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Introduction
Practice and Place in Remaking the Food System
C. Clare Hinrichs

We live in a time when food attracts growing scrutiny. Long taken for
granted, food now gives many people pause. They ask where it comes
from, how it is grown and prepared, and what implications it has for
our health and the environment. A dairy cow found to have mad cow
disease unleashes troubling questions about an international system
of industrialized meat production, processing, and distribution. Law-
suits brought by obese teens against fast food companies that offer su-
per-sized fare and parental campaigns to take the “junk” out of school
lunches and vending machines highlight questionable commercial in-
fluences on food choices. Rural regions awash in a sea of commodity
agriculture but without groceries or markets selling fresh or nutritious
food suggest the sad ironies of our current agricultural “abundance.”
And the visual perfection but disappointing taste of a Delicious apple
prompts yearning for the irregular shapes and in-season novelty of re-
gional and old varieties—those that may not pack well, travel far, or
keep but that bloom with distinctive flavor.

Having both material presence and symbolic charge, food now fig-
ures prominently in struggles for power, negotiations about policy, pos-
sibilities for partnership, and new and renewed expressions of pleasure
and identity. Consequently, food provides a unique analytical and expe-
riential nexus, drawing together and crystallizing many urgent, com-
plicated problems facing society. No longer taken for granted or viewed
in isolation, food can and should be connected to community vitality,
cultural survival, economic development, social justice, environmental
quality, ecological integrity, and human health.

This book explores the widening circles of connection emanating
from food by examining the diverse efforts now underway to remake



the North American food system. Such circles link food to agricultural
and nonagricultural uses of the land on the one hand and to human
bodies and spirits, individual lives, and community experiences on the
other (Friedman 199g). The broader systemic nature of agriculture,
food, and nutrition is a compelling, but not widely considered, view
(Feenstra 1997; Sobal 1999). Farms operate within production systems
that include families, nearby communities, and the surrounding envi-
ronment. Furthermore, farms are linked to upstream suppliers of tools,
equipment, seed, and knowledge and to downstream brokers, buyers,
processors, distributors, and retailers, who in turn link the products
of those farms to their end consumers. The influences, pressures,
questions, and responses move up and down the chain and circulate
through the system. Components of the food system can be analyzed in
isolation, but they do not exist in isolation from other levels and stages
(Jackson and Jackson 2002).

It is a formidable and perhaps impossible task to describe the food
system in its entirety. It is possible, however, and also necessary to de-
scribe and analyze facets of the food system from a perspective that
considers links and relationships and how the parts combine in par-
ticular configurations. This book takes such a systemic view in survey-
ing the landscape of efforts now occurring in North America to craft
food system alternatives that are designed to improve social, economic,
environmental, and health outcomes. Although the book focuses pri-
marily on U.S. examples, it offers a broader North American perspec-
tive attuned to globalizing tendencies at the level of markets and gover-
nance, as well as looking at how these factors intersect with experience
in specific localities.

Remaking the North American Food System emerges from a collaborative re-
search initiative begun in the late 1ggos by a group of social and nutri-
tional scientists and practitioners based primarily, but not exclusively, at
U.S. land-grant universities. Working in their respective regions, mem-
bers of the group sought to document and analyze the emergence of so-
called local food systems within a wider context of globalization. They
paid particular attention to the diversity of local strategies, practices,
initiatives, and outcomes. From their differing academic and practitio-
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ner orientations, the contributors to this book share reservations about
the homogenizing and industrializing course of the dominant food
system with its growing evidence of social and economic vulnerabili-
ties and harmful environmental effects. At the same time, some are dis-
comfited by occasionally glib enthusiasm and uncritical endorsements
of seeming alternatives to that dominant system. Although contribu-
tors are committed to a transition to a more sustainable agriculture and
more just and equitable patterns of development, they suggest that vi-
able alternatives can best take root and flourish through a process of
careful description, empirical evaluation, monitoring, and critical ap-
praisal. A culture of continual shared learning is necessary if we hope
to remake the food system in substantial or sustainable ways.

This book then has several aims. It puts forward concepts and frame-
works that can help us better understand the similarities and differences
between diverse activities now taking place that arguably contribute to
remaking the food system. It charts in detail some of the opportunities
and barriers facing new community-based food system institutions.
Such information can guide new research and inform practice. It shifts
the discourse on food system alternatives from simple boosterism to
constructive assessment by critically evaluating the outcomes of certain
initiatives. Finally, and perhaps most crucially, the book speaks to mul-
tiple audiences, including students, practitioners, and policy makers,
out of the conviction that the challenges facing the food and agricul-
tural system are more than academic and cannot be resolved in isolated
conversations.

Remaking the North American Food System is divided into three sections.
In the first, “What’s Wrong with the Food System? Orienting Frame-
works for Change,” two chapters lay out fundamental patterns in the
conventional food system along with key concepts and frameworks for
understanding how and why individuals and communities are chal-
lenging that system. These chapters set up the argument for remaking
the food system and offer some guidance as to how we might think
about that process and its goals.

The second section, “Institutions and Practice to Remake the Food
System,” critically examines specific organizational forms and prac-
tices, some of which are seen as hallmarks of more local, community-
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based food systems. The chapters in this section draw on both empiri-
cal research and program assessments in order to chart the outcomes
of such initiatives and to explore strategies for their enhancement. This
section also explores how policies at the local and national levels can
facilitate a turn toward more sustainable local and regional food sys-
tems.

The third section, “The Importance of Place and Region in Remak-
ing the Food System,” looks further at important institutions and prac-
tices that work to change the food system in more sustainable direc-
tions while asking how these elements are brought to bear in particular
places and regions. This section’s chapters pay attention to how the
distinctive socioeconomic and geographic configurations of places and
regions shape both the opportunities and obstacles people encounter
as they seek to remake the food system. They underscore that context
filters the flow of possibilities and remind us that general solutions
must be thoughtfully tailored in response to the particularities of place
and region.

Remaking the Food System

The broad idea of remaking the food system organizes this book. With a
nod perhaps to homo faber, the contributors generally see human beings
as crafters, inventors, shapers, and experimenters. Although people
are constrained by the history that precedes them and the geography in
which they find themselves, they are not entirely bound by either. People
harbor independent and changing desires and motivations. Some will
act on these alone, while some will join together with others. As they
identify shared interests and concerns, more people are engaging more
forthrightly with the food system. Many are responding to disenchant-
ing and even disturbing encounters with the food system by attempt-
ing to change some aspect of what they have experienced. The social
location and resource endowments of different individuals and groups
certainly afford different skills and opportunities for such work and,
indeed, different understandings of what exactly the work should be.
Overall, remaking first involves deliberate, sometimes dogged efforts
simply to grasp what currently exists, and it requires second a refash-
ioning of some of the institutions and practices of agriculture and food
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in more desirable ways. The process is dialectical in that changing the
food system generally proceeds from the starting point of openings or
vulnerabilities associated with the dominant conventional food system
(Hendrickson and Heffernan 2002), and in that it occurs in continual
dialogue with that conventional food system.

Some critiques of the dominant, industrial food system have ques-
tioned the transformative potential of grassroots efforts to launch local
and sustainable food system alternatives (Magdoft, Foster, and Buttel
2000). In this view such alternatives are populist attempts to ameliorate
the shortcomings of the dominant system but fail to address root causes
and logics of that system. Many alternative food system initiatives center
more on local consumer education and farmer entrepreneurship than
on social justice issues or needed and challenging policy reforms (Allen
et al. 2003). However, others argue that a pragmatic politics consist-
ing of incremental steps may be the best and perhaps the only realistic
route to “food democracy” (Hassanein 2003). In this view alternative
food system initiatives—of whatever scale and scope—reflect what is
currently possible in an overwhelming situation and should not be dis-
missed when they lack coherence or consistency or fail to correspond
perfectly to movement ideals. In any case, definitive judgments about
the transformative nature of efforts to change the food system are prob-
lematic in the short term, given uncertainties and disagreements about
how to assess the achievement of sustainability.

Remaking the food system then suggests neither a revolutionary
break nor a radical transformation but rather deliberate, sometimes
unglamorous multipronged efforts in areas where openings exist to do
things differently. Supporting a farmers’ market may never shut down
the local big box supermarket, but it does divert consumer dollars to
local food producers, consequently helping them stay in business and
providing some consumers with fresher, local foods. Such activities
quietly and modestly remake parts of the food system. Whether pur-
sued by individuals, by groups, or by communities, such remaking is
not a linear or foreordained process that possesses some clear, known
endpoint. It is instead movement in what is hoped to be a more prom-
ising direction. Remaking shifts us from a paralyzing focus on what is
worrying, wrong, destructive, and oppressive about our current food
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system to a wide-angle view that takes in the broader landscape, whose
troubling contours, we begin to notice, are punctuated by encouraging
signs of change. Seen together, these initially isolated and spontane-
ous efforts to remake the food system begin to link and form a plat-
form from which people might continue to work, step by step, toward
a more sustainable food system.

The burgeoning literature on alternative and local food systems tends
to frame change following one of two main approaches—one empha-
sizing civic renewal and redemocratization and the other stressing re-
sistance and social mobilization. Although by no means incompatible,
these two approaches have different legacies, inflections, and implica-
tions. A civic approach, highlighted in the chapter by Thomas Lyson,
finds its heirs in mid-twentieth-century research on farming commu-
nities and on small business by social scientists Walter Goldschmidt
and C. Wright Mills. It also draws on more recent scholarship in the
1980s and 199os on economic restructuring and social capital. With its
strong rural roots, Lyson’s notion of civic agriculture links alternative
food initiatives to local economic development, capacity building, and
community problem solving. Although civic agriculture has a populist
flavor, it also stresses the importance of ensuring a rooted, stable small
business class that will act out of enlightened self-interest. As it recon-
siders the links from land to economy and from food to health, civic
agriculture provides a democratic counterweight to the excesses of an
industrialized, corporately controlled food system. Accordingly, it in-
forms an approach to change and suggests development of particular
types of initiatives. Civic agriculture represents an encouraging alterna-
tive model, but as Lyson notes, it has thus far operated beside rather than
in place of the conventional food system.

A social mobilization approach, as highlighted in the chapter by G.
W. Stevenson and colleagues, is framed more in terms of social resis-
tance to industrializing and globalizing trends in the food system and
represents a potentially more combative stance than what is offered in
Lyson’s chapter. Based on their close observation of activities taking
place across North America, Stevenson and colleagues develop a com-
prehensive typology of strategies for changing the food system. This
includes warrior work that explicitly challenges the harms and excesses
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of the industrialized, corporately controlled food system; builder work
that designs and constructs more promising ways of producing, mar-
keting, and experiencing food; and weaver work that creates and nur-
tures linkages across activities, sectors, and groups. This social mo-
bilization framework has different points of reference than a civic
agriculture framework. It draws more directly on the social movements
literature, much of which is more urban than rural in focus, and it often
implies a translocal rather than locality-specific orientation.

Both chapters in part 1 offer frameworks that help orient our think-
ing about remaking the food system. Our idea of remaking the food
system rides on a current of cautious optimism, fueled by evidence
gathered in this book from investigations in different parts of North
America. Nor is the evidence limited to North America. Indeed, diverse
forms of sustainable farming and food systems are now emerging
worldwide, many of them led by people on the margins of society and
showing preliminary evidence of positive agroecological and socioeco-
nomic impacts (Pretty 2002). While negative trends in the food system
remain undeniable, there is currently a clear and urgent basis for hope
when one considers the growing density and diversity of initiatives un-
dertaken by ordinary people to reconstruct the relations between land,
agriculture, and food (Lappé and Lappé 2002). This book documents
such initiatives across North America, particularly in the United States,
while emphasizing the importance of practice and place.

