'intersectional solidarity', that 
is, forms of cooperation between groups mobilizing differ-
ent constituencies defined by social divisions (Ciccia and 
Roggeband 2021; Townsend-Bell 2021). Intersectional soli-
darity involves an “ongoing process of creating ties and coa-
litions across social group differences by negotiating power 
asymmetries” (Tormos 2017, p. 712). Some authors aim to 
identify levels of intensity and ‘transformative potential’ 
of intersectional solidarity (Ciccia and Roggeband 2021), 
while others draw on the idea of active solidarity to examine 
the degree to which movements enact intersectional soli-
darity in their organizational practices (Einwohner 2019). 
Other studies focusing on coalitions from an intersectional 
perspective have pointed to the role of ‘bridge actors’ and 
how their engagement in a decolonial-intersectional logic of 
action can be essential in the construction of these alliances 
(Townsend-Bell 2021; Roth 2004). Problems associated 
with these coalitions have also been documented, such as the 
ossification of LGBTQ+ and immigrant rights movement 
alliances around goals that matter to the most privileged 
segments of their respective communities (Adam 2017).

Calls have been made for an extension of the intersec-
tionality debate beyond feminist movements, and also to the 
ones not necessarily defined by gender, sexual orientation, 
class, or race—e.g. the environmental or the agroecological 
movement—as every social movement is shaped by multiple 
intersecting inequalities and power dynamics (Roth 2021; 
Einwohner 2019; Collins and Chepp 2013). Such extensions 
of the debate should recognize the role and struggle of Black 
feminism in the development of intersectionality theory, 
and be aware of not reproducing the very political relations 
intersectionality scholarship critiques and sets to transform 
(Hancock 2016). The adoption of intersectionality con-
cerns in agroecology-related literature is still incipient and 
mostly related to food sovereignty and food justice struggles 
(e.g. Motta 2021; Montenegro de Wit 2021; Smith 2019; 
Bezner Kerr et al. 2018; Brent et al. 2015; Sachs and Patel-
Campillo 2014). In fact, food insecurity and hunger often 
converge in marginalized social groups as a result of inter-
locking systems of class, race, gender, and ethnicity (Sachs 

and Patel-Campillo 2014). While mainstream approaches 
to food insecurity rely on market-based solutions and neo-
liberal ideas, a radical feminist stance on food insecurity 
points at tackling the issue from a food justice perspective 
(Sachs and Patel-Campillo 2014). Some authors have also 
pointed out the need to link food justice and environmental 
sustainability approaches to address food insecurity, around 
the ideas of agroecology and food sovereignty (Di Masso 
et al. 2022; HLPE 2019).

Methodology

The use of case studies has been a recurring feature in inter-
sectional analysis of social movements and coalitions (e.g. 
Acciari 2021; Alver 2021; Corradi 2021; von Wahl 2021; 
Terriquez et al. 2018). This can be traced back to the tradi-
tion of intensive case study research in social sciences that 
emphasizes the complexities of social life and allows to 
delve into its diversity, variation, and heterogeneity (McCall 
2005; Ragin 2000). This article draws on two case studies of 
intersectional coalitions in the city of Seville and the metro-
politan area of Barcelona. These coalitions bring together a 
diverse array of social organizations and individuals, which 
in turn mobilize different social and political constituencies 
to address the enhanced food security challenges brought by 
the pandemic. The two coalitions redistributed food based 
on mutual aid relations, inspired by agroecological princi-
ples. However, they differed in the extent to which these 
principles were translated in practice, as will be shown later. 
They also differed in their level of institutional formaliza-
tion and working logic, e.g. in features such as the degree 
of formalization and spontaneity of the initiatives, the more 
or less centralized logistics, or the contextual nature of their 
action. These differences and similarities made these cases 
relevant to make eventual comparisons.

Fieldwork activities were conducted by the first author 
in both cities, between November and June 2022. These 
consisted of 25 semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 
mutual aid group members, farmers, promoters, shop owners 
and a cooperative representative. Interviewees were selected 
according to purposive sampling and snowballing (Kelly 
2010), based on each individual’s role in each coalition 
(See Table 1). Interviews were realized in Spanish and trans-
lated by the first author. Participant observation was also 
conducted to triangulate interview insights with the direct 
involvement in the two selected AFRCs. Since the initia-
tive in Seville ended after the most dramatic moment of the 
pandemic (March-June 2020), direct engagement in this case 
was limited to a community kitchen that was still considered 
an element of the formerly existing coalition. In Barcelona, 
participant observations were realized during the activities 
of the cooperative that deals with the logistics of Alterbanc, 

3  Fundamentally, coalitions refer to situations where different social 
movement organizations collaborate to achieve a shared objective 
(Van Dyke and McCammon 2010).
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as well as in food redistribution events and assemblies of two 
mutual aid groups. Participant observation in the two set-
tings especially allowed us to investigate more in-depth the 
social relations that characterized each initiative. Interview 
transcriptions and field notes were coded and analyzed with 
NVivo software. The coding process involved two rounds: 
the initial round employed an inductive approach to identify 
recurring themes and arguments, while the second round 
was dedicated to refining and systematizing themes informed 
by theoretical considerations. Interview excerpts were cho-
sen to highlight and support the main argument, with a focus 
on their relevance to patterns observed in the broader data-
set, representing more general views.

