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1. Introduction
There is currently considerable research effort being expended examining food systems which are regarded as in one way or another ‘alternative’ to ‘conventional’ ways of food provisioning. This paper stems from research which aims specifically to examine such alternative food networks from the perspectives of both producers and the consumers who obtain some or all of their food from them. Our research is working with six very different, relatively small scale, food projects which, in different ways, aim to establish closer connections between consumers and the people, places and processes associated with the food they consume. The projects include quite mundane examples, such as a farm shop and other direct sales mechanisms, as well as more unusual examples, such as community supported agriculture, an urban community garden, and an internet-based sheep adoption scheme which allows consumers almost much anywhere in the world to receive sheep milk cheese from Italy by airmail. 

Our work on this project has increasingly raised the issue for us of what we as academic researchers mean by the term ‘alternative’, as used in much writing in relation to particular sorts of food network. In this paper, then, we aim to examine how the concept has been used in the alternative food networks literature, and to suggest that we need to move beyond a prevalent ‘alternative’-‘conventional’ dualism. The paper is not, then, about trying to define what is alternative. Instead it tries to develop a different way of thinking about food networks, within which various elements that open up possibilities for countering dominant power relations can be explored. We suggest that rather than categorising heterogeneous food systems as ‘alternative’, we can explore in more complex ways how particular food projects are arranged across a series of inter-related ‘analytical fields’ in ways which make their operation possible. Yet although arrangements are specific to individual projects, we can nevertheless examine them in relation to a common notion of a struggle to take control in food supply systems, and to visions of possible food systems which, for those involved, seem to improve on those that dominate existing food systems.  In our emphasis on ‘possibility’, then, we are particularly concerned with the issue of power in food production-consumption networks. Our interest is in the distributions of power which exist in different networks, and on the possibilities for challenging, restructuring and redistributing power in different ways through participation in food production-consumption. Although we recognise the wide range of actors involved in food production-consumption networks, whether regarded as ‘alternative’ or ‘conventional’ (e.g. those involved in retail, storage, processing, transport, policy and regulation), the nature of the particular food projects which form the basis of our research means that we attend here to the perspectives of consumers and producers, and to the complexities, anxieties and limitations of becoming a consumer or a producer in contemporary, heterogeneous food production-consumption systems (see, for example, Halkier, 2004). Responding to recent calls for a focus on producer-consumer relations (e.g. Goodman and DuPuis, 2002; Guthman, 2002) we also attend to the relationality of production and consumption, this being essential to the particular understanding that we develop in this paper.
Beyond a tendency to recognise that the term ‘alternative’ is problematic, much recent writing which addresses ‘alternative food networks’ continues to use this terminology in ways which sustain an implicit dualism between two conceptual objects – the alternative and the conventional. While equally problematic terms such as ‘quality’ or ‘localness’ have been critically interrogated (e.g. Kneafsey and Ilbery 2001; DuPuis and Goodman, 2005; Winter, 2003), the term ‘alternative’ persists relatively unquestioned, pointing to a real problem in our conceptualisations of difference in food networks and food production-consumption relationships. In work previously published by some of the current authors (e.g. Holloway and Kneafsey, 2000; 2004), and in our current research, we have been and are constantly drawn back to the term in an effort to identify something different about the sorts of production-consumption relationships which we are interested in, both to draw together the very diverse projects and schemes which our research encompasses, and to differentiate them from what we seem to want to imagine as something else equally coherent (a so-called ‘conventional’ food supply system consisting of agri-business and supermarket retail actors), and against which our collection of case study projects stands in a politicised and ethically-weighted set of relationships. ‘Alternative’ thus continues to have a currency despite (or because of), we argue, being vague and indeterminate, and referring to, while effectively smoothing over, a complex range of differences. 