Practice

Related to the notion of remaking, the idea of practice underlies many
of the contributions to this book. Practice is relevant, as both a philo-
sophical and a political stance. “Thoughtful practice,” for example, is
a concept rooted in the work of John Dewey that can help us describe
and understand emerging strategies and activities by agricultural pro-
ducers and food consumers (Heldke 1992). Western philosophical and
educational tradition has long distinguished “knowing” activities,
such as science and art, from other “doing” activities involving prac-
tical, manual labor. The former, presumed to deal with fixed, eternal
truths, have always been more valued than the latter, which are seen
as transient and repetitive activities, subject to flux, growth, and decay.
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Treating foodmaking—the growing, harvesting, preparing, and eating
of foods—as a thoughtful practice can reconcile this problematic, bi-
nary formulation (Heldke 1992). Foodmaking is firmly rooted in the
mundane, material world; anchored to natural cycles; and linked to
senses and bodies. But at the same time, it requires skills of careful ob-
servation and the application of human knowledge, judgment, artistry,
and care. In this sense many activities connected to food have the po-
tential to bridge and unite head work and hand work. Philosophically,
“foodmaking activities are valuable because of, not in spite of, the fact
that they ground us in the concrete, embodied present” (Heldke 1992,
211). The contributors to this volume acknowledge in various ways the
crucial role of thoughtful practice by producers, consumers, and other
stakeholders in the food system.

However, the idea of thoughtful practice is not simply a philosophi-
cal justification for more attention to human activity surrounding food
oragriculture. Beyond the self-reflection that thoughtful practice might
engender for the person kneading bread or planting a row of peas, prac-
tice can also be understood as an open-ended, generative, social activ-
ity. Indeed, in new food system initiatives this is particularly evident.
The formation of formal and informal networks around specific local
quality products or the creation of a new market venue requires social
exchange—practical give-and-take. As a number of commentators
have pointed out, processes of innovation in business and in civil soci-
ety are highly dependent on the capacity for social learning (see Pretty
2002; Sirianni and Friedland 2001). In order to launch new initiatives
that might remake the food system, existing social relationships may
be mobilized in new ways. Entirely new relationships may need to be
launched as well when, for example, farmers partner with other play-
ers in the food system or link to nonagricultural sectors like education,
business, health, or tourism. Practice here involves a process of social
engagement and exchange.

Additional features of practice evident in this book are experimenta-
tion and adaptation. In keeping with a pragmatic politics (Hassanein
2003), those seeking to remake the food system examine what exists,
assess opportunities or openings, and try to implement new ideas and
approaches, oftentimes in small, incremental ways. This pragmatic ap-
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proach seems to hold strategic promise (Lappé and Lappé 2002). Yet is-
sues of social inclusion in food system practice and the development of’
alternative food system institutions need to be addressed in more than
nominal fashion. Involving diverse stakeholders and participants can
ensure multiple viewpoints and solidify the democratic foundations of
practice. Local food initiatives, for instance, sometimes begin quite logi-
cally by appealing to educated elites, who represent a market segment
with a ready interest in better food and the discretionary income to pur-
sue it. Expanding beyond this group to address the interests and needs of’
farm workers or low-income consumers pushes the boundaries of truly
innovative practice. The complexity and uncertainty of the food system
demand an emphasis on practice, based on continual learning and read-
justment of effort by people working on working together.

Food system practices and institutions are the theme of the second
section of the book. Drawing on case studies of farmers’ markets in
New York, Iowa, and California, Gilbert Gillespie and colleagues ex-
amine the community economic development role of farmers’ markets,
which have burgeoned in recent years. They present four processes by
which farmers’ markets have the potential to be the keystones of more
localized food systems and reflect on conditions that help to realize
that potential and those that may thwart it. Larry Lev and associates
report on low-cost, collaborative learning—based approaches that have
been developed and used in Oregon to enhance the organization and
business performance of farmers’ markets. Lev’s chapter illustrates the
potential of innovative models of participatory research and practice
for strengthening food system institutions. Community supported ag-
riculture (csa) is a relatively new direct marketing arrangement that
has grown in popularity in part due to its ability to link farmers and
consumers more closely. Marcia Ostrom provides a detailed and some-
times sobering assessment of farmer and csA member experiences,
based on a ten-year study of twenty-four csa farms in the upper Mid-
west. Local food policy councils are another institutional innovation
associated with remaking the food system. Kate Clancy and colleagues
offer a much needed critical appraisal of the goals and outcomes over
time of North American government-sanctioned food policy councils
and suggest ways that the practice might be supported.
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Many of the institutions and practices outlined in this section of the
book involve the development of different approaches to food market-
ing and education. G. W. Stevenson and Holly Born examine the Label
Rouge poultry system in France as a possible model for a process-based
labeling approach in the United States that also could dovetail with
conventional food retailers and fit the production needs and interests
of imperiled mid-sized farms. Under this model production process
verification and labeling represent new forms of institutionalization
and food practice. Dietary guidance is another practice of crucial im-
portance for local food system development. Jennifer Wilkins exam-
ines the disjuncture between current nutritional recommendations and
the possibilities and constraints of place-based food systems, and of-
fers some suggestions for how such tensions might be resolved. The
final chapter in this second section is by Joan Thomson and associates.
They discuss recent process-based approaches to community dialogue
for the purpose of identifying local food system concerns and planning
and implementing alternatives. Their grounded account offers useful
evidence from Pennsylvania on how civic agriculture, in a wider sys-
temic view, might be approached.

Place

One irony of recent popular enthusiasm for local food system devel-
opment is the presumption that it proceeds in a fairly predictable way
once certain institutions or practices are in place (see Norberg-Hodge,
Merrifield, and Gorelick 2000). Thus starting a farmers’ market, creat-
ing a direct marketing farm alliance, or developing and implementing
an ecolabel each entail certain steps that, if faithfully followed, will re-
sult in desired outcomes, typically including more economically viable
family farms, better availability of fresh produce, and a healthier, less
degraded natural environment. The irony consists in unwittingly repli-
cating popular assumptions about the development of the large-scale
conventional food system as an inexorable and uniform process of in-
dustrialization, standardization, and environmental decline (Kimbrell
2002). If globalization is seen as one master process with largely nega-
tive effects, then localization becomes its reverse, a process that will
neatly and predictably turn the bad to good. Reality, however, appears
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far more complicated. While the broad contours of such assessment
about a globalizing, conventional food system versus a localizing, al-
ternative food system may be accurate, the precise workings on the
ground are variable and complex.

In the mid-199os social scientists studying food systems began to
reevaluate their unilinear notions of how globalization of the food
system proceeds (Buttel 2001). One result is greater attention to how
globalization affects and is conditioned by local contexts (Ward and
Almis 1997). In the same way, although there are surely general prin-
ciples and patterns that can be identified in how more localized food
system alternatives emerge and the challenges that they may encoun-
ter, the particulars are bound to vary. In large part, they will vary for
reasons associated with the significance of place. These place-based
differences need more careful highlighting and thus are one impor-
tant focus of this book.

Academic fields like rural sociology, urban sociology, geography,
and planning have long stressed that closer consideration of space and
place improves our understanding of social processes and their out-
comes (Lobao and Saenz 2002). Researchers interested in social and
environmental inequality note that similar types of people who live in
regions with different natural resource endowments, economic com-
positions, or political infrastructures may end up experiencing very
different opportunities or burdens. Such contextual factors have im-
portant implications for how people in different regions experience
poverty and the likelihood that interventions initiated by government,
outside nongovernmental organizations or local residents will succeed
and just how they will succeed (Lyson and Falk 1993). Similarly, the ag-
ricultural and land use histories, demographic patterns, and political
cultures of different regions combine to create different contexts for
the viability of farmers’ markets, of csa, and food policy councils (Selfa
and Qazi 2005).

If we think of space in simple terms of distance and configuration,
the notion of place incorporates more: the specificity of location,
particular material forms, associated meanings, and values (Gieryn
2000). Place encompasses the history and culture of the human-built
environment in its most generous sense, but as it is understood in
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terms of its complex and dynamic interplay with nature. In this re-
spect, place, and more broadly region, provide crucial context, and
context matters, as agroecologists have long recognized. Food sys-
tem practice should take into account place and region; general
principles and prescriptions must be thoughtfully and deliberately
adapted to particular circumstances. These needs require careful ob-
servation and effort to adapt and integrate the approaches to practice
described in part 2 of this book so they can be relevant and effective in
real places. As shown throughout part 3, the unique features of places
and regions can represent assets or barriers to practices intended to
remake the food system.

Troy Blanchard and Todd Matthews provide a national-scale analysis
that draws out regional variation in the patterns of food deserts—areas
with limited or no access to affordable and nutritious foods. They pres-
ent a spatially sensitive picture of how food retail concentration cor-
responds to inequalities in food access, a condition with particularly
troubling ramifications for many rural regions of the United States. Mi-
chael Hamm examines the environmental and nutritional changes that
would ensue if residents of Michigan were to increase the proportion
of their food acquired from local sources within that state. Grounded
in the current empirical realities of Michigan’s agricultural produc-
tion and food consumption patterns, Hamm’s analysis underscores
the vital importance of context for regions considering or attempting
transition to more reliance on local or regional food sources. Drawing
on extensive survey data from the state of Washington, Marcia Ostrom
and Raymond Jussaume assess both producer and consumer interest in
more directagricultural marketing linkages and situate the potential for
development of more localized food systems within an account of the
geographic and historical particularities of that northwest state. The
distinctive workings of alternative food system institutions and their
interplay with global economic change are taken up by Viviana Carro-
Figueroa and Amy Guptill, who link the recent development of farmers’
markets in Puerto Rico to the simultaneous expansion of large-scale
food retailing chains on the island.

Place comes specifically into play in Elizabeth Barham’s chapter de-
tailing an initiative by lamb producers in Charlevoix, Quebec, to develop
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an origin-based label for their product. Barham’s account stresses the
specific resources and endowments of a region and underscores how
local actors can use these to their advantage to claim their role in larger
global markets and actively engage such seemingly remote institutions
as the World Trade Organization. Laura DeLind and Jim Bingen discuss
the developing organizations and strategic choices of organic farmers
and activists in Michigan, noting in particular both the risks and the
opportunities presented by increasing receptivity to organic agriculture
in land-grant universities. Matthew Hoffman draws on detailed eth-
nographic data to take a closer look at the actual practices and con-
cerns of sustainable farmers in Vermont, an account that highlights
both general patterns and specificities related to the unique social and
agricultural circumstances of that state. Finally, Audrey Maretzki and
Elizabeth Tuckermanty offer an indepth analysis of a sample of com-
munity food projects from across the United States that were funded by
the U.S. Department of Agriculture. All widely viewed as successes, the
projects nonetheless suggest insights about the relevance of place for
how community food projects are organized and how they achieve their
goals. Taken together, the chapters in part 3 underscore the inherent
diversity, as well as the underlying coherence, in efforts to remake the
food system.

Informed by both the academy and the field, this book presents fresh
approaches for thinking about, understanding, and working on food
and agricultural issues. In its chapters the reader will find practice-in-
formed research and research-informed practice that illuminate ways
of remaking the food system. The contributors to this volume may refer
variously to creating local food systems, to community-based food sys-
tems, or to alternative agrifood systems as they discuss new institutions
and practices and situate these developments in particular places and
regions. We have retained such terminological distinctions because
they correspond to the diverse disciplines and differing project experi-
ences of the many contributors to this book. What matters is the con-
tinuing vibrancy of this conversation about food, agriculture, land, and
people—intertwined subjects that rightly give us pause, that compel us
to examine how practice and place intersect with pleasure and power in
order to create new possibility in the food system.

Practice and Place in Remaking the Food System
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What’s Wrong with the Food System?