We believe that adopting a political intersectional per-
spective also implies acknowledging that knowledge itself—
including the one produced in this article—is situated (Hara-
way 1988) and that “data, facts, and experiences are always 
‘located’ in terms of gender, class, race/ethnicity, color/cast, 
sexuality, culture, language, status, age, ability, and geopolit-
ical background” (Corradi 2021, p. 153). For this reason, we 
consider important to unveil our own positionality. Although 
we may differ in the degree of work precariousness in the 
academic context, we are all white-skinned cis-men situated 
geopolitically in the Global North. We consider ourselves to 
be working towards self-awareness of the social, economic 
and political privileges that this position guarantees us. Our 
direct involvement with the agroecological movement var-
ies, but we share the willingness to contribute with critical 
reflections to address and question its biases. This commit-
ment guided our decision to initiate this study, as we iden-
tified several captivating aspects within AFRCs related to 
both the overcoming and the reproduction of such biases. 
The connection of some of the authors to the Spanish agro-
ecological movement also played a role in the selection of 
the case studies. In these specific instances, we recognized 
that agroecological activists played pivotal roles in guiding 
coalitions, steering them towards agroecological principles. 
As we started this project, our idea was also to give support 

to the agroecological movement and especially to the con-
sidered food initiatives by facilitating spaces for debate and 
reflection. The study design initially entailed a participatory 
process to delve more thoroughly into the relation of the 
coalitions with agroecology and their potential to enhance 
the social justice dimension of agroecological transitions. 
However, different factors prevented the realization of this 
process. Notably, activists deeply involved in numerous ini-
tiatives expressed reservations about participating in addi-
tional processes due to feelings of being overwhelmed and 
a lack of free time. Some research participants also raised 
concerns about being involved in too many interviews and 
research activities without witnessing meaningful feedback 
from the academic community. Furthermore, others under-
scored the limitations of participatory methodologies based 
on past experiences, even pointing out potential manipula-
tive consequences associated with participatory research.

Characterizing the AFRCs

Background

In the neighborhoods of many Spanish cities and metropoli-
tan areas different grassroots, AFRCs have emerged dur-
ing the lockdowns related to COVID-19 sanitary control 
measures in the spring of 2020. AFRCs aimed to address 
the problems of rising poverty, food insecurity and hunger 
(Fernández de Casadevante et al. 2022; Nel·lo and Checa 
2022). AFRCs share similar features with the solidarity food 
banks and pantries that were established in Spain during and 
after the 2008 economic recession, and with other solidar-
ity networks that emerged in Southern European countries 
to provide services and goods—beyond food—in response 
to neoliberalization processes and austerity measures in the 
aftermath of the economic and immigration ‘crises’ (see 
Carney 2021; Villamayor-Tomas and García-López 2021; 
Alberich 2016; Cabot 2016; Rakopoulos 2016). Neoliberal 

Table 1   Fieldwork activities and interviews characteristics

Alterbanc RAMUCA​

Total interviews n = 11 n = 14
Gender of interviewees Male (n = 6); Female (n = 5); Non-binary (n = 0) Male (n = 3); Female (n = 11); Non-binary (n = 0)
Role of interviewees Farmer/Producer participant in coalition (n = 4)

Mutual aid group participant in coalition (n = 4)
Alterbanc promoter (n = 2)
Logistics cooperative representative (n = 1)

Farmer/Producer participant in coalition (n = 2)
Mutual aid group participant in coalition (n = 9)
Shop owner (n = 3)

Participant observation Logistics cooperative activities: organizing and delivering produce 
bought by Alterbanc;

Mutual aid groups activities in two neighborhoods: assemblies, col-
lection of surplus food from shops and markets, preparation and 
redistribution of food boxes;

Community kitchen activities: cooking, prepara-
tion and redistribution of meals;
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conditions of austerity and privatization indirectly contribute 
to the creation of systems of mutual aid that concurrently 
function as forms of protest, organizing and social care (Izlar 
2019). Solidarity networks offer community-based care and 
support services to both citizens and non-citizens—includ-
ing immigrants and refugees—bypass market intermediaries 
and temporarily serve as a substitute for state welfare (Rako-
poulos 2015). Besides neoliberal processes, the pandemics 
conjuncture determined a renewed emergence and preva-
lence of such networks, as part of how oppressed communi-
ties ensured their ‘collective survival’ to the crisis (Bell et al. 
2019). In the context of food actions, these voluntary asso-
ciations are considered to be pursuing a ‘critical’ solidarity 
leaning toward food justice, and are often part of broader 
movements that aim to transform social conditions, with 
food being just one of their many grievances (Bell 2021; 
Viladrich et al. 2018). Participants in these initiatives are 
considered to be both volunteers and recipients of help, fol-
lowing a community-based approach rooted in collective 
action (Viladrich et al. 2018; Shepard 2015).

AFRCs redistribute surplus foodstuffs from shops and 
supermarkets, conventional food purchased ex-profeso in 
small retailers, as well as fresh produce provided by peri-
urban agroecology-oriented farmers among the neighbors 
– especially women, migrants and marginalized social groups. 
These self-managed initiatives often weave together a diverse 
array of social organizations and individuals, such as neigh-
borhood community groups, grassroots unions, agroecol-
ogy-oriented farmers, local grocery shops, and associations 
struggling for women’s and migrants’ rights. They can thus be 
conceived as coalitions in which different social movements 
(neighborhood, feminist, agroecological, migrants’ rights, sex 
workers’ rights, etc.) converge against food insecurity with an 
orientation towards agroecological principles.

Case studies’ history, functioning and objectives

Created in the spring of 2020, as soon as the COVID-19 
pandemic started its dramatic outspread, Alterbanc defines 
itself as an ‘agroecological food bank’4 that aims to redis-
tribute organic and fresh produce to marginalized people 
through mutual aid groups based on solidarity and partici-
pation. Although Alterbanc started as an informal network 
of activists and farmers, it soon became a formal associa-
tion in order to be eligible for public funding, which soon 
after arrived together with individual donations and private 
grants.5

Alterbanc uses such funds to buy fresh fruits and veg-
etables from the peri-urban agroecology-oriented farmers 
who have joined the network, and pay for the logistics work 
provided by a distribution cooperative. A truck collects the 
produce from the outskirts of Barcelona and delivers it to 
mutual aid groups that exist in distinct neighborhoods of the 
metropolitan area—known as xarxes de suport mutu.6 These 
groups also collect surplus food in local markets and shops, 
and place it together with the organic fruits and vegetables 
from Alterbanc in boxes that are distributed among food-
insecure members. Alterbanc is thought of as a collaboration 
between collectives that are considered to be marginalized 
by capitalism and the corporate food regime, especially peo-
ple suffering food insecurity and food poverty, and economi-
cally precarious small-scale agroecology-oriented farmers. 
Alterbanc claims to empower and dignify the participating 
collectives by acknowledging the work of farmers—by pay-
ing a fair price for their produce—as well as the right of 
marginalized people to fresh and quality food. Alterbanc 
promoters frame it as an alternative, agroecology-oriented 
model to conventional food aid, an example that they want 
to give to show—especially to the local government insti-
tutions—that there can be another way of addressing the 
problem of food insecurity. Alterbanc’s advocacy efforts 
encountered various obstacles, ranging from bureaucratic 
red tape to legal constraints within the administrative sys-
tem. The primary outcome was sporadic funding acquisition, 
rather than a more transversal and transformative shift in 
local food aid policy.

