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Between surplus and support: Using field theory to analyse food support provision in Japan
ONCINI, Filippo, MALLEE, Hein, HAMAMOTO, Nami (Dept of Japanese Food Culture, Kyofudai)

[Problem/Purpose]

The growth and institutionalization of food charities
across the global north has spurred academic
debate at least since the 90s (Riches, 2018). The
growing importance of food support providers as a
safety net for the poorest ones has been paralleled
by a plethora of scholarly studies dissecting and
analyzing various facets of food support provision
and food poverty, providing fine grained case
studies, saddening ethnographies, and detailed
descriptions of how various providers work. In
Japan, the problem of food insecurity started to be
more and more visible since the mid-2000s, and
partly replaced the idea of an equal society where
virtually all citizens belong to the middle-class.
Rather than a problem confined to the homeless,
food insecurity slowly came to be seen as an issue
affecting larger strata of the population. Since the
opening of “Second Harvest Japan” in 2000,
several other FSPs have started operating
throughout the country, and today hundreds of
nongovernmental organizations are known to
provide food aid to those in need (Kimura, 2018).
Literature to date has been fundamental to increase
our understanding of charitable food provision and
its ambiguous relation with food waste and surplus,
although we still lack a coherent theoretical
framework that can account for food charities’
relationships of conflict and interdependence, their
shared understanding, boundaries, nestedndess,
social positioning, and power relationships. This
paper aims aim to advance the literature on
charitable food provision (CFP) by illustrating that
the sector can be usefully framed as strategic action
field (SAF) (Fligstein and McAdam 2012).

[Methodology]

In line with the first author previous project on the
charitable food provision field in Greater Manchester,
UK, the paper makes use of food charities’ websites
and publications, as well as on several
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semi-structured interviews conducted with food
support  providers directors, activists, and
stakeholders active in Kyoto city, in Kyoto prefecture
and throughout Japan. Following SAF theorization,
we used this material to identify:

1. The shared rules, understandings and practices
that gives to the field actors a common end

2. The most important actors in the broader field
environment — i.e. the complex web of distant and
proximate fields that impose constraints on and
provide opportunities to food charities

3. The power structure of the field, namely the
incumbents and challengers of the field, as well as
the conflicting views that different actors have about
food support and food poverty

[Conclusion]

The article illustrates that through the lens of field
theory we can obtain a more in-depth and refined
understanding of the interconnections, relationships,
and social positioning of food support provision. In
additon, SAF theory provides a common
vocabulary that can allow researchers and
practitioners to compare charitable food provision
fields across countries (e.g. UK and Japan). This, in
tun, can help the scientific community to identify
best practices and advocacy strategies to end food
poverty and make use of food surplus so as to
contribute to both social and environmental
sustainability transitions.
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