Orienting Frameworks for Change






1. Civic Agriculture and the
North American Food System

Thomas A. Lyson

As agriculture in North America enters the twenty-first century, the
economically independent, self-reliant farmer of the last century is rap-
idly disappearing from the countryside. Farmers, once the centerpiece
of the rural economy, often have been reduced to producers of basic
commodities for large agribusiness corporations. The real value in ag-
riculture no longer rests in the commodities produced by farmers but
instead is captured by the corporately controlled and integrated sectors
of the agrifood system that bracket producers with high-priced inputs
on one side and tightly managed production contracts and marketing
schemes on the other.

Although various shortcomings of a corporately controlled and man-
aged food system in North America and elsewhere have been revealed
by sociologists and environmentalists, only recently has an alternative
agricultural paradigm emerged to challenge the wisdom of conventional
production agriculture. The new paradigm, labeled civic agriculture, is
associated with a relocalizing of production. From the civic perspective,
agriculture and food endeavors are seen as engines of local economic
development and are integrally related to the social and cultural fabric
of the community. Fundamentally, civic agriculture represents a broad-
based movement to democratize the agriculture and food system.

In this chapter, I outline the contours of the conventional or commod-
ity model of agricultural production. This model is the organizational
and technological one that undergirds most of production agriculture
today. After introducing the concept of civic agriculture, Iillustrate cen-
tral differences between the conventional and civic forms of agricul-
tural development. Some examples of civic agriculture endeavors are
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provided as well as suggestions for ways to strengthen and sustain a
more locally based agriculture and food system.

The Conventional Model of Production Agriculture

In a set of publications, I have drawn the distinction between conven-
tional/commodity agriculture on the one hand and civic agriculture on
the other (Lyson 2000, 2002, 2004; Lyson and Guptill 2004). Conven-
tional/commodity agriculture represents a set of practices, procedures,
and techniques that are designed to produce as much food and fiber
as possible for the least cost. The underlying biological paradigm for
conventional/commodity agriculture is experimental biology, while the
underlying social science paradigm is neoclassical economics.

The logic of experimental biology dictates that increasing output
is the primary goal of scientific agriculture (Lyson and Welsh 1993).
Neoclassical economics posits that optimal efficiency and presumably
maximum profitability in production agriculture can be achieved by
balancing the four factors of production: (1) land, (2) labor, (3) capital,
and (4) management or entrepreneurship. These four factors form the
basis of the production function.

The conventional/commodity model of farm production is supported
by agricultural colleges and universities, government agencies such as
the U.S. Department of Agriculture and Agriculture Canada, and more
recently large, multinational agribusiness firms. At agricultural col-
leges throughout North America, the teaching and research activities
of plant scientists center on increasing yields by enhancing soil fertility,
reducing pests, and developing new genetic varieties. For animal scien-
tists at these institutions, the focus is on health, nutrition, and breed-
ing. The scientific and technological advances wrought by agricultural
scientists are then filtered through a farm management paradigm in
agricultural economics that champions sets of so-called best manage-
ment practices as the blueprints for economic success.

Agribusiness Corporations

A truly global food system began to emerge in the 1950s as nationally
organized food corporations grew in size. Beginning in the 198os, a
wave of mergers among food processors, input suppliers, and market-
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ers resulted in a tremendous consolidation of power in the food sector
(Heffernan 1997, 1999; Lyson and Raymer 2000). The large multina-
tional food corporations that were formed by these mergers have taken
on the task of organizing and coordinating the production, processing,
and distribution of food. Today, globally oriented food processors and
distributors along with mass market retailers are becoming dominant
fixtures in the North American food economy. The degree of concentra-
tion has reached the point where the ten largest U.S.-based multina-
tional corporations control almost 60 percent of the food and beverages
sold in the United States, while the four largest retail conglomerates in
Canada account for about 25 percent of all sales.

As the large multinational food corporations grew in size, the food
choices facing consumers decreased. A food system dominated by a
small number of large corporations offers consumers little real choice
in terms of foods (Lyson and Raymer 2000). The so-called innovation
of these firms largely involves designing better marketing strategies for
a narrow range of basic products that may be differentiated in only su-
perficial ways. For example, between 10,000 and 15,000 new food prod-
ucts are introduced to the U.S. consumer each year. The fact that only
a few hundred of these products gain market acceptance shows that
large agribusiness firms are not responding to consumer demand but
rather trolling for consumer dollars by offering repackaged, reformu-
lated, and reengineered products in the hope that some of them will be
profitable.

Contract Farming

A globally orchestrated food system requires large quantities of stan-
dardized and uniform products that are available year around. To insure
that they have sufficient supplies of basic commodities, food processors
have entered into formal contracts with individual farmers (see Lyson
2004). Although no systematic data are available on contract produc-
tion in the United States, Welsh notes that “since 1960, contracts and
vertically integrated operations have accounted for an ever-larger share
of total U.S. agricultural production” (1996, 20). In the United States
about 85 percent of the processed vegetables are grown under contract
and 15 percent are produced on large corporate farms (Welsh 1996, 4).

Civic Agriculture
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Through contract farming, food processors gain control over their ag-
ricultural suppliers. The major disadvantage to the farmer is a loss of
independence. Many contracts specify quantity, quality, price, and de-
livery date, and in some instances the processor is completely involved
in the management of the farm, including input provision.

Contract farming and farm size are tightly linked. Economies of
scale dictate that processors are more inclined to work with large farm-
ers whenever possible. Hart (1992) has suggested that the processor’s
ability to award or refuse a contract has contributed to differences in
profitability between large and small producers and accelerated the
process of farm concentration. Mark Drabenstott, formally an econo-
mist with the Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City, sees contract farm-
ing leading to a much more tightly choreographed food system in the
future. “The key component in this choreography is a business alliance
known as a supply chain. In a supply chain, farmers sign a contract
with a major food company to deliver precisely grown farm products on
a preset schedule” (Drabenstott 199g). In some cases contract farming
is reconfiguring production at the local level because it is the processor
and not the farmer who determines what commodity is produced and
where.

For farmers in North America and elsewhere, the globalization of
the food system means that a much smaller number of producers will
articulate with a small number of processors in a highly integrated busi-
ness alliance. Drabenstott (1999) estimates that “40 or fewer chains
will control nearly all U.S. pork production in a matter of a few years,
and that these chains will engage a mere fraction of the 100,000 hog
farms now scattered across the nation.” The consequences are clear:
“supply chains will locate in relatively few rural communities. And with
fewer farmers and fewer suppliers where they do locate, the economic
impact will be different from the commodity agriculture of the past”
(Drabenstott 1999).

Wherever the conventional model of agricultural development takes
hold, the commodities upon which the food system is built become
“cheap” (Lyson and Raymer 2000). The conventional model takes value
out of the commodity and moves it to the input suppliers, the proces-
sors, the distributors, and the marketers. Consider that a box of Wheat-
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ies that sells for $3.00 in the United States contains only three cents of
wheat. There is consequently very little profit for farmers who produce
most basic commodities including corn, soybeans, wheat, and rice for
the global marketplace.

Simply stated, the emphasis of agricultural colleges, departments or
ministries of agriculture, and large food corporations on producing as
much food as possible for the least cost has resulted in an abundant
supply of a relatively narrow set of commodities (that is, those that are
easy to produce and process) (Critser 2003). However, as Marty Strange
notes, “there is little need for more food output from American agricul-
ture” (1988, 221). Continuing down the current path of conventional/
commodity agriculture is likely to lead to greater concentration of pro-
duction in large-scale corporate hands, the further erosion of rural
communities and culture, and continued resource depletion and envi-
ronmental degradation. A turn away from the production of low cost,
undifferentiated commodities and toward civic agriculture requires the
reintegration of agriculture and food into local communities.

A Theory of Civic Agriculture

A theory of civic agriculture has been laid out by Lyson (2000, 2004),
DeLind (2002), and others (Lyson and Guptill 2004). Civic agriculture
is one component of a larger theory of civic community (see Lyson and
Tolbert 2003; Robinson, Lyson, and Christy 2002; and Tolbert, Lyson,
and Irwin 1998). Proponents of civic agriculture look for an explana-
tion of agricultural development that is driven by social processes other
than economics.

Historically, Alexis de Tocqueville (1836) provides an important
starting point for contemporary inquiries into the civic community.
Writing about America in the nineteenth century, Tocqueville argues
that the norms and values of civic community are embedded in volun-
tary associations, churches, and small businesses. It is within these
venues that local problem solving occurs as citizens come together to
discuss and debate the important social issues of the day. Contempo-
rary scholars such as Robert Putnam have empirically demonstrated
the relationships among “dense networks of secondary associations”
and economic and political development (Putnam 1993, 9o). As Put-
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nam notes, “[plarticipation in civic organizations inculcates skills of
cooperation as well as a sense of shared responsibility for collective en-
deavors. Moreover, when individuals belong to ‘cross-cutting’ groups
with diverse goals and members, their attitudes will tend to moderate
as a result of group interaction and cross-pressure” (1993, 90).

The literature on industrial districts, especially in Europe, provides
further evidence that agriculture and food economies organized around
smaller-scale, locally oriented production and distribution systems are
possible. However, to be successful, agricultural/production districts
“require a broad set of infrastructural institutions and services to coor-
dinate relationships among economic actors” and to compensate for
the inefficiencies of a fragmented system of production (Zeitlin 1989,
370). The success and survival of locally based economic systems is di-
rectly tied to the democratic efforts of the community to which they
belong (Sabel 1992).

Proponents of civic agriculture contend that sound agricultural de-
velopment emerges from attention to social processes in communities
rather than from economics’ narrower focus on profit-maximization.
For example, the civic agriculture approach is oriented toward estab-
lishing, maintaining, and strengthening local social and economic
systems, while the conventional/commodity agriculture approach is
directed toward economic globalization. The desired outcome for con-
ventional agriculture development is a global (mass) market for food
articulating with standardized, low-cost, mass production of basic
commodities. Development guided by civic agriculture principles is
predicated on food production and consumption maintaining at least
some linkages to the local community (Lyson 2004.)

In the conventional/commodity agriculture model, the ideal form of
production is the large farm. Large farms are able to capture econo-
mies of scale and hence produce goods more cheaply than smaller, and
presumably less efficient, farms. Following the precepts of neoclassi-
cal economics, large producers then link with large wholesalers, large
wholesalers forge relationships with large retailers, and large retailers
serve the mass market. In the food industry, large multinational agri-
business corporations across the supply chain become the driving en-
gines of development (Lyson and Raymer 2000).
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The civic agriculture perspective, however, favors smaller, well-
integrated firms/farms cooperating with each other in order to meet
the food needs of consumers in local (and global) markets. The ideal
form is the production district, similar to the industrial district notion
mentioned earlier (Piore and Sabel 1984). Producers share information
and combine forces to market their products. The state supports these
economic ventures by ensuring that all firms have access to the same
resources such as information, labor, and infrastructure.

Civic agriculture flourishes in a democratic environment. Commu-
nity problem solving around agriculture and food issues requires that
all citizens have a say in how, where, when, and by whom their food
is produced, processed, and distributed. Food and agriculture issues
are an integral part of community life and recognized as such. Indeed,
citizen participation in agriculture- and food-related organizations and
associations stands as a cornerstone of civic agriculture.

In contrast, the conventional system of agricultural production,
premised on notions of the free market, does not necessarily benefit
from democracy. Barber has noted, “[c]apitalism requires consumers
with access to markets; such conditions may or may not be fostered by
democracy” (1995, 15). The conventional/commodity agriculture para-
digm is compatible with a wide range of political regimes. However, it
may be challenged in places where widespread democratic participa-
tion prevails. The motors for civic agriculture development are civic en-
gagement and social movements. Civic communities are places where
problem-solving can occur because residents come together in various
formal and informal associations in order to address common interests
and concerns. Communities that have dense associational and orga-
nizational structures nurture civic engagement among their residents
and are best able to meet their social and economic needs. Instead of
self-satisfying, individual rational actors being the foundation of the
community, groups of engaged individuals organized into social move-
ments are core to the civic agriculture approach (Lyson 2004).