The Red de redes de apoyo mutuo de Sevilla (RAMUCA)7 
also emerged in the first days after the declaration of the pan-
demic. A group of activists from the city center was worried 
about the potential impact that the pandemic would have on 
urban disadvantaged groups. RAMUCA aimed then to create 
a mutual aid group and a solidarity fund to support people 
hit by the crisis, including precarious or informal workers 
who lost their jobs or elderly people who were afraid of 
going to the groceries. The initiative spread rapidly from 
the center to other neighborhoods of the city, leading to the 
creation of twenty-eight mutual aid groups in a few weeks, 
which became known as ramuquitas. Several taxi drivers 
also supported the network, by delivering food, medicines, 
or clothing. A ‘food group’—encompassing mostly women 
engaged in the local agroecological movement—was also 
established to collect help demands and offers, and channel 
donations accordingly. Each ramuquita established a con-
nection with a local grocery store, where the donation of the 
person who wanted to collaborate was gathered. The money 
was devoted to buying fresh vegetables and basic foodstuff at 

4  https://​alter​banc.​org/
5  Public funding was obtained on different occasions by the munici-
pality and the autonomous community government, while private 
money came from individuals, philanthropic foundations and solidar-
ity economy foundations.

6  Mutual aid networks.
7  Network of mutual aid networks of Seville.

https://alterbanc.org/
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the store, while the individual or family needing support was 
invited to collect it. Agroecology-oriented producers also 
contributed to the network with food donations. The initia-
tive worked autonomously from local administrations, and 
the activity of RAMUCA ended shortly after the pandemic’s 
lockdown period, when activists joined other local social 
organizations in a public denouncement of the unrespon-
siveness and inefficiency of the local government and other 
institutional actors to address the social issues exacerbated 
by the crisis, including food security.

Diversity in coalitions and intersectionality 
of struggles

The two studied AFRCs emerged as diverse assemblages 
of a wide array of organizations and initiatives that belong 
to different social movements. In Hospitalet del Llobregat 
(metropolitan area of Barcelona), the mutual aid group that 
works with Alterbanc has been mainly promoted by local 
solidarity economy initiatives, but is based on a complex 
network structured in nodes. In these nodes, collaborative 
relations—e.g. channeling donations or goods, exchang-
ing information, providing spaces for redistribution activi-
ties, etc.—are created among remarkably different sorts of 
social actors. The network is weaved together by commu-
nity groups such as formal neighborhood associations, but 
also by migrant women groups who help each other while 
struggling for their rights, entities that represent the pueblo 
gitano8 and promote their culture in the neighborhood, as 
well as grassroots initiatives who advocate for basic hous-
ing rights. Economic actors are also present in the network, 
including the above-mentioned local solidarity economy 
initiatives, organic or conventional food retail shops and 
agroecology-oriented cooperatives and farmers.

Through the relations that are created across this network, 
the objective of the mutual aid groups and their practices 
intersect with other issues and struggles. In Hospitalet, it 
mainly encounters the struggle of migrant, racialized women 
working as caregivers and the pueblo gitano, both margin-
alized social groups mobilizing to face different sorts of 
oppression. The intersection with migrant organizations is 

common to other mutual aid groups in Barcelona’s metro-
politan area, and to RAMUCA as well, especially in the col-
laboration with a community kitchen working with women 
victims of gender-based violence—mainly coming from 
Latin America—and an association for the rights of immi-
grants with African origins. RAMUCA also encounters the 
struggle of Sevilla’s sex workers who self-organized for the 
recognition of their rights and denounced the injustices cre-
ated by current related legislation. One of the leaders of this 
group explained in an interview how the pandemic made 
their work impossible, like other informal jobs. RAMU-
CA’s donations and support contributed to alleviating their 
already precarious living conditions, and provided an oppor-
tunity to meet other activists and organizations. As reported 
by the activist, the ‘Feminisms of the Souths’9 is a new ini-
tiative that: “Began to be woven in times of pandemic, when 
they would call me from another collective, for example, 
the day laborers or the caregivers, […] because there were 
comrades who had no place to sleep and were sleeping on 
the street” (Mutual aid group participant 1, RAMUCA). The 
alliance—seeking feminism from below and pushing against 
mainstream and institutionalized versions of it—reunites day 
laborers of the massive greenhouses of Huelva, caregivers 
collectives, sex workers and other feminist organizations and 
individuals. In this encounter, the sex workers’ collective is 
also getting to know about new topics such as sustainable 
farming and agroecology.

Exploring political intersectionality in AFRCs

Participant profiles and forms of participation

Two participant profiles can be identified in the studied 
AFRCs according to their socioeconomic background 
(Table 2). The first profile is predominant in the mutual 
aid groups, and larger in size. It mainly includes women, 
lower-class, racialized or migrated people who did not nec-
essarily have previous experience in social movements and 
grassroots political action. Having a precarious economy 

Table 2   Participant profiles based on socioeconomic characteristics and forms of participation

Race and Ethnicity Class Gender Previous involvement 
in social movements

Forms of participation

Profile 1 Racialized people, migrants, 
pueblo gitano

Lower Predominance of women No Majority in mutual aid groups

Profile 2 White people, Spanish origin Middle /
Lower middle

Predominance of women Yes Majority in steering groups 
and coordination

8  Romani people.
9  https://​www.​elsal​todia​rio.​com/​femin​ismos/​la-​revol​ucion-​de-​las-​
comad​res

https://www.elsaltodiario.com/feminismos/la-revolucion-de-las-comadres
https://www.elsaltodiario.com/feminismos/la-revolucion-de-las-comadres
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is a distinguishing element of people in this profile. As a 
ramuquita coordinator in the working-class neighborhood 
of Pino Montano points out: “They were either single-parent 
families, or migrants who did not have any resources at that 
time. Families of gitanos who were going through very bad 
times and then families with a very precarious economy, 
who could not rely on other safety nets” (Mutual aid par-
ticipant 2, RAMUCA). In Barcelona, participants of the 
mutual aid groups share similar characteristics with those 
of ramuquitas and they predominantly include migrated 
women with children, who were either unemployed or held 
informal jobs as caregivers.

