
On COVID-19: Food and/as Mutualism

Wild animals are not especially infested with deadly pathogens, poised to
infect us. In fact, most of these microbes live harmlessly in these animals’
bodies. The problem is the way that cutting down forests and expanding
towns, cities, and industrial activities creates pathways for animal
microbes to adapt to the human body.

—SHAH 2020

MAY 4, 2020: LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA (WITH
LOMBARDY IN MIND)

In my family, February and March have proven the cruelest
months—the beginnings of multiple viral waves spilling
over into April and May across the globe. I write this from
a shelter-in-place order in Los Angeles while my husband,
a senior medical practitioner and surgical ward director in
the quarantined city of Milan, works in one of the deadliest
COVID-19 outbreaks in Europe. By mid-March their hospi-
tal reached maximum capacity, and Lombardy imposed
checkpoints, road blockades, and stringent lockdown requir-
ing extraordinary permission for any outside movement. At
present (early May), facilities continue to be utilized solely
for COVID-19 patients. Of the thirty-two available respira-
tors, all are in use. Fifteen percent of staff have tested posi-
tive in this facility and in the nearby ‘safe’ hospital utilized
to conduct non-COVID emergency procedures.

I draw from grief’s wellspring to argue two time-sensitive
points about food and COVID-19 from a feminist perspective.
As a cross-species viral leap—mediated in part through ingestion
networks like animal agriculture, wet markets, folk medicine,
and poaching—COVID-19 reveals the need for an ecosystem-
centric approach to food and environmental systems. This strat-
egy is firmly rooted in the concept of mutualism and increased
concern regarding the power of microorganisms to profoundly
alter the planet. By mutualism, I intend instances of cross-
species benefit, symbiosis, companionship, and/or multispecies
entanglements as articulated by Donna Haraway and Anna
Tsing (Mitman 2019; Tsing et al. 2017).

First, this virus is genetically traceable across humans and
nonhumans (Jiumeng Sun et al. 2020; Kirksey 2020). This
includes food-linked proximities to bats, pangolins, and other
species, as well as broader, older, human-nonhuman entangle-
ments and abuses through ecosystem disruption, as the epigraph
asserts. Microbiologists confirm the connective loop: “Human
activity that directly affects microorganisms … positively feeds
back on climate change, pollution, agricultural practice, and the
spread of disease” (Cavicchioli et al. 2019: 581). Cross-species viral
leaps are hardly novel (Deutsch 2020; Shah 2016, 2020). Even
though COVID-19 is not food-borne through ingestion but rather
through conditions of proximity, it shows we are already genet-
ically entangled across species, whether through symbiosis or
potential infections. Food in the age of COVID-19 is fraught:
the risk of viral leaps; the terrifying amplification of systemic
racism, xenophobia, and classism; and even grocery hoarding
and extreme panic purchasing that leave many community
members more vulnerable to pandemic (Vaughn 2020).
Food is likewise mutual aid–inducing, in that we have always
lived with and depended upon viruses and microbes through-
out our bodies: from guts, to blood, to skin. Even as the globe
physically distances, many will hope for resilience by achieving
viral intimacy through antibodies and vaccine development.

As a food scholar whose work analyzes the social politics of
cleanliness, I know well the racist and xenophobic rhetoric that
assigns subjective understandings of “dirt” to whole communities
and/or to specific outcast ingestibles (Sehran and McLaughlin
2020; Shah 2001; Molina 2006; Yates 2011; Tracy and Vaughn
2019; Vaughn 2018). COVID-19 has especially brought this to
the fore through criticisms of Chinese foods, medicines, and live
market cultures (Shah 2020; Barry 2020; Daly 2020; Fickling
2020). Outrage and disgust over so-called “backwards” or “dirty”
foodways are particularly imbued with anti-Chinese sentiment.
Yet, as historian Christopher Deutsch (2020) reminds us, viral
species leaps are not “an inevitability of Chinese culture” but are
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outcomes of (de)regulation (or lack thereof), as well as of broader
global practices of urbanization, habitat loss, unbridled waste
streams, and epidemic conditions of density, as the epigraph lays
bare (Shah 2020; Fickling 2020).

Such narrow and xenophobic interpretations of this coro-
navirus leap likewise fail to note the near daily ways in which
the agricultural and biotechnological practices of the industri-
alized Global North regularly result in food-borne outbreaks:
E. coli, listeria, salmonella, hepatitis A, and swine flu (Carr
2020; Boyd 2001; Fiore 2004; Tack et al. 2019). Though some
claim that Chinese practices are the epicenter for multiple
food-borne outbreaks, “studies have suggested diverse origins
relating to global movements of pigs and poultry between
Europe, Asia, and North America” (Fickling 2020; Minter
2020). The historical examination of agriculture, outbreak,
and antibiotics use stresses what Hannah Landecker (2019)
pinpoints as the result of “extreme social and physical disloca-
tion of people and animals, creating moments of intensified
bacterial flourishing and killing: the moments of strong selec-
tion for rare genetic events that also foster their expansion in
time and geographical space” (see also Kirchhelle 2018,
2020). The problem is not traditional markets per se, but the
induction of “ideal” environmental circumstances for viruses
to do what they do: evolve, mutate, flourish.

Outbreak conjures mutualism’s potential. We have always
lived with bacteria (Gould 1996), and the bacteria and
microbes in foods like cheese are necessary, beneficial, mis-
understood, and even reviled (Paxson 2014; Paxson and
Helmreich 2019). As Roberta Raffaetá argues in her scholar-
ship on food microbes in milk and cheese, and in her more
recent reflections on COVID-19’s effects in northern Italy,
we are already living with multiple examples of “microbial
antagonisms”—those that bring us harmonious engagement
with the microorganisms all around us, within us, and in our
foods, and those that do not. COVID-19 reveals we must learn
“to maintain this co-habitation as peaceful” (Raffaetá 2019,
2020a). For as long as we “safeguard human health from disease
and death [while] uncritically relating to other non-humans or
exploiting them, pathological reactions may occur with increas-
ing frequency” (Raffaetá 2020a/b). The study of food microbes,
the role of good bacteria and viruses in the microbiome, even of
the so-called “inedible”—all reveal “microbial antagonisms”
that are not always already negative, toxic, deadly, but they are
frequently underestimated (Raffaetá 2020a/b]; Paxson 2008,
2019; Paxson and Helmreich 2014; Vaughn 2019).

To someone with a partner working on the emergency
medical frontlines of the pandemic in Milan, these insights are
cold comfort. And yet, a paradigm shift concerning our long-
term entanglements with the nonhuman world in antiracist

ways, and the immediate need for social solidarity through
physical distancing to flatten outbreak and fatality spikes, are
not mutually exclusive options. Both invite mutualism, outlin-
ing paths forward through different timing and cadences.

I cannot yet fully articulate our shared familial grief—the
ways in which family members may not touch their loved
ones, mourn, and prepare their dead in all the diverse forms
one’s culture and grief requires. I cannot fully grasp how the
body contorts under acute respiratory distress, what happens
when ventilators are unavailable, or when lungs fill with fluid
from incurable viral pneumonia. Balanced microbial commu-
nities can more effectively regulate pathogenic viral leaps, but
this takes concerted investment in biodiversity, in environmen-
tal policy protecting humans and nonhumans, and in public
literacy about microbial potency. As journalist Sonia Shah
argues, we need to “disrupt our politics as readily as we disrupt
nature and wildlife.”
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