Civic Community, Civic Agriculture, and Socioeconomic Welfare

A small but growing body of empirical research has examined the rela-
tionships among characteristics of civic community, civic agriculture,
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and socioeconomic welfare. This line of research and inquiry dates back
to two studies commissioned by the U.S. Senate during World War II.
One study by C. Wright Mills and Melville Ulmer (1946) examined the
relationship between the economically independent middle class, civic
engagement, and community welfare in six manufacturing cities in the
Midwest and Northeast. Mills and Ulmer were particularly interested
in evaluating the “effects of big and small business on city life.” They
found that cities in which the economically independent middle class
was strong had higher levels of civic engagement and also higher levels
of social and economic welfare than cities in which large corporations
crowded out the independent middle class. In the forward to their re-
port, Senator James E. Murray, chairman of the special committee that
commissioned the study, noted that “for the first time objective scien-
tific data show that communities in which small businesses predomi-
nate have a higher level of civic welfare than comparable communities
dominated by big business” (cited in Mills and Ulmer 1946, v).

The other study by Walter Goldschmidt (1978) focused on farming
communities in California. Goldschmidt used a comparative commu-
nity framework similar to that employed by Mills and Ulmer but lim-
ited his study to only two communities. He found that residents in the
community dominated by large-scale, corporately controlled farming
had a lower standard of living and quality of life than residents in the
community where production was dispersed among a large number of’
smaller farms.

Based on extensive field work in both communities, Goldschmidt
concluded that the scale of operations that developed in the community
dominated by large agribusiness “inevitably had one clear and direct ef-
fect on the community: It skewed the occupation structure so that the
majority of the population could only subsist by working as wage labor
for others. . . . The occupation structure of the community, with a great
majority of wage workers . . . [,] has had a series of direct effects upon
social conditions in the community” (1978, 415-16). In other words, dif-
ferences in social and economic welfare between the large-farm and the
small-farm community were directly the result of worker exploitation.

In recent years the theoretical linkages among the economically in-
dependent middle class, civic engagement, and social and economic
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well-being have been empirically tested by Tolbert et al. (2002); Tol-
bert, Lyson, and Irwin (1998); Lyson, Torres, and Welsh (2001); and
Robinson, Lyson, and Christy (2002). In all instances the findings from
these researches support the core findings reported by Mills and Ulmer
more than fifty years ago and later by Goldschmidt. Places dominated
by a small handful of very large farms or firms manifest significantly
lower levels of community welfare than places in which the economy is
organized around smaller family farms or firms.

Evidence of a New Civic Agriculture in North America

Communities can buffer and shelter themselves from the homogeniz-
ing and destabilizing forces of the global food system only if they de-
velop the infrastructure, maintain a farmland base, and provide the
technical expertise so that farmers and processors can successfully
compete against the highly industrialized, internationally organized
corporate food system in the local marketplace. There are several im-
portant characteristics associated with civic agriculture in North Amer-
ica (see Lyson 2004). First, farm production is locally oriented. Farmers
emphasize producing for local and regional marketplaces rather than
for national or international mass markets. Second, farming and food
production is integrated into communities. Farming is not merely the
production of undifferentiated commodities to meet the needs of agri-
business corporations. Third, farmers compete on the basis of quality
of their products, not on who can be the least-cost producer. Fourth,
civic agriculture production practices are often more labor and land in-
tensive, but less capital intensive and land extensive. As a result civic
agriculture enterprises tend to be considerably smaller in scale than
conventional commodity enterprises. Fifth, farmers often rely more on
local, site-specific, and shared knowledge and less on a uniform set
of best management practices prescribed by outside experts. Finally,
civic agriculture producers are more likely to forge direct market links
to consumers rather than indirect links through middlemen such as
wholesalers, brokers, and processors.

Green and Hilchey (2002) and others (Lyson 2000) have begun to
identify different types of civic agriculture enterprises and activities.
Farmers’ markets provide immediate, low-cost, direct contact between
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local farmers and consumers and are an effective first step for com-
munities seeking to develop stronger local food systems. Community
and school gardens produce fresh vegetables for underserved popula-
tions, teach food production skills, and can increase agricultural liter-
acy. Farm-to-school programs nurture relationships between farmers,
youth, and local communities. By enacting local ordinances or reduc-
ing red tape to facilitate local purchasing by public institutions, com-
munity officials can strengthen agriculture in their areas.

Community supported agriculture (CSA) projects are forging direct
links between groups of member-consumers (often urban) and their
csA farms. Restaurant agriculture describes a system of production
and marketing in which farmers target their products directly to restau-
rants. New grower-controlled marketing cooperatives are emerging to
more effectively tap regional markets. Marketing and trading clubs are
groups of farmers who share marketing information and may invest in
commodity futures contracts. Agricultural districts organized around
particular commodities (such as wine) have served to stabilize farms
and farmland in many areas of the United States. Community kitchens
provide the infrastructure and technical expertise necessary to launch
new food-based enterprises. Specialty producers and on-farm proces-
sors of products for which there are not well-developed mass markets
(deer, goat or sheep cheese, free-range chickens, organic dairy prod-
ucts, and so on) and small-scale, off-farm, local processors add value
in local communities and provide markets for civic agriculture farmers.
What all of these efforts have in common is their potential to nurture
local economic development, maintain diversity, and quality in prod-
ucts as well as to provide forums in which producers and consumers
can come together to solidify bonds of community.

Although reliable data on some of these types of civic agriculture en-
terprises are still difficult to find in North America, the U.S. Department
of Agriculture has reported a dramatic increase in the number of farmers
who are selling directly to the public. According to the U.S. Census of
Agriculture, the number of farms selling directly to the public increased
by 35 percent between 1992 and 2002, while the total value of products
sold to the public increased by 101 percent during the same time period.
While not all civic agriculture producers sell directly to the public, a large
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proportion does. These data from the Census suggest a continuing and
strengthening trend for civic agriculture in the years ahead.

An Agenda for Civic Agriculture

Civic agriculture activities are now expanding across North America. As
the number of farmers’ markets, CSA’s, on-farm processors, community
kitchens, and other civic enterprises increase, the balance between local
food self-sufficiency and global food dependence appears to be shifting
back to the local. Of course, a totalizing civic agriculture characterized
by complete local or regional self-sufficiency would be neither practical
nor desirable. Some level of international and interregional trade can be
beneficial to both importing and exporting communities.

It is important to recognize that control of the food system today
rests in the hands of economically powerful and highly concentrated
corporate interests (Heffernan 1999; Lyson and Raymer 2000). Further-
more, the current system of farm subsidies, agricultural finance prac-
tices, and global trade rules do nothing to advance civic agriculture.
Nevertheless, communities, organizations, local governments, and
even individuals have many tools with which to effect change and pro-
mote a more civic agriculture.

As a beginning, community officials need to understand and com-
municate the economic impact of agriculture in their communities. Lo-
cal farms provide livelihoods for farm families but also for farm-related
businesses. Because farmers purchase inputs from local businesses
and provide the products for food-processing firms, they produce a
large economic multiplier effect by recirculating money in local econo-
mies (Green and Hilchey 2002). In addition to the economic impacts of’
civic agriculture, local farms preserve open space, maintain rural char-
acter, and make communities more attractive to tourists and to non-
farm employers. As Green and Hilchey note, “[f]arms can also benefit
the environment by protecting watersheds, enhancing wildlife habitat
and fostering biodiversity. They provide fresh, wholesome foods with
superior taste and nutrition. In short, they contribute to community
quality of life” (2002, 89).

It is time to put agriculture and food on the political agendas of lo-
cal communities. Locally organized agriculture and food enterprises
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must be fully integrated into a community’s general planning and
economic development efforts. This integration means that local ag-
riculture and food businesses need the same access to economic de-
velopment resources—such as grants, tax incentives, and loans—as
nonfarm-related businesses. Additionally, communities should ensure
that agricultural constituencies are represented on community boards,
task forces, and governing bodies. Likewise, local agriculture and food
systems activities should be addressed and integrated into any compre-
hensive planning processes.

When civic agriculture is effectively integrated with local planning
and development efforts, community leadership becomes much more
knowledgeable about agriculture and its needs. Local policies and pro-
grams become more supportive of the agricultural community. At the
same time, the agricultural community itself, oriented to civic concerns,
develops more effective leadership, and builds capacity for directing its
own future.

At present civic agriculture seems to represent more of a consumer-
driven alternative rather than an economic challenge to conventional/
commodity agriculture. However, the currently dominant commodity
system of production faces growing pressure to address and accom-
modate more of the environmental and community dimensions that
are embodied in civic agriculture. Not only are consumers (Rifkin 1992)
and environmentalists (Buttel 1995) calling for a more civic agriculture
but so too are farmers (Kirshenmann 1995). In the near term, however,
the agricultural landscape will likely continue to be characterized by
two rather distinct systems of food production.

Acknowledgments

Support for this research was provided by Cornell University Agricul-
tural Experiment Station in conjunction with USDA/CSREES Multi-State
Research Projects NE-1012 and NC-1001.

References

Barber, B. R. 1995. Jihad vs. McWorld. New York: Times Books.
Buttel, F. H. 1995. “Twentieth Century Agricultural-Environmental Transitions: A Pre-
liminary Analysis.” In Research in Rural Sociology and Development: Sustainable Ag-

LYSON



riculture and Rural Communities, edited by H. K. Schwarzweller and T. A. Lyson,
1—21. Vol. 6. Greenwich CT: JAI Press.
Critser, G. 2003. Fat Land. New York: Houghton Mifflin.
DeLind, L. B. 2002. “Place, work, and civic agriculture: Common fields for cultivation.”
Agriculture and Human Values 19:217-24.
Drabenstott, M. 1999. “New Futures for Rural America: the Role for Land-Grant Uni-
versities.” William Henry Hatch Memorial Lecture presented at the annual
meeting of the National Association of State Universities and Land-Grant
Colleges. San Francisco.
Goldschmidt, W. R. 1978. As You Sow. Montclair Nj: Allanheld, Osmun.
Green, J., and D. Hilchey. 2002. Growing Home: A Guide to Reconnecting Agriculture, Food,
and Communities. Ithaca NY: Community Food and Agriculture Program, De-
partment of Development Sociology, Cornell University.
Hart, P. 1992. “Marketing Agricultural Produce.” In The Geography of Agriculture in Devel-
oped Market Economies, edited by I. R. Bowler, 162—206. New York: Wiley.
Hefternan. W. D. 1997. “Domination of World Agriculture by Transnational Corpo-
rations.” In For All Generations, edited by J. P. Madden and S. G. Chaplowe,
173-81. Glendale ca: OM Publishing.

. 1999. Consolidation in the Food and Agriculture System. Report to the National
Farmers Union. http://www.nfu.org/wp-content/uploads/2006/03/1999.pdf
(last accessed April 9, 2006).

Kirschenmann, F. 1995. “Reinvigorating Rural Economies.” In Research in Rural Sociol-
ogy and Development: Sustainable Agriculture and Rural Communities, edited by H.
K. Schwarzweller and T. A. Lyson, 215-25. Vol. 6. Greenwich CT: JAI Press.
Lyson, T. A. 2000. “Moving toward civic agriculture.” Choices 15 (3): 42—45.

. 2002. “Advanced agricultural biotechnologies and sustainable agriculture.”
TRENDS in Biotechnology 20:193-96.

. 2004. Civic Agriculture: Reconnecting Farm, Food, and Community. Medford mMA:
Tufts University Press.

Lyson, T. A., and A. Guptill. 2004 “Commodity agriculture, civic agriculture, and the
future of U.S. farming.” Rural Sociology 69:370-85.

Lyson, T. A., and A. L. Raymer. 2000. “Stalking the wily multinational: Power and con-
trol in the U.S. food system.” Agriculture and Human Values 17:199—208.

Lyson, T. A., and C. M. Tolbert. 2003. “The civic community and balanced economic
development.” Research in Rural Sociology and Development 9:103—20.