The second profile—named ‘steering group members’ 
hereafter—is predominant in the steering groups which 
initially promoted the initiatives and mainly assumed coor-
dinating roles. Both in Alterbanc and RAMUCA, the indi-
viduals who started the initiatives are white lower-middle to 
middle-class activists who were already involved in social 
movements before the pandemic and were born in Spain. 
As one of the interviewees explains, in the RAMUCA food 
group: “We were around ten people, coming from social 
movements, some producers, a baker, etc. I would say most 
of us, if not all, were activists from social movements, espe-
cially from the agroecological movement for food sover-
eignty” (Mutual aid group participant 3, RAMUCA). In 
Alterbanc the steering group is also formed by white peo-
ple active in environmentalist, agroecology and solidarity 
economy movements, most of them men. All of these par-
ticipants rely on an income thanks to more or less precarious 
jobs in the field of agroecology and the social and solidarity 
economy – some in logistics and advisory cooperatives, oth-
ers as producers, and others as researchers.

Women’s predominance in the steering and the mutual 
aid groups was a remarkable feature of both AFRCs. The 
RAMUCA food group was composed of women only, and 
the report they produced to measure their estimated impact 
noted that over 70% of food package beneficiaries were also 
women (RAMUCA 2020). In Barcelona, mutual aid groups 
were also mostly female, with men being rarely involved. 
The only exception is Alterbanc’s steering group which has 
a stronger presence of men compared to women.

Alternative food redistribution activities

The main objective of Alterbanc and RAMUCA is the 
redistribution of food, but steering group members are very 
specific about the fact that it is not just any kind of food. 
Interviewees across both initiatives suggested that they rep-
resented an alternative to conventional food aid, which is 
normally based on low quality surplus from large distribu-
tion companies and industrial agriculture. For example, a 
member of the agroecological logistics cooperative which 
collaborates with Alterbanc suggested that:

“The tenders [mainstream food banks] make purchases 
that are very detached from the territory; they are 
mainly tuna, milk, canned food […] There is another 
side of the coin, they are distributing junk food. […] It 
seems very irresponsible to me that the public admin-
istration is promoting this type of food. It’s like saying 
‘you are poor, eat some Doritos and shut up!’” (Logis-
tics cooperative representative, Alterbanc).

Farmers contributing to both AFRCs shared this criti-
cal view, and emphasized the right of impoverished social 
groups to healthy and fresh produce. For instance, farm-
ers who have joined Alterbanc declared to be aware of the 
limitations of sustainable food in terms of accessibility, and 
often stated that in their projects they are trying to offer 
fairer prices. Nevertheless, with Alterbanc their produce 
arrives to people who could not prioritize these foods over 
others at all, because they are in a much more precarious 
situation compared to the ones they usually work with.

Mutual aid group members appreciated, indeed, the qual-
ity of the fresh produce received. One of them noted:

“For sure you notice the quality, you cannot compare 
a celery arriving from Alterbanc with a celery that 
we collect from the market, they are different things. 
And people are very happy knowing that we have the 
donation of Alterbanc because their products are very 
good, they are organic, and the taste is also different” 
(Mutual aid group participant 1, Alterbanc).

However, the food redistributed through AFRCs is gen-
erally not sustainable or organic. In the case of Barcelona, 
mutual aid groups rely on other sources of provision besides 
Alterbanc. The food collected with them in local shops and 
markets during the participant observations is mostly pro-
duced conventionally. Likewise, even though the promoters 
of RAMUCA belong to the agroecological movement and 
try to collaborate with farmers and local agroecology-ori-
ented shops and cooperatives, most of the food they actu-
ally redistribute is also bought in conventional local shops. 
A recurring source of internal debates in the coalitions is 
the tension between the prices of sustainable and local pro-
duce and the need to cover the food security needs of as 
many people as possible. As an agroecological activist and 
researcher reports in Seville: “Agroecological products are 
more expensive because we seek a fair remuneration for the 
farmers, and this leads to contradictions when considering 
the right to food or proposing campaigns for food insecurity 
reduction” (Mutual aid group participant 4, RAMUCA). 
Steering group members from both cities note that debates 
emerged recurrently as many AFRCs participants proposed 
to buy or collect food in large supermarkets instead, in order 
to obtain more food with fewer resources. In disadvantaged 
neighborhoods away from the city center of Seville, buying 
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organic or agroecological foods was not even considered as 
an option.

According to the research participants, the issue of con-
trasting prices across food produce is linked to a broader 
problem concerning the perceived exclusivity of sustainable 
and quality foods within public opinion, and the actual class 
and cultural biases of the agroecological movement. In both 
coalitions, activists highlighted how the price barrier results 
in a discourse affirming that agroecological consumption 
is only for the middle-class, the bourgeois, the ‘eco-posh’. 
For an interviewee in Seville, this class bias is not just a 
perception based on a discourse, but a reality, inasmuch as 
“Unfortunately, agroecological initiatives move in a field 
of privilege that is very difficult to relocate or deconstruct, 
precisely because a large part of the consumers belonging 
to agroecological initiatives come from socioeconomic con-
texts quite far from those where processes of food insecurity 
occur” (Mutual aid group participant 4, RAMUCA).