Lyson, T. A., R. Torres, and R. Welsh. 2001. “Scale of agricultural production, civic
engagement, and community welfare.” Social Forces 80:311—27.

Lyson, T. A., and R. Welsh. 1993. “Crop diversity, the production function and the
debate between conventional and sustainable agriculture.” Rural Sociology
58:424-39.

Mills, C. W., and M. Ulmer. 1946. Small Business and Civic Welfare. Report of the Smaller

Civic Agriculture

31



32

War Plants Corporation to the Special Committee to Study Problems of Amer-
ican Small Business. 7g9th Congress, 2nd sess., February 13, S. Doc. 135.

Piore, M. J., and C. F. Sabel. 1984. The Second Industrial Divide. New York: Basic Books.

Putnam, R. M. 1993. Making Democracy Work. Princeton N7J: Princeton University Press.

Rifkin, J. 1992. Beyond Beef: The Rise and Fall of the Cattle Culture. New York: Dutton.

Robinson, K. L., T. A. Lyson, and R. D. Christy. 2002. “Civic community approaches to
rural development in the South: Economic growth with prosperity.” Journal of
Agricultural and Applied Economics 34:327—38.

Sabel, C. F. 1992. “Studied Trust: Building New Forms of Cooperation in a Volatile
Economy.” In Explorations in Economic Sociology, edited by R. Swedberg, 104—
44. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Strange, M. 1988. Family Farming: A New Economic Vision. Lincoln NE: University of Ne-
braska Press.

Tocqueville, A. de. 1836. Democracy in America. London: Saunders & Otley.

Tolbert, C., M. Irwin, T. A. Lyson, and A. Nucci 2002. “Civic community in small town
UsA.” Rural Sociology 67:90-113.

Tolbert, C. M., T. A. Lyson, and M. Irwin. 1998. “Local capitalism, civic engagement,
and socioeconomic well-being.” Social Forces 77:401—28.

Welsh, R. 1996. The Industrial Reorganization of U.S. Agriculture. Policy Studies Report. No.
6. Greenbelt MD: Henry A. Wallace Institute for Alternative Agriculture.

Zeitlin, J. 1989. “Introduction.” Economy and Society 18:367—73.

LYSON



2. Warrior, Builder, and Weaver Work
Strategies for Changing the Food System

G. W. Stevenson, Kathryn Ruhf,
Sharon Lezberg, and Kate Clancy

Until recently, analyses of the modern agrifood system have focused
more on the dynamics of the prevailing system, particularly the cor-
porate sector, rather than on activities aimed at building alternative
agrifood paradigms and initiatives. Researchers have examined the
industrialization of agriculture (Welsh 1996), increasing corporate
concentration and integration in food transportation, processing and
retailing (Heffernan, Hendrickson, and Gronski 1999; Hendrickson
et al. 2001; Mehegan 1999), and elite globalization® as it redefines in-
ternational food-related economic development (McMichael 1996a;
Perlas 2000; Shiva 2000). These analyses share a critical stance toward
the corporate trajectory of the current agrifood system, based on deep
concerns about ecological degradation, economic and political imbal-
ances, and social and ethical issues.

In the 1990s researchers began to investigate more closely various
social change activities that provided a response to these commodify-
ing, concentrating, and globalizing forces. Employing such new con-
ceptual frameworks as food citizenship (Welsh and MacRae 1998) and
civic agriculture (Lyson 2000), this research has examined responses
ranging from new food production paradigms (Kirschenmann 2003)
through alternative fair trade markets (Raynolds 2000) to new food and
agriculture policy proposals (Benbrook 2003).

We seek to add perspective to this developing literature on change
within the modern agrifood system. We draw on selected tools from
the social movements literature in order to improve understanding of’
the dynamics of social change in the modern agrifood system. We also
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propose two analytical frameworks to help conceptualize more clearly
the multiplicity of change activities in the modern agrifood system.
We intend that these frameworks be useful in assessing the prospects
of these activities in creating significant change. Finally, we highlight
other chapters of this book that provide concrete examples of the work
of resistance, reconstruction, and connection.

The primary audience for this chapter are fellow social change work-
ers, a growing base of citizens concerned with developments in the ag-
rifood system, and academic colleagues who share our concerns and
professional commitments.? We hope that the following exploration of
social movement theory; goal orientations; and warrior, builder, and
weaver work will help these and others with their work and life choices
and sharpen our collective understanding of social change and food
citizenship.

The first analytical framework considers the goals of change ac-
tivities. We distinguish change efforts based on the degree to which
their goals reflect one of three orientations toward the dominant food
system. The three orientations are inclusion, reformation, and trans-
formation. With inclusion the goal is to increase participation by mar-
ginalized players in the existing agrifood system. With reformation the
goal is to alter operating guidelines of the existing agrifood system.
With transformation the goal is to develop qualitatively different para-
digms to guide the modern agrifood system.

The second analytical framework, which is the heart of our explora-
tion, focuses on the strategic orientation of change activities in the mod-
ern agrifood system. We refer to these as warrior, builder, and weaver
work. Warrior work consciously contests many of the corporate trajec-
tories and operates primarily, but not exclusively, in the political sector.
This is the work of resistance. Builder work seeks to create alternative
food initiatives and models and operates primarily (and often less con-
tentiously) in the economic sector. This is the work of reconstruction.
Weaver work focuses on developing strategic and conceptual linkages
within and between warrior and builder activities. It operates in the po-
litical and economic sectors but is particularly important in mobiliz-
ing civil society.? This is the work of connection. Warrior, builder, and
weaver strategies can be employed in any of the three goal orientations.
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And, while these three strategies differ in approach and methods, they
are clearly interrelated and complementary, and all challenge business
as usual (Evans 2000) in the current agrifood system.

Insights from Social Movement Theory

Social movements are consciously formed associations with the goal
of bringing about change in social, economic, or political sectors
through collective action and the mobilization of large numbers of
people. Through social movements, informal networks of individuals,
groups, and organizations that share a common belief about the nature
of a problem work to bring attention to the problem and then propose
and advocate solutions. Within the past decade many have said that the
change activities emerging in the modern agrifood system comprise a
social movement (Goodman 2000; Henderson 1998; Margaronis 1999;
Rosset 2000). Whether or not this is so (and we will consider this ques-
tion in the final section), we find that social movement literature helps
us understand the nature, limitations, and potential of contemporary
change-oriented activities related to food and agriculture.

According to social movement theorists McAdam, McCarthy, and
Zald (1996), the power of social movements is determined signifi-
cantly by the degree to which they effectively engage three interactive
elements: framing processes, mobilizing structures, and political op-
portunities.

Framing Processes

Framing processes refer to the discourses—the shared meanings and
definitions—that describe social problems, identify the causes of those
problems, suggest solutions, and mobilize adherents to action (Snow
and Benford 1988, 1992). The mobilizing capacity, or power, of a frame
is a measure of how strongly it resonates with citizens and compels
them to action. Adapting from Snow and Benford, we identify two fac-
tors that measure the power of a frame:

« Empirical credibility (or objective importance) describes the degree to
which a frame is testable and verifiable and reflects the fundamen-
tal significance of the contention being framed to the everyday life
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of potential movement adherents. Agriculture and food clearly
are associated with important biophysical and socioeconomic re-
alities, including most obviously our dependence on food for sur-
vival and the direct relationship between food and human health.
In addition, agriculture is the most important form of land use
on a global scale (Buttel 1997), and household food ranks behind
only transportation with regard to environmental impacts per
household in the United States (Brower and Leon 1999).

« Experiential resonance (or subjective relevance) describes the degree to
which a discourse (frame) corresponds to everyday life experience
and meaning. No matter how objectively important an agrifood
issue may be, if it does not resonate with a substantial propor-
tion of the population, it will be difficult to mobilize much change
activity. For example, the different wartime food experiences of
European countries and the United States contribute to different
assumptions and attitudes about protecting small farmers and
the security of national food systems.

Several framing processes predominate within current change ac-
tivities in the agrifood system. We identify four examples of prominent
frames; they are not exhaustive, nor do they assume distinct boundar-
ies. We separate them to highlight their different points of emphasis.
The environmental sustainability frame focuses on the environmental
impacts of agricultural production practices and includes farmland
preservation and environmental consequences of biotechnology. His-
torically, and still in some circles, this focus constitutes the sustain-
able agriculture frame. The current sustainable agriculture frame as
now understood by a growing number of farmers, politicians, and the
public addresses environmental impacts but adds economic and equity
concerns. It does not, however, address health, food safety, or equity
issues for those besides farmers and farm workers.

A second frame, economic justice for farmers, focuses on domestic and
global economic rights and social justice. Itaddresses the plight of fam-
ily farmers, worldwide market inequities, global trade, and land tenure,
among other issues, but it limits consideration to food and farming. A
third frame, community food security, focuses on access to food by the dis-
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enfranchised. It centers on food security as well as equity and justice is-
sues as aligned with food-related antipoverty concerns, predominantly
from the point of view of food consumers. A final frame, health and food
safety, focuses on nutrition and diet, the nature and effects of food pro-
cessing, food-borne risks and illness, the role of governmental regula-
tion, and advertising. Within this frame some of the concerns relate to
agriculture and some do not.

Frames vary in comprehensiveness, with master frames being most
inclusive. In contrast to more narrowly focused frames, a master frame
provides a unifying message bringing together various subissues, or-
ganizations, and networks within a social movement. A master frame
both specifies the main goals of the movement and encompasses per-
spectives of different movement organizations. As such, it has the
greatest power to resonate with potential adherents to the cause and
thus to mobilize many people to action. For instance, the master frame
of civil rights effectively synthesized the contentions and solutions ad-
vocated by mobilized Afro-Americans and their supporters in the 1g60s
and 1970s (Gerlach and Hine 1970).

As we discuss below, it is of strategic importance whether those
seeking change in the modern agrifood system can forge a master
frame that both resonates and coalesces, or whether change initiatives
proceed under diverse frames such as those described above. The de-
gree to which various food system frames can align with the frames of
other change movements—that is, sustainable human development,
fair trade, or corporate accountability—also will be important.

Mobilizing Structures

Mobilizing structures refer to the particular forms that social move-
ment organizations take and the tactics that they engage in order to
communicate a message and to press for political change (McCarthy
and Wolfson 1992). Social movement organizations craft methods
to highlight a problem and its solutions and to advocate for change.
Movement organizations provide a venue for individual participation in
a cause. Mobilizing structures also refer to the organizational capacity
available to social change groups. Within the agrifood arena there are
hundreds of groups and networks. Many, particularly at the grassroots
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level, struggle for resources, technical capacity, and specific expertise.
At the same time, the multiplicity and diversity of these groups pro-
vide abundant opportunities for entry, movement resilience, and test-
ing various tactics such as public protest (for example, against the pro-
posed organic rule), cyclical legislative reform (for instance, the federal
farm bill), or innovative market experiments (for example, value-added
CO-0ps).

Political Opportunities

Political opportunities refer to openings for change found within po-
litical structures and processes and the likelihood of exploiting these
openings for the institutionalization of long-term structural change
(McAdam 1996). These openings shape the timing and outcomes of so-
cial movement activities. To achieve long-lasting change, social move-
ments mustaddress the issue of political change and how the movement
interfaces with existing political structures. Some agrifood system so-
cial movement organizations and change networks have been success-
ful in capitalizing on political opportunities. For instance, they have
used environmental legislation, as with the Clean Water Act, to address
agricultural nonpoint source pollution. Further, they have capitalized
on the discrimination lawsuit brought by southern African American
farmers against the USDA to successfully establish a civil rights office
within the department.