These biases and differences in privileges also point to 
the problem of who has the right to decide over what is an 
appropriate diet. In RAMUCA, a steering group member 
reported an anecdote of an issue that originated a lot of dis-
cussion within the AFRC:

“A boy from a supermarket in the 3000 Viviendas, 
which is a very disadvantaged neighborhood in Seville, 
sent a shopping list for €50. He managed to squeeze in 
many things. He is from that neighborhood and hangs 
out every day with these people. He said ‘Look, for 
50 euros I offer all this. I know this is what people eat 
here’. And some comrades began to propose another 
shopping list for that small supermarket, following 
agroecological criteria. […] On the one hand, it was 
okay, we were all for agroecology, but on the other 
hand, where the hell are we leaving the class axis? 
[…] It generated a lot of conflict for me. […] Intersec-
tionality was conspicuous by its absence every time 
agroecology was put above anything else” (Mutual aid 
group participant 5, RAMUCA).

As previously stated, the RAMUCA food group, com-
pelled by the pressing demand to meet increased food 
requirements, quickly moved away from agroecological-
only criteria. Instead, they began to collaborate with local 
conventional food retailers yet excluded large supermarkets. 
The ramuquitas were always let free to decide what to offer 
in food boxes. Mutual aid groups participants in both cities 
talked about nutritious and quality food—highlighting the 
importance of working with local actors against the power 
of large corporations of food retail—while its sustainability 
and relation to agroecology often took second place. Fur-
thermore, it was always stressed how important it was to 
adapt food boxes’ content to participants’ realities, including 
religion, or the number of children in the household. These 

cases seemed to give less space to debate compared to the 
matter of quality and production practices, and food was 
distributed according to the specific needs of participants.

Solidarity relations

Mutual aid and solidarity are the most important principles 
that inspire the work of AFRCs. As an interviewee in Bar-
celona explained, “This project is based on ‘you give me 
and I give you’. You give me your energy, you give me your 
time, it doesn’t need to be a whole day, even if it is just an 
hour, two hours a week, and then on Saturday the products 
are distributed equally to all people” (Mutual aid group par-
ticipant 1, Alterbanc). These principles are translated to reci-
procity and horizontal relations among participants, which 
according to the latter distinguish them from conventional 
charities. While charities are based on a difference between 
‘the helper’ and the ‘helped’—inevitably putting the latter 
on a lower level—food insecure people joining the mutual 
aid groups participate directly in the activities needed for the 
redistribution to work, such as food collection and placing 
in boxes, or the assemblies where these activities are coor-
dinated and organized.

The horizontality provided by the solidarity relation does 
not correspond to a homogeneity in the forms and frequency 
of participation of AFRCs members. In both cases, it was 
observed that there was normally a leading group of people 
who were responsible for most of the tasks, while many oth-
ers only joined in specific and easier jobs, or just showed up 
to collect food. Mutual aid and steering group members in 
Barcelona seem to accept these unequal degrees of partici-
pation, and in some cases highlighted that it is important to 
acknowledge the diversity of ways in which a member can 
contribute: “There are people who will not be interested in 
being in the space where to think about the organization, 
there can be people who are just interested in more specific 
tasks such as unloading the truck, more logistical tasks'' 
(Mutual aid group participant 2, Alterbanc). RAMUCA’s 
model based on private donations and activists coordinat-
ing the purchase and delivery of groceries also relates to 
a diversity of participation practices. As pointed out by an 
interviewee, “There were people putting their bodies and 
others supporting economically” (Mutual aid group partici-
pant 1, RAMUCA). In many cases, this diversity reflected 
the social and class differences between areas of the city, 
with central neighborhoods being the main origins of dona-
tions and peripheral ones the main receivers.

Such diversity of participation strategies facilitates 
widespread engagement, but is not exempt from problems 
and contradictions. One of the steering group members 
in Hospitalet explained how the conditions of marginali-
zation of the neighborhood resulted in the multiplication 
of public social services and social economy cooperatives 
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interventions. According to her, such a welfarist model has 
contributed to the spread of a culture of passive expectation 
of help among the most vulnerable residents, which needs 
to be addressed and is not always easily subverted through 
the mutual aid group. In Seville, RAMUCA is more clearly 
divided between ‘help givers’, including the food group in 
the center and the ramuquitas in the other neighborhoods, 
and ‘help receivers’, including those collecting food boxes. 
As one of the founders of the food group highlighted in an 
interview:

“The aid was actually mutual among some people, 
and then other people used the services. But come on, 
in those moments you're not going to get purist. Of 
course, there would be about 200 or 300 people who 
were part of the network. That does not mean that the 
help was only between them, they helped other people 
who may not be actively involved in the network. […] 
In the end, it had its share of welfarism, and its share 
of mutual aid, self-management of a part that provides 
help and support to another part” (Mutual aid group 
participant 5, RAMUCA).

Many interviewees pointed out that the solidarity rela-
tions developed through Alterbanc and RAMUCA were 
underpinned by feelings of love, care, and empathy. The 
coordinator of a community kitchen part of RAMUCA 
describes these relationships as: “Bonds, or love pacts 
that have to do with the acceptance and understanding of 
the other, the other in his/her singularity, that you do not 
intend to change, what you want is to share lentils, love, 
hope and political activism” (Mutual aid group participant 
6, RAMUCA). The initiative is organized by a non-profit 
feminist organization that offers support to women who 
have been victims of violence, and provides them with a 
safe space to share different sorts of activities. The com-
munity kitchen was initially thought of as an opportunity 
to spend time together, share food and recipes and social-
ize. The kitchen’s life stories heard during fieldwork were 
tragic but the atmosphere cheerful, with people laughing and 
dancing ‘cumbia’. Besides the beneficial effects that taking 
care of each other has on the participants in the kitchen, the 
kitchen’s coordinator explained that care assumes a political 
value through the project. Empathy is pointed out by par-
ticipants in both AFRCs as a facilitating factor in bringing 
together individuals who have different life histories, belong 
to distinct social classes, and come from diverse countries. 
Some interviewees highlighted that the conditions given by 
the COVID-19 crises provided an opportunity to be more 
empathetic across classes, as many people that thought to 
be able to rely on an economic security—and to belong to 
the ‘middle class’—were suddenly vulnerabilized because 
they could not work. As a RAMUCA member pointed out: 
“Here in Seville what I saw was that many of our comrades 

got together thanks to empathy, acknowledging the needs of 
others, and the fact that today you are middle class and that 
tomorrow you are lower class” (Mutual aid group participant 
1, RAMUCA).