Goal and Strategic Orientations for Changing the Agrifood System

Our two analytical frameworks build on the work of researchers who
have examined goal and strategic orientations of contemporary agri-
food change activities. Allen and Sachs (1993) observed that the sus-
tainable agriculture movement in the early 19gos remained silent on
several important factors (hunger, farm labor, race, and gender) and
failed to critically examine economic structures that subordinated en-
vironmental rationality and ethical priorities to market and short-term
profit-making rationalities. More recently, Allen et al. (2003) examined
thirty-seven alternative agrifood initiatives in California that ranged in
time from the 1970s to the 19qos. Tracing historical changes, these re-
searchers found a decided shift over thirty years from oppositional to
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alternative activities that were increasingly locally focused. Their terms
“oppositional” and “alternative” parallel our concepts of warrior work
and builder work. However, our definition of builder work contains
considerably more change potential and is not necessarily “limited to
incremental erosion at the edges of political-economic structures” (Al-
len et al. 2003, 61). Shreck employs a goals framework similar to ours
when she evaluates banana fair trade in terms of the degree to which it
engages “acts of resistance, redistributive action, or radical social ac-
tion” (Shreck 2005, 18).

Hinrichs (2003), Marsden (2000), and Raynolds (2000) also con-
sider the extent to which contemporary change activities in the agri-
food system result in transformation. Additionally, our categories of’
warrior and builder can be likened to the “politics of protest” and the
“politics of proposal” (Myhre 1994), “remedy” and “alternative” (Mc-
Michael 1996b), and “resistance to capital” and “alternatives to the pri-
vate sector” (Gunn and Gunn 1991). Gould, Schnaiberg, and Weinberg
(1996) have emphasized the need for weaver work in their investigation
of local environmental movements. Perlas’ areas of resistance to elite
globalization have some similarity to our notions of warrior, builder,
and weaver work (Perlas 2000).

Several common elements run through these and other commentar-
ies. One stresses the importance of challenging those elements of the
prevailing food system that drive human inequality and exploitation
and that lead to waste or destruction of natural resources (Magdoff,
Foster, and Buttel 2000; Mann and Lawrence 2001). Said another way,
these challenges mean engaging what social psychologist James Hill-
man (1999) calls substantial things. In the biophysical realm substan-
tial things mean the protection and/or restoration of basic ecological
systems (Hawken, Lovins, and Lovins 1999). In the political-economic
realm they include values such as justice, accountability, democracy,
and cultural diversity.

Another element highlights the importance of social action in engag-
ing in a “meaningful moral discourse” (Thompson 1998) and in recog-
nizing that “ethical and spiritual principles” should underlie strategies
to rebuild local, regional, and global food systems (Mann and Lawrence
2001). According to Thompson (1998), such a discourse is most likely
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to occur under conditions that are relatively local, open, and demo-
cratic and in which motivations are not predominantly utilitarian and
short-term. Based on what we feel is a misplaced deification of capital-
ist markets (Cox 1999), much of the modern agrifood system presents a
seriously flawed context for meaningful moral discourse, based as it is
on distance, short-term business frames, undemocratic decision-mak-
ing, and a utilitarian social psychology (Thompson 1998). Because we
agree that agrifood system change must involve substantial things, we
advocate strategic activities that engage a meaningful moral discourse
toward goals that seek substantial reformation or transformation.

Goal Orientations

Social change activities in the modern agrifood system vary consider-
ably in the degree to which their goals and objectives challenge funda-
mental dimensions of the dominant economic and political paradigms
(DeLind 1993; Magdoft, Foster, and Buttel 2000). Ranging from niche
marketing of boutique foods that presents few challenges to the domi-
nant agrifood system through ecolabeling that provides information
that shifts consumer decision-making beyond the concerns of tradi-
tional food marketing to forms of food-based associations seeking es-
cape from the more negative aspects of market relationships and private
land ownership, change activities in the modern agrifood system come
with a mix of goals and objectives. Important ideological and strategic
questions are embedded in this mixture, involving varied visions of a
preferred agrifood system and differences in shorter-and longer-term
change strategies. We hope to deepen understanding by constructing
distinctions between the following goal orientations for changing the
agrifood system.

1) Inclusion (getting marginalized players into the agrifood system). Here
the goal is to increase participation in the existing agrifood
system. Examples include helping new immigrant farmers
to enter the market and enabling low-income people to obtain
healthy foods through established food channels.

2) Reformation (changing the rules of the agrifood system). Here the goal
is to alter operating guidelines of the existing agrifood system.
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Examples include regulated farmers’ markets at which sellers
must produce what they sell, many of the rules that undergird
fair trade relations (Raynolds 2000; Shreck 2005), and getting
agrifood businesses such as MacDonald’s or Unilever to change
their corporate practices.

3) Transformation (changing the agrifood system) Here the goal is to
develop qualitatively different paradigms for modern agrifood
systems. Examples might include some community supported
agricultures (csa) in which farmers and eaters engage through
genuinely other-than-market relationships, non-traditional
farmland tenure through trusts or other community-based
forms, or initiatives that posit food as a human right.

However, the slope from inclusion to transformation can be a slip-
pery one, particularly when we try to distinguish between substantial
reform and true transformation. Any such distinction is relative: it de-
pends on perspective, time frame, and ultimate vision. For instance,
limiting payments in USDA conservation programs based on farm size
might be seen as a substantial step away from rewarding very large live-
stock operations. Yet green payment policies rewarding farmers for the
ecological services their farming systems provide rather than the com-
modities they produce could be seen over time as transforming the very
foundation of national farm policy.

Strategic Orientations

Warrior, builder, and weaver activities are strategically aimed at cre-
ating social change. These orientations are not mutually exclusive. A
person or an organization is not exclusively a warrior, a builder, or a
weaver. Typically, these activities are intermingled and complementary
and necessarily so in order to achieve maximum impact. We include
intellectual work that provides the analyses and conceptual bases for
each of the three strategic orientations among the important kinds of’
warrior, builder, and weaver activities. Table 1 summarizes some char-
acteristics of warrior, builder, and weaver work in the modern agrifood
system.
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Table 1. Characteristics of warrior, builder, and weaver work

Warrior

Activity

Strategic
orientation

Goals

Main target

Examples of
actors

Sustainability
challenges

Link with civil
society

Issues and/or
types of
organizations
typically adopting
the strategic
orientation

Resisting the corporate food trajectory

Resistance; public protest and legislative
work; often confrontational; draws
attention to issues

Change political rules; protect territory;
recruit adherents from civil society;
confront or thwart economic
concentration or unsustainable
production practices

Political; civil society

Situation-specific networks of
organizations for public protests;
policy advocates within/outside
established political structures

Difficult to sustain mass mobilization
momentum; difficult to fund policy work

Recruits adherents from civil society by
drawing attention to the issue; mass
mobilization for protest actions

Factory farming

rBGH

GMOs

wto/World Bank, IMF
Farm workers’ rights
Farm Bill

Organic rule

Grape boycott




Builder

Weaver

Creating new agrifood initiatives and models

Reconstruction; entrepreneurial economic
activities building new collaborative
structures; less confrontational than
warrior strategies

Reconstruct economic sector to include such
goals as sustainability, equity, healthfulness,
regionality; work within established

political structures to create alternative public
policies

Economic; political

Individual and collective economic
enterprises; policy advocates; agricultural
researchers and producers developing
alternative production systems

New business, economic, and political models
are fragile; new food enterprises often need
some form of protection by government or
civil society

Requests that civil society protect alternative
economic spaces through consumption
choices or public policies

Sustainable/organic farmers

Intensive rotational grazing farmers/networks
Farmers’ markets, on-farm operations,
delivery schemes

Microenterprise development

Farmers’ marketing cooperatives

Green payment farm policies

Developing strategic and conceptual linkages

Connection; linking warriors and builders;
coalition building; communicating messages
to civil society

Build a food system change movement;
engage members of civil society; create and
strengthen coalitions within and beyond food
system change communities

Civil society; political

Nonprofit and voluntary organizations and
networks; university-based extension
programs; movement professionals

Lack of resources for grassroots and other
groups; difficult to maintain food issues
resources

Serves linkage function for advocates and
engaged actors within the public sphere;
potential to provide vehicles for participation
by less engaged members of civil society

Local and regional nonprofit organizations
Food policy councils

Regional and national networks and
organizations

Land-grant university Extension programs
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Warrior Work (Resistance)

Warrior work contests and challenges aspects of the prevailing agri-
food system. While it focuses primarily, although not exclusively, on
the political sector, its goal is to change both political and economic
structures as well as the attitudes and beliefs of civil society. Warrior
work is the characteristic resistance activity. It is interventionist in the
sense that it assertively initiates change and pursues reform, as with,
for example, efforts to legislate limits to corporate concentration within
the agrifood arena. It also resists unacceptable proposals and defends
political ground that has been gained, as for instance by resisting at-
tempts to subvert the National Organic Rule. In this sense, warrior work
often is “defensive” in seeking to protect “valued and vulnerable mat-
ters” from encroachment. For instance, resistance to confined animal
feeding operations (CAFOs) may stem from concern for community,
defending family farming may emerge from values about ownership
and land tenure, resistance to genetically modified foods may involve
protecting particular conceptions of nature and health, and efforts to
improve the situation of farm labor or farm animals may draw from a
defense of basic rights.

Warrior work seeks to put pressure on the political system but also
to recruit and mobilize adherents to the cause. It is effective to the ex-
tent that significant numbers of people become engaged. Warrior work
often makes use of high profile tactics, such as public demonstrations
at the World Trade Organization (WTO) meetings or the destruction of
research plots evaluating genetically modified crops. Such tactics draw
attention to the issues, and also open space for others to participate
through less confrontational means.

While the most visible warrior work is public protest, other, more
“in the trenches” forms of warrior work, particularly legislative work,
are equally important. In the agrifood arena numerous organizations
engage in such warrior activity.* Other lower profile but crucial forms
of warrior work include research and analysis that logically and articu-
lately contest prevailing political or economic structures and processes.
Warrior work also can operate in the economic sector. Examples in-
clude the grape boycotts organized by the United Farm Workers Union
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in the 1960s and opposition to the corporate pushers of infant formula
in the developing world in the 1970s and 1980s.°

Builder Work (Reconstruction)

Builder work seeks to create alternative approaches and models in the
agrifood system. Builder activities most fully express the reconstruc-
tion orientation to change. While examples exist in the political sector,
such as legislation creating green payment farm policies, the majority
of builder work in the modern agrifood system occurs in the economic
sector through the creation of new food production and distribution
initiatives and networks. Being entrepreneurial rather than political,
builder work tends to be less contentious than warrior work. Many
people and organizations engaged in builder work do not see their ef-
forts as conscious resistance to the dominant agrifood system (Allen et
al. 2003; Shreck 2005).

Builder activities occur at multiple levels, none of which is business
as usual. One level involves formation of individual business enter-
prises that exhibit inclusionary, reformative, or transformative intent
(such as new generation co-ops). Examples of inclusionary initiatives
are efforts to support new immigrant farmers and farmers’ markets
that consciously reform the guidelines for market participation. At a
larger level, builder work creates new models that engage whole sec-
tors or systems. Examples include regional networks of csa farms or
efforts by organic grain farmers to create collective marketing struc-
tures at regional or national levels.® Builder work at the level of research
for new agricultural production systems also is important. Clearly,
transformative are systems being developed that could replace cur-
rent fossil-fuel-dependent agricultural technologies with ecologically
based food production systems that draw resources from complex bio-
logical interactions, plant and animal diversity, and perennial plantings
(Kirschenmann 2003).

Nonetheless, builder work can be precarious. As shown in several
chapters in this book, starting and sustaining new agrifood businesses
can be difficult for several reasons. Foremost is a frequent lack of busi-
ness expertise and financial resources for building viable new food
enterprises. Another reason is the harshness of many conventional
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agricultural and food markets. Such conditions often lead people en-
gaged in builder activity to search for niches in conventional markets
where large, more powerful food companies present little competition.
This approach is exemplified by the farmers’ markets described in this
volume’s chapter by Gilbert Gillespie and his coauthors and more pro-
tected markets such as community supported agriculture, discussed in
the chapter by Marcia Ostrom. Sometimes builder activity depends on
warriors to create spaces through policy reform in which these new ini-
tiatives can emerge, as when state procurement laws are reformed to al-
low public institutions to preferentially purchase local food products.

Many of the builder activities explored in this book involve small,
direct marketing enterprises and initiatives that fall at one end of an
increasingly dualistic agrifood system (Buttel and LaRamee 1991). This
dualism is characterized by growth at two ends of a spectrum: smaller-
scale farming and food enterprises that are successfully developing
direct marketing relationships with consumers and very large farms
entering into contractual supply chains with consolidated food firms
that move bulk agricultural commodities around the world. However,
farms and food enterprises that fall between these two very different
extremes are increasingly threatened. Referred to as the “agriculture-
of-the-middle,” these family-based farms, together with the social and
environmental benefits they provide, will likely disappear in the next
decade or two if present trends continue (Kirschenmann et al. 2003).
Attention to reconstruction work in the middle is beginning (Hamilton
2003; Stevenson and Born, this volume). Such builder work will likely
engage new production, marketing, and policy approaches.’

Weaver Work (Connection)

Weaver work focuses on creating linkages that support activities pro-
moting change. It develops networks and coalitions among groups en-
gaged in builder and warrior work. Weaver work is performed by a wide
range of players, from community-based organizations and grassroots
coalitions to collaborations among food system academics and practi-
tioners who explore new concepts and develop research and analysis.
This book represents one effort to distill and disseminate such concep-
tual weaver work. Of the three change activities, weaver work is most
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explicitly oriented toward movement building. It focuses largely, but not
exclusively, on civil society through outreach and organizing activities.

Weaver work takes on several tactical orientations. Intrasectoral
linkages forge connections among groups in a given agrifood interest
area, such as by organizing producer cooperatives into a federation to
strengthen capacity and market position or by maintaining a list serve
for a network of csA farms. Intersectoral linkages connect different ag-
rifood interests and groups with complementary agendas such as by
linking farm groups with environmental groups on the issue of farm-
land preservation or by linking nutritionists with “buy local” campaign
organizers. In their chapter in this book Kate Clancy and her coauthors
explore food policy councils that serve as institutionalized forms of
weaver work bringing together diverse public and private organiza-
tions having agrifood interests.

Weaver work creates horizontal linkages based on space and local-
ity by facilitating alliances across agrifood work and complementary
social change efforts within a bounded area or “foodshed” (Kloppen-
burg, Hendrickson, and Stevenson 1996). Vertical linkages in weaver
work involve strategic connections between structural, geographic, or
analytical levels. They strategically enlarge the spatial or institutional
scope in which contested issues are negotiated. Our use of the terms
horizontal and vertical linkages is similar to Johnston and Baker’s 2003
notions of “scaling out” and “scaling up” as related to community food
security work. Scaling out involves enlarging the reach and impact of
successful local food security programs by multiplying them in other
geographical communities. Scaling up involves engaging policies at
higher institutional levels like state/provincial or national governments
at which levels the underlying structural causes of inequality and food
insecurity must be addressed. What emerges from combining these
two kinds of strategic linkages is a promising “multi-scaled food poli-
tics” (Johnston and Baker 2003).

Integrating Warrior, Builder, and Weaver Work
in Response to Elite Globalization

The term elite globalization refers to a post-World War II neocolonial
strategy for global economic integration powered by and primarily
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benefiting a small set of transnational corporations and the wealthier
industrial nations (Perlas 2000). Among the primary institutions em-
ployed by these beneficiaries has been the wto, begun in 1995 as the
replacement for the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT).
In the agrifood sector wro delegates representing agribusiness inter-
ests in the United States and Europe have pushed through trading rules
that require developing countries to remove barriers to agricultural im-
ports. Many of these imports are agricultural commodities like grains
or cotton that U.S.-and European-based corporations dump on the
market at prices below the cost of production. Such artificially cheap
agricultural goods drive down local prices and put severe economic
pressure on many indigenous farmers. Coupled with a prohibition on
government policies to subsidize or protect local farmers, these condi-
tions push developing countries to compete in a global economy based
on low wages, cheap production costs, and weak environmental laws
(Rossett 2000; Shiva 2000).

U.S. agricultural policy since the institution of the wro and the Farm
Bill of 1996 has been an example of “hypocrisy and double-speak” (Ray
2003). While pressuring developing countries to reduce domestic agri-
cultural supports, so-called emergency subsidies to agricultural com-
modity producers in the United States have skyrocketed, driven by the
low market prices.® Despite these subsidies, many U.S. farmers are not
better off. This is particularly true for diversified, independent, owner-
operated (family) farms (Ray 2003). The primary beneficiaries of these
taxpayer-funded subsidies are corporate grain traders and livestock
producers who have access to agricultural commodities at below the
cost of production, enabling them to consolidate further their control
over the entire food production and marketing chain (Ray 2003).

Since the 1990s a growing number of people and organizations
worldwide have responded to this recipe for exporting poverty interna-
tionally and jeopardizing the U.S. domestic base of diversified farms.
Beginning with the third ministerial meeting of the wto in Seattle in
1999, an increasingly sophisticated coalition of “food citizens” has
challenged both the content of the rules emerging from these nego-
tiations and the undemocratic processes involved in producing them.
lustrating how warrior, builder, and weaver work can be combined ef-
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fectively, we highlight the activities of civil society organizations at the
Fifth Ministerial of the wro held in Cancun, Mexico, during September
2003. We focus on the activities of a key U.S.-based nonprofit organiza-
tion, the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy (1ATP).°

Though portrayed in the conventional media as a failure because
they closed prematurely and with no new trade agreements, the wto
meetings in Cancun were described by 1ATP’s founder Mark Ritchie as
“one of the most successful international meetings in years because it
redefined how trade can benefit the poor and how the developing world
can be real players in these negotiations” (Ritchie 2003a). According to
Ritchie, Cancun demonstrated that

1. equitable and effective global trade agreements cannot be
negotiated when the balance of power rests exclusively with
the wealthiest nations;

2. civil society has a legitimate and useful role in the discussions;

3. fair trade—trade that ensures that producers are paid a fair
price and workers are paid fair wages—is the world’s best
hope for a sustainable trading environment (Ritchie 2003a).

Standing behind these lessons and successes are examples of creative
warrior, builder, and weaver work.

Warrior work performed by the 1aTP and other civil society groups
consisted of public demonstrations outside the Cancun meeting halls
and extensive lobbying of delegates inside the ministerial. Particularly
important was the intellectual warrior work of providing negotiators
from the developing countries with analyses, technical information,
and advice to counter initiatives by the wealthier nations. The 1ATP
distributed a series of white papers focusing on key issues for agricul-
tural trade, in particular highlighting the issue of agricultural dumping
by U.S. and European agribusinesses.* In criticizing the damage that
U.S. farm policy inflicts on Third World farmers, negotiators from the
developing countries drew and quoted extensively from the paper on
dumping (Richie 2003b). Warrior work at the Cancun ministerial also
targeted the historically secretive and undemocratic nature of trade ne-
gotiations under the GATT and the wTo. Previously much negotiation
took place informally among the wealthier nations with no record of’
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discussions. Statements by the developing countries and civil society
groups at the closing of the Cancun meetings made it clear that future
WTO negotiations must be conducted with “clear rules, procedures,
transparency and accountability” (Ritchie 2003b).

The primary builder work at the Cancun ministerial involved provid-
ing a visible and alternative model for world trade: the fair trade model
described earlier in this chapter (Jaffee, Kloppenburg, and Monroy 2004;
Raynolds 2000). Organized and sited within blocks of the meeting hall,
a Fair Trade Fair featured more than one hundred fair trade producer
groups offering fair trade items from soccer balls to coffee. wro nego-
tiators, nongovernmental organization delegates, and Mexican farmers
and citizens attended the fair (1ATP News 2003). Beyond this event the
IATP facilitated several day-long discussions on trade issues that empha-
sized fair trade in the Americas. According to the organizers, this builder
work succeeded in raising the fair trade movement to a new level of global
awareness and successfully engaged trade negotiators in a dialogue over
what fair trade can offer as a model for good trade rules (Ritchie 2003b).

Standing behind the warrior and builder work at Cancun was a se-
ries of coalitions made effective by skilled weaver work. The highly suc-
cessful Fair Trade Fair, for example, was the product of a coalition of’
civil society groups from Mexico, Canada, and Switzerland, as well as
participation by the IATP and Oxfam International (IATP News 2003).
The shift in power away from the wealthier nations that occurred at the
Fifth Ministerial resulted from the linkages and coalitions between civil
society groups and developing countries begun at the Fourth Ministerial
in Doha, Qatar, which matured in Cancun (Ritchie 2003b). Particularly
creative weaver work was the establishment in Cancun of an Internet
radio station, Radio Cancun, that provided full and up-to-date cover-
age of events both inside and outside the meeting hall. Linked with a
range of radio and media sources worldwide, Radio Cancun provided
listening and educational opportunities in the United States, Mexico,
Canada, and Europe (IATP News 2003)."

An Agenda for Changing the Food System

Achieving substantial reformation or transformation in the contempo-
rary agrifood system remains difficult. Transforming the system must
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be a long-term goal. Prevailing economic and political structures are
deeply institutionalized and often provide only limited space for mean-
ingful moral discourse. Yet such spaces are being created and widened
by a spectrum of warrior, builder, and weaver initiatives. Warrior work
can expose system dysfunctions and make room for builder work to ex-
plore and create models that can develop into viable alternatives. These
spaces can be further developed through strategic coalitions with part-
ners both inside and outside the community seeking to change the ag-
rifood system.

In order to approach more substantial change, four areas stand
out for us as important for building on work already undertaken. As
change advocates, we must (1) strengthen our analyses of the prevail-
ing food system and develop processes for constructing compelling al-
ternative visions, (2) challenge or replace corporate-dominated market
structures, (3) continue to translate our successes into changed public
policies, and (4) build toward mobilizing master frames.

To Strengthen Our Analyses and to Construct Compelling Visions

We agree with Benbrook’s (2003, 2006) observation that a key obsta-
cle to substantial change is “a lack of consensus and clarity on what
is wrong with the American food system and what steps are needed to
make things ‘right.”” Several authors from our community have begun
fruitful analyses to understand the structural causes of problems in the
prevailing agrifood system (see Bonanno et al. 1994; Magdoft, Foster,
and Buttel 2000; McMichael 1996a, 1996b). Warrior work needs such
critical analyses in order to identify openings for resistance, recon-
struction, and connection.

Similarly, we contend that the community concerned with agrifood
system change needs to develop proactive and shared visions of what
should be (Allen and Sachs 1993) and a firm agreement on the steps
necessary to make things right. Important work has begun to develop
frameworks for preferred food systems (Kloppenburg et al. 2000; Lang
1999; Welsh and MacRae 1998). These shared visions are essential in or-
der to produce master frames with sufficient mobilizing capacity. Their
absence results from the multiplicity of issues and groups working
on agrifood systems change and the multiple frames employed. Sus-
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tained builder and weaver work are required to foster dialogue toward
unifying and mobilizing visions. Finally, we agree with those authors
who contend that commitment to such fundamental social processes
as democratic participation, organizational accountability, and philo-
sophical as well as political pragmatism is critical to the achievement
of compelling alternative visions (Hassanein 2003).

Challenge or Replace Corporate-Dominated Market Structures

We encourage the developing critique of contemporary market struc-
tures and their domination by concentrated agrifood corporations. Sig-
nificant change will require combinations of challenging, reforming,
and creating alternatives to these market structures. We describe three
current expressions of such work. One is clearly warrior work and the
others are more builder-oriented. All are relatively new and their poten-
tial for growing beyond the margins of the prevailing agrifood system
remains to be developed.