Territorial networks

Alterbanc and RAMUCA established important alliances 
across spaces and territories in two ways, between the rural 
and the urban and between the center and the periphery in 
urban areas. Alterbanc connects mutual aid groups and soli-
darity economy projects in the neighborhoods of Barcelona 
with peri-urban and rural agroecology-oriented farmers. The 
promoters of the initiative highlighted how while belong-
ing to different spaces, the city and the rural or peri-urban 
areas, the two groups share situations of precariousness and 
marginalization, and form an alliance in order to face them. 
A key actor in facilitating the intersection between the two 
groups and spaces is an agroecology-oriented logistics coop-
erative, which deals with collecting the produce from the 
farms and transporting it to the neighborhood where it will 
be redistributed by the mutual aid groups. In the case of 
Seville, the relations with farmers coming from peri-urban 
and rural contexts are more loose, mainly consisting in 
exceptional solidarity donations of fresh vegetables and meat 
from agroecology-oriented farmers. However, RAMUCA 
allows for the coordination and organization between the 
center and the periphery of the city, which according to 
the research participants is something unusual for the local 
social movements’ context. As an experienced activist from 
the central neighborhood of La Macarena pointed out:

“There were ramuquitas in neighborhoods that are 
never structured with (social movements from) the 
rest of Seville, (and) […] that has never happened 
in Seville. […] There were Poligono Sur, Poligono 
San Pablo, Cerro Amate, Pajaritos, (peripheral and 
impoverished) neighborhoods that historically […] 
do not coordinate with us (from city central neighbor-
hoods) […], because we do not know how to do it, 
among other things. On this occasion we were close 
to thirty territories, coordinated and organized. And 
that was very exciting” (Mutual aid group participant 
5, RAMUCA).

Although territorial alliances are established through 
the coalitions, the number of agroecology-oriented produc-
tion and distribution initiatives that are involved in these 
networks is limited, and these have some specific charac-
teristics. They are mostly economically consolidated pro-
jects, in which participants are used to dedicate time to 
activism, beyond their economic activity. An interviewee 
from the cooperative that collaborates logistically with 
Alterbanc emphasized that only three out of the fourteen 
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agroecological farms which regularly participate in the 
cooperative displayed a genuine commitment to Alterbanc. 
In this regard, and based on fieldwork insights and inter-
views, three main reasons for such limited engagement can 
be identified. First, a lack of a political culture of grass-
roots participation in decision-making might be discourag-
ing agroecological practitioners from joining assemblies or 
seeing the AFRCs as a priority for their farms. Second, the 
economic precariousness that characterizes many agroecol-
ogy-oriented farmers often results in them being worried 
about their own livelihoods, rather than being focused on 
projects that may benefit other disadvantaged social actors, 
such as the AFRCs. Third, the difficult conciliation of work 
and family life is also a barrier to participating in AFRCs, 
especially for female farmers.

Another challenge observed in the establishment of ter-
ritorial alliances was the limited number of direct encoun-
ters between consumers and producers that occurred in the 
coalitions, at least during fieldwork. As the agroecological 
model is normally based on the creation of close relation-
ships between these actors, Alterbanc’s contributing farm-
ers initially proposed to create opportunities for encounters, 
such as farm visits. However, even after the end of lockdown 
mobility restrictions these farm visits have never been real-
ized. Some tentative attempts to engage with consumers 
entailed farmers sending instructional videos to the mutual 
aid groups featuring recipes on how to prepare specific 
vegetables.

Discussion

The coalitions studied in this article weaved together a very 
diverse array of actors and created platforms where dif-
ferent struggles intersect and are tackled simultaneously. 
While the main goal of the coalitions was to address food 
insecurity, the convergence among such diversity of social 
organizations, economic actors and individuals allowed for 
an encounter among social movements and struggles. The 
concerns for the sustainability of food systems raised by 
agroecological activists and farmers not only met the need 
to feed food insecure people and ensure food justice, but 
also the struggle for dignified housing, sex workers’ rights, 
the fight against violence on women and the recognition of 
migrated and racialized people’s rights. Considering Motta’s 
(2021) typology of food movements, the studied coalitions 
bridge across alternative food movements, food justice 
movements and feminist food movements, but also include 
movements that mobilize other grievances, such as women, 
workers, housing and migrants’ rights. This political strategy 
of convergence in such new alliances resonates with similar 
trends among social movements at the transnational level—
e.g. radical agrarian and environmental movements—based 

on an increased acknowledgment of the interconnectedness 
of multiple crises and issues created by patriarchal capital-
ism and corporate-led food systems (Borras 2018; Tramel 
2018). Recognizing oppression as constituted by multiple 
and interacting social structures, activists in social move-
ments are more and more aware of the intersectionality of 
lived experience, showing what has been called ‘intersec-
tional consciousness’ (Greenwood 2008). This awareness 
manifested clearly in the way mutual aid groups have cared 
for vulnerable members of their community during the pan-
demic, in the considered case studies and elsewhere (e.g. 
Lofton et al. 2022; Lloro 2021; Markowitz 2020). Activists 
specifically identified women, elders, migrants and other 
racialized groups, low-income families, and the unemployed 
because of their unique vulnerability to COVID-19 and the 
resulting economic and food insecurity issues. Intersectional 
consciousness is the basis for intersectional solidarity and 
intersectional activism (Tormos 2017; Doetsch-Kidder 
2012), which in the studied cases emerged in different ways. 
Intersectional forms of solidarity adopt a strategy of affirma-
tive advocacy (Strolovitch 2007), which entails redirecting 
the political agenda—and the allocation of resources—of 
social movement organizations, interest groups, and advo-
cacy groups to the issues that affect intersectionally mar-
ginalized groups. In both RAMUCA and Alterbanc, activ-
ists mobilized to redistribute resources to marginalized 
groups—with a clear reorientation of goals in the case of 
agroecology activists and farmers—and made pressure on 
governmental institutions to tackle their issues. Concerning 
political advocacy, the studied coalitions show an intersec-
tional approach by advocating for policies that address mul-
tiple forms of oppression, e.g. the lack of access to healthy 
and sustainable food for marginalized social groups and the 
marginalization of small-scale agroecology-oriented farm-
ers by the corporate food regime in the case of Alterbanc. 
However, the efforts of coalitions to change public policies 
hardly obtained results, and point to the need for critical 
reflections on the role of state institutions in the scaling of 
agroecology (González de Molina et al. 2019; Giraldo and 
Rosset 2017; Levidow et al. 2014).