The warrior work involves active challenges to the growing corpo-
rate concentration and the resulting domination and destruction of’
genuinely competitive markets for many agricultural commodities.
Supported by a few academic voices and performed by several active
groups,*? this work involves direct court challenges to corporate merg-
ers and takeovers in the agrifood industry as well as calls for active,
innovative, long-term antioligopsony public policies (Benbrook 2003;
Cochrane 2003; Stumo 2000).** Such warrior work needs to be sup-
ported and expanded.

Two examples of builder work involve reformative and transforma-
tive goals regarding market structures.** Food-based fair trade initia-
tives seek to reform markets by reembedding commodity circuits within
ecological and social relations, thus challenging the dominance of con-
ventional price relations in guiding production and trade conditions
(Jaffee, Kloppenburg, and Monroy 2004; Raynolds 2000; Shreck 2005).
Some csA models seek to operate outside of the market paradigm al-
together. Framed as “associative economies,” food producers and con-
sumers do not assume the inevitably conflicting market roles of sellers
and buyers but rather see themselves as members of a community (or
association) who make negotiated, collective decisions about meeting
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the needs of both farmers and eaters (Groh and McFadden 1997; Lamb
1996, 1997). We recommend that these and other alternative economic
models be strongly encouraged and rigorously evaluated.

Extend Successes Through Public Policy Change

As important as work on market reforms and on alternative markets
is, we remind ourselves that long-term sustaining change in the mod-
ern food system must be anchored by changes in public policies (Buttel
1997; Lang 1999). Such changes require moving beyond the realm of’
individual consumer choices in the marketplace to the realm of citizen
politics in which people make positive collective decisions about the
larger nature of their food system (Lang 1999; Raynolds 2000; Welsh
and MacRae 1998). This need is particularly important because critical
issues in the agrifood system, such as environmental impacts, farm-
land preservation and tenure, farm worker rights, and agribusiness
concentration, are not adequately addressed by market solutions. Ad-
ditionally, substantial policy changes will need to be what Benbrook
(2003) terms systemic—addressing how capital, income, and other
resource streams flow through the entire food system. Optimally, such
policy changes also will reinforce one another, creating much greater
momentum than through any single policy reform or new program
(Benbrook 2003).

Build Toward Mobilizing Master Frames

Frames have been described as discourses that define social prob-
lems, identify causes of the problems, suggest solutions, and mobilize
people to action. Master frames are more comprehensive, bringing to-
gether various issues and points of view. We agree with Buttel (1997,
353) that there is currently “no one unifying notion that can serve as
a singular unifying focus” for the change efforts now engaged in the
modern agrifood system. In other words, no coherent master frames
for change initiatives in the modern agrifood system presently exist.
Although there is a diversity of agrifood movements, this diversity does
not mean that these groups comprise a social movement. Is this ob-
servation important? On the one hand, what we label our work is less
important than understanding the strategic implications of the change
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activities we choose. This diversity is an asset in offering multiple doors
for potential movement adherents to enter and thus resilience in fac-
ing opposing forces. On the other hand, it is not clear whether mas-
ter frames with sufficient mobilizing capacity will emerge to unify the
substantial diversity of issues and views within the broader community
working to change the agrifood system. The absence of master frames
hampers our collective efforts to effectively mobilize large numbers of
people toward a unifying vision or goal.

Accepting (and acknowledging the strengths of) the diversity within
the food systems change community (Hassenein 2003), we further
agree with Buttel (1997, 353) that “it will only be through coalitions . .
. that this social movement force can achieve the extent of meaningful
impacts that are required to address” the fundamental social, political,
and economic issues. We see two strategic options to push coalitions
toward compelling master frames. The first involves the weaver work of’
creating and strengthening linkages among sectors within the agrifood
system change community. For example, organizations associated with
community food security are framing their issues in ways that create
coalitions with food relocalization groups around farm-to-school pro-
grams and the acceptance of wic vouchers at farmers’ markets.” As a
frame, sustainable agriculture has widened to enable coalitions among
environmental and community development groups operating with
important new concepts like civic agriculture, as discussed in Thomas
Lyson’s chapter in this volume.*® However, while many agrifood system
activists believe that “food and agriculture” provide a resonant master
frame, there is no empirical evidence to support this. As long as food
remains relatively safe, convenient, and cheap (and with its externali-
ties not fully considered), it is likely that the claims of many agrifood
activists will lack experiential resonance and remain below the emo-
tional radar of most U.S. citizens.

The second arena for conceptual connections and coalition build-
ing involves linkages between the food system change community and
change communities focusing on other potentially synergistic issues.
These intersectoral linkages and coalitions are likely to be the most em-
powering of all. As discussed earlier, the contemporary anti-wTo coali-
tion is being framed to support a powerful combination of civil society
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groups, including environmental, labor, antiglobalization, social jus-
tice, and family-farming organizations. This combination of interests
could coalesce around a sustainable human development master frame
(Ritchie 2003a). Obesity and other diet-related issues provide concep-
tual and potentially coalitional linkages between the agrifood sector
and progressive currents in the public health community, raising the
potential for health to develop into a master frame that encompasses
multiple dimensions of environmental, biomedical, and sociocultural
well-being (Benbrook 2003; MacRae 1997; Nestle 2002; Pollan 2003).

Such examples point to the considerable potential for agrifood sys-
tem issues to serve as powerful frames of example, or frames of entry,
into such larger nonfood master frames as fair trade, sustainable hu-
man development, or corporate accountability. With this orientation
agrifood system change advocates will add value to other synergistic
movements—joining others under a bigger tent with substantial mobi-
lizing capacity. Ultimately, the social change we seek is about democ-
racy, sustainability, equity, and justice. Food and agriculture point to
one door; we work here to achieve these important ends.

Enhancing Warrior, Builder, and Weaver Work

The modern agrifood system is complex. Its far-reaching social, politi-
cal, and economic effects have few analogues in other sectors. While
various social change gains have occurred in the agrifood arena, most
within our community would agree thatwe need to deepen and broaden
our analyses, our vision, and our base of civic engagement within the
context of shifts in the roles of government, the economy, and civil so-
ciety.

Warrior work of the publicly confrontational variety requires a com-
pelling, mobilizing frame and high-profile activity in order to attract
adherents and to be effective. Warrior work of the low-profile trench
work variety exerts pressure for change less noticeably and attracts con-
siderably fewer adherents. Both types of warrior activity are essential
to contest issues, to defend ground, and to galvanize participation. At
a minimum we believe that productive warrior work in the near future
should focus on a continuing strong resistance to elite globalization,
including questioning the wro agenda, an increased campaign against
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corporate agribusiness concentration, and a broad critique of current
federal farm policy. Such warrior work could open up spaces for builder
work in the areas of fair trade, competitive and alternative markets, and
farm policies that would support moderately scaled, sustainable agri-
culture.

Builder work is an especially promising arena for activities to change
the agrifood system because it can be applied at multiple levels and in
multiple sectors. In part, because it is positive, less contentious, and
more accessible to more people, builder work can succeed in attracting
and mobilizing adherents. As the accounts of builder efforts described
in other chapters of this book show, most such activity currently occurs
at the local level. We believe it will be important to use locally learned
lessons to both scale out geographically and scale up institutionally.
Examples of scaling out include multiplying local food policy councils,
farm-to-institution programs, and forms of urban agriculture. Exam-
ples of scaling up include establishing food policy councils at the state
level and constructing alternative food-value-chains for an agriculture-
of-the-middle.”” We also argue that researching and designing new
farming systems that shift from reliance on petroleum-based inputs to
biologically based interactions will be important builder work in the
agricultural research and production sector.

Weaver work involves social and conceptual organization. Framing
is particularly important for conceptualizing and organizing change
movements. We need to develop frames that strike a strategic balance
between visions of agrifood systems that are too narrowly framed to at-
tract significant numbers of people and frames that are too broad and
abstract to resonate with specific sectors. Examples of narrower frames
are food security or natural resource conservation while broader ones
include democracy, sustainability, equity, and justice. Such overarching
principles are important but not sufficient to galvanize people into ac-
tion.

Regarding social organization, we reemphasize our earlier discus-
sion about the importance of building coalitions, both within the com-
munity concerned with agrifood system change and with other change
communities. Because of the complexity in mapping issues and groups
important to agrifood systems change, weaver work must assess what
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role(s) various actors and concepts should play in the greater set of
worldwide social change efforts. Given that transformation in the ag-
rifood system cannot be accomplished independently of significant
change in other societal sectors, it ultimately may be more effective
to forge strategic linkages under broader or differently framed con-
cerns—for example, linking food security with living wages, agribusi-
ness domination with corporate concentration, or domestic food ac-
cess with global food sovereignty issues. Finally, as a way of reaffirming
the long-term nature of our work, it will be important for weaver work
to focus significant energy on movement base building, particularly by
creating a strong, vibrant tapestry of youth and new leadership to sus-
tain change efforts over the long haul in the agrifood system.

Notes

1. As described by Perlas, “elite globalization” is a form of global economic integra-
tion powered by and primarily benefiting transnational corporations and the wealthier
industrial nations. Based on neoliberal economic theories that favor international mar-
ket forces over national governmental policies, the primary institutions carrying out
elite globalization are the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the World
Trade Organization (Perlas 2000, 21-30).

2. Social movement theorists use the term “publics” to characterize such con-
sciously concerned citizens (Emirbayer and Sheller 19938).

3. According to social movement theorists, “civil society” is comprised of social
associations that fall outside either the economic or political sectors (Casquette 1996).
Civil society provides free spaces for the formation of oppositional subcultures, and a
strong civil society is viewed as a precursor to social movement formation (Emirbayer
and Sheller 1998).

4. Examples include the National Campaign for Sustainable Agriculture and the
Sustainable Agriculture Coalition.

5. For descriptions of the grape boycott and resistance to exporting infant formula
to developing countries, see http://sunsite3.berkeley.edu/calheritage/ufw/ and http://
www.babymilkaction.org/pages/boycott.html (both sites last accessed April 9, 2000).

6. For information on the Madison Area Community Supported Agriculture Coali-
tion, see http://[www.macsac.org/. For information on Ofarm, the common marketing
structure of organic grains, see http://[www.ofarm.org/ (both sites last accessed April
9, 2000).

7. For the goals of a national task force to address issues of renewing an agriculture-
of-the-middle in the United States, see http://[www.agofthemiddle.org/ (last accessed
April 9, 2006).
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8. By 2002 U.S. subsidies for eight commodity crops reached nearly $20 billion per
year, with the bulk of these payments going to less than 10 percent of the largest farm-
ers in program commodities such as corn, soybeans, cotton, and rice (Ray 2003).

9. For background on the 1ATP, see http://[www.iatp.org/ (last accessed April 9,
2006).

10. The six agriculturally oriented white papers can be found at http://www.tradeob-
servatory.org/ (last accessed April 9, 2000).

11. For Radio Cancun, see http://[www.radiocancun.org/home.cfm (last accessed
May 7, 2000).

12. Examples include the Organization for Competitive Markets and the Agribusi-
ness Accountability Initiative.

13. For further information on the warrior work done by the Organization for Com-
petitive Markets and the Agribusiness Accountability Initiative, see http://www.com-
petitivemarkets.com and http://www.agribusinessaccountability.org (both sites last
accessed May 9, 2000).

14. For a useful discussion of the distinction between reformative and transforma-
tive strategies related to direct agricultural markets, see Hinrichs (2000).

15. See http://www.foodsecurity.org (last accessed April 9, 2006).

16. For an example of an interesting coalition between agricultural and environmen-
tal groups, see the Web site for an ecolabel collaboration between the Wisconsin Potato
Growers Association and the World Wildlife Fund: http://ipcm.wisc.edu/bioipm/ (last
accessed April 9, 2006).

17. For an intriguing analysis that finds regional food systems more efficient than
either national/international or local ones when measured by miles that food travels,
see Pirog et al. 2001. For a discussion of state-level food policy councils, see Hamilton
2002.
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