Advanced forms of intersectional solidarity—
‘transformative praxis’ (Ciccia and Roggeband 2021)—
entail that organizations involved in coalitions adopt alter-
native ‘politics of accountability’, i.e., critical scrutiny of 
organizational practices and the use of inclusive forms 
of deliberation to counter the (re)production of inequali-
ties both within and between collaborating organizations 
(Townsend-Bell 2011). In our case studies, mutual aid 
groups and steering group members did not consider the 
differences in the forms of participation problematic. On 
the contrary, interviewees highlighted how distinct levels 
of engagement enable different profiles of people to par-
ticipate in the AFRCs. Diversity in the contribution to the 
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cause—from practical work to decision-making—seems 
to correspond to greater inclusivity. However, the fact that 
white, Spanish origin and lower-middle to middle-class 
activists mainly act as steering group members and coordi-
nators while racialized, migrated and lower-class members 
participate or receive help in the mutual aid groups could 
point to a reproduction of intersecting inequalities in the 
organizational practices and deliberation processes within 
the coalitions (Einwohner et al. 2021).

Along this, the reproduction of welfarist practices 
was not framed by the activists as necessarily leading to 
unequal relations, but rather the result of how privileged 
or disadvantaged positions influence the positionality and 
capacity to act of the coalition members. In the case of 
RAMUCA, wealthier people from the city center were the 
main donors of the initiative while marginalized collectives 
in the periphery received most food packages. In intersec-
tional alliances, activists from different backgrounds and 
movements strategically use power from across their com-
munities to provide support and to organize with multiple 
goals in mind, while still centering the most vulnerable in 
the community (Markowitz 2020). Indeed, steering group 
members can be identified as ‘bridge actors’ (Roth 2004), 
whose role within the AFRCs is key to unfolding decolonial 
approaches to weave intersectional coalitions, thus putting 
their privileges to serve common aims and needs. Never-
theless, the improvement of mutual aid relations towards 
horizontal forms of social organization should continue to 
be considered a priority if we want to radically change the 
way social services are delivered—including food aid (Bell 
2021; Izlar 2019). Participatory action research and bottom-
up governance methodologies developed by agroecology-
oriented research and practice can definitely play a key role 
in assembling the coalitions, constructing collective agency, 
and managing power relations within AFRCs (López-García 
et al. 2021; Marsden et al. 2018; Méndez et al. 2017).

Activists in the studied coalitions identified the tension 
between higher food prices and the need to reach as many 
food-insecure people as possible as a key barrier to turning 
sustainable produce into the predominant source of provi-
sion. This tension stimulated debates in the coalitions and 
points to the socioeconomic and cultural biases of alterna-
tive and sustainable food initiatives (Goodman et al. 2012; 
Guthman 2011). The acknowledgment of such biases and the 
intersectional nature of the coalitions as described above can 
be considered important steps to avoid the reproduction of 
exclusionary practices in alternative food initiatives based 
on class and race divides (Zitcer 2015; Goodman et al. 2012; 
Slocum 2007). In order to tackle this tension, coalitions 
adopt forms of hybrid food networks (Bloom and Hinrichs 
2011; Whatmore and Thorne 1997) that are not limited to 
sustainable produce, they rely on local shops, and they intro-
duce other criteria based on cultural and religion-based food 

preferences. The significance of cultural diversity in pro-
moting sustainability and social justice within food systems 
makes this aspect particularly intriguing (Williams-Forson 
2014). The engagement of a wide range of social organiza-
tions and individuals in the coalitions, extending beyond 
those focused solely on agroecology, undoubtedly played a 
significant role in prioritizing other criteria besides sustain-
ability. However, the difficulty of scaling out access to food 
produced under agroecological principles to marginalized 
social groups poses a remarkable challenge for developing 
the equity dimension of agroecology. The fact that public 
funding is the main factor enabling the supply of sustainable 
food in Alterbanc and the continuation of the coalition in 
the future points again to the debate on the role of the state 
in scaling agroecology. Depending on the state in order to 
overcome the economic access issues associated with the 
higher prices of sustainable food may represent an essen-
tial problem, given the importance of autonomy for peasant 
agroecology (Van der Ploeg 2008) and the well-documented 
risks of conventionalization and co-option associated with 
the institutionalization of agroecology (Giraldo and McCune 
2019; Ajates Gonzalez et al. 2018; Levidow et al. 2014). 
Relying on state support to facilitate a transition towards 
more sustainable practices in food aid interventions may also 
pose challenges given that neoliberalization processes have 
entrenched a corporate-driven model for food aid, aligning 
it closely with agro-industry interests (Riches 2018; Fisher 
2017; Poppendieck 1998).

The predominance of women in food distribution and 
preparation activities in the studied coalitions reflects—and 
potentially reproduces—an unequal distribution of care-ori-
ented food work, along with what has been called a ‘reac-
tionary ethics of care’ (Pérez-Orozco 2014). The unequal 
distribution of care-oriented food work has been identified 
as one of the main challenges of sustainable food systems 
transitions (Federici 2012; Carney 2011), especially from 
agroecological perspectives (Anderson et al. 2021; Bezner-
Kerr et al. 2019). As in AFRCs, activist contexts are often 
characterized by a disproportion in women’s engagement 
in uncompensated caring and emotional labor (e.g. Lloro 
2021; Craddock 2019; Kennelly 2014). However, food redis-
tribution practices and the social relations characterizing the 
studied coalitions also collectivize food-related care work, 
as well as politicize care and social reproduction. Collectiv-
izing and de-privatizing food-related care work are consid-
ered essential steps towards building co-responsibility and 
transforming gender relations in food systems (Di Masso 
et al. 2022). Mutual aid groups collectivize at least three 
dimensions of food-related care work: food procurement 
and distribution inasmuch as the food is obtained through 
collective action; food preparation in community kitchens; 
and food-related knowledge through the exchange of reci-
pes. This collective, community-based approach to care is 
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an instance of those “vital but underappreciated strategies 
for enduring precarious worlds” (Hobart and Kneese 2020, 
p. 2) that transcend conventional contexts of care—e.g. the 
nuclear family in cis-heteropatriarchy and the individual in 
neoliberal self-care ideology—and point to radical care prac-
tices and infrastructures (Dowling 2021; The Care Collective 
2020; Hobart and Kneese 2020). Through these practices, 
communities self-organize for the reproduction of material 
life and try to trigger social change from there, thus adopting 
what have been defined as ‘políticas en femenino’10 (Gutier-
rez 2017) as ways to improve local food systems’ ecological 
sustainability and social equity.

While gender, class and race are the most common cat-
egories addressed by intersectional studies, the cases consid-
ered in this article point to territory and space as other axes 
of oppression to be tackled. AFRCs address territorial and 
spatial differences by creating territorial networks between 
urban and rural contexts and between center and periphery 
within urban settings. This resonates with other analyses 
of food movements and how they address food inequali-
ties (Motta 2021; Bloom and Hinrichs 2011). It also relates 
to geography debates on the role of place and space in the 
configuration of intersectional relations (Valentine 2007). In 
Europe, the farming sector has been characterized as mar-
ginalized (López-García 2020), and rurality and belong-
ing to the rural space could be considered as conditions of 
subalternity (Bielewicz 2020; Franquesa 2019). To date, 
social and human geography have embraced intersectional 
approaches to investigate the interplay between socio-eco-
nomic categories, power dynamics, and spatial dimensions, 
providing a more contextualized and dynamic perspec-
tive on intersectional relationships (e.g. Hopkins 2019; 
Mollett and Faria 2018; Rodó-de-Zárate and Baylina 2018; 
Anthias 2013; Valentine 2007). While primarily explora-
tory in nature regarding this topic, this study suggests that 
employing the perspective of political intersectionality to 
explore how intersectional coalitions address spatial differ-
ences may also prove beneficial in broadening and enhanc-
ing these discussions. The territorial networks weaved by 
AFRCs bridge marginalized groups of both the urban and 
the rural context—in an effort to defy their subalternity—
but show remarkable limits in the capacity to reach the lat-
ter. The development of a more advanced political culture 
of grassroots participation, the economic consolidation of 
the initiatives, the conciliation of work and family life and 
an increase in the number of encounters between rural and 
urban actors emerge from our analysis as potential key fac-
tors in the improvement of such territorialized coalitions.

Conclusion

Throughout this article we took some first steps towards 
understanding intersectional coalitions as intriguing exam-
ples of those plural subjects and multi-actor processes that 
are deemed essential for the scaling of a (more) just agro-
ecology (Anderson et al. 2021; López-García and González 
de Molina 2021). We found that diverse social struggles con-
verge in the considered coalitions and center their focus on 
intersectionally marginalized groups, but members’ varying 
participation forms based on socioeconomic profiles may 
perpetuate inequalities in organizational practices. Balanc-
ing healthy, sustainable food access with affordability leads 
to hybrid networks incorporating conventionally produced 
food. While women’s overrepresentation reflects unequal 
food-related care work, collectivization through AFRCs 
points to gender relations transformation. Territorialized 
alliances connect urban and rural, and urban center and 
periphery, yet we observed limited involvement of agroe-
cology-oriented initiatives and direct consumer-producer 
encounters.

Overall, in this work we aimed to initiate a dialogue 
between agroecology and intersectionality debates by draw-
ing on concepts (e.g. intersectional consciousness, intersec-
tional solidarity, intersectional activism, bridge actors, etc.) 
that were originally elaborated based on the analysis of inter-
sectional coalitions that are not focusing on food—but rather 
on feminist movements. Simultaneously, as we engaged in 
this dialogue, the article began to outline several valuable 
lessons and critiques that are unique to food-related move-
ments but hold relevance for intersectional coalitions in a 
broader context. These include the pivotal roles of women 
in the collectivization of care work, the significance of ter-
ritorial and spatial differences, the potential of (agroecology) 
participatory bottom-up governance processes in rebalanc-
ing power dynamics, and the ambivalent role of state support 
for coalitions, among others.

Territory emerges in our analysis as a novel category 
regarding equity in food systems. However, other categories 
and axes of oppression—e.g. sexuality, age, religion, etc.—
were not explored in-depth and would require further atten-
tion. Moreover, despite the results of this study show that the 
considered coalitions reflect a remarkable degree of politi-
cal intersectionality—both in the objectives and the ways in 
which activists mobilize, acknowledge their positionalities 
and tackle intersecting axes of oppression—further research 
and evidence would be needed to demonstrate the extent 
to which AFRCs can constitute a transformative praxis. In 
fact, this more advanced form of intersectional solidarity 
requires a sustained commitment to eliminating oppres-
sive relations beyond the specific issues at hand—in this 
case, the enhanced levels of food insecurity in the pandemic 

10  Feminine politics.
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context—and demands actions aimed at eradicating all 
forms of power asymmetries within a coalition (Ciccia and 
Roggeband 2021; Townsend-Bell 2009). Such a praxis may 
overcome some of the economic and social biases of alterna-
tive food initiatives associated with agroecology, and tran-
scend their potential reproduction as identified throughout 
this study. The dependence on public funding to tackle the 
price barriers of sustainable food for food-insecure people 
would also need further scrutiny. Future analysis might focus 
on the relations between the considered coalitions and gov-
ernmental institutions, to reflect on the role of the state in 
scaling agroecology beyond class, gender, race, sexuality, 
age, territory and other biases. More generally, we call for 
an encounter between the fields of political intersectionality 
and political agroecology, and emphasize the need to both 
explore empirically and practically develop intersectionality 
in agroecological transitions in order to pursue just—and not 
only sustainable—food systems.
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