We therefore want to explore how particular food production-consumption networks might be represented without resorting to an alternative-conventional lexicon which we increasingly find confusing and reductionist, and which risks romanticising ‘alternatives’ so that they are presented unproblematically as a ‘good thing’ (Goodman, 2004). In doing this, we follow writers like Guthman (2003, p.453), who uses the example of bagged organic salads sold in supermarkets to ‘problematise the facile dichotomies between fast and slow, reflexive and compulsive, fat and thin, and hence good and bad eaters, to show where there is slippage in these categories’. As suggested above, we want to problematise a similarly spurious distinction between equally slippery categories. We are also aware through our research that not only is the term ‘alternative’ not much used by those involved as producers or consumers in the sorts of project we are interested in, but that for some, there is a feeling that the word, as deployed by academic writers, is potentially damaging to what they are trying to achieve because of, they feel, negative connotations of being marginal, extreme or just ‘wacky’.   

In the next section we briefly review the different ways in which ‘alternative’ has been deployed in recent writing on food networks. We recognise that the term has been important in drawing attention to problems associated with ‘globalised’ and ‘industrialised’ food networks, and in positing remedial production-consumption practices. As Stassart and Whatmore put it, ‘alternative production and consumption practices galvanise new modes of sense-making against the market and state-sanctioned rationalities of industrialisation’ (2003, p.449). ‘Alternative’ has thus had value as part of an oppositional discourse critiquing neoliberal economic policies as applied to food systems (Norberg-Hodge et al, 2002; Watts et al, 2005). The explicit relationality of the term, while problematic, has thus been valuable in developing arguments against particular sorts of food supply system, and in favour of other sorts of food supply system, by focusing on the social, economic and ecological implications of very different modes of production-consumption relationship. However, suggesting that its continued use is obfuscatory rather than helpful, we draw on our empirical research to outline our interrelated series of ‘analytical fields’, or the different dimensions across which specific examples of food networks are distributed or arranged. This focus on a range of fields allows us to retain the diversity which we feel is characteristic of food production and consumption, and thus to overcome the dualistic thinking which seems to underpin assumptions of distinctions between ‘alternative’ and ‘conventional’ food production-consumption spheres.
2. What is ‘alternative’?

In this section of the paper we briefly explore how recent writing on ‘alternative’ food networks has deployed the term ‘alternative’, explicitly or implicitly, in trying to draw attention to the something that is different about the examples they refer to. We acknowledge that this review does not fully account for the subtleties and complexities of particular pieces of work, and we are not necessarily against the implicit value of the ‘alternative’ food networks discussed (with which we are often in considerable sympathy), but our emphasis here is simply on exploring and critiquing how ‘alternative’ is used as a linguistic tool. Our starting point here is Goodman’s (2003) proposition that there have been two more or less distinctive bodies of literature on ‘alternative food networks’ emerging from the different approaches and perceived priorities associated with European and North American scholars. The term ‘alternative’ has thus had different nuances in these different literatures: on the one (‘European’) hand, the ‘alternative’ has generally been regarded as that which can fit into the interstices, or around the margins, of a ‘conventional’ industrial food supply system as a means for small businesses to survive in an aggressively competitive market; on the other (‘North American’) hand, the ‘alternative’ is regarded in more radical terms as something oppositional to industrial food supply and relates both to a wider sense of protest, and to attempts to establish different modes of exchange between food producers and consumers. We argue here that in both cases, the use of the term ‘alternative’ is problematic, although in different ways.

In the first (‘European’) case, then, we argue that ‘alternative’ has become synonymous with a series of other terms; in a sense ‘alternative’ has become a variable amalgam of terms drawn from a lexicon which includes, for example, ‘local’, ‘reconnection’ and ‘quality’ (see also Whatmore et al, 2003). Food systems which exhibit these qualities (in themselves difficult to define) have been depicted as a response to rural economic ‘crisis’, the need for particular trajectories of rural development, and as a response to consumer anxieties about food (Goodman 2003, 2004; Stassart and Whatmore, 2003; Whatmore et al, 2003). For Goodman (2003), in this case, ‘alternative’ food networks represent niche development opportunities within an existing mass food supply system which is not threatened by their emergence, and which in fact may absorb and benefit from some of the associated ideas (note, for example, the increasing sales of ‘organic’ produce in mainstream retailers, or their attempts to establish ‘reconnection’ between consumers and the people and places their food comes from (e.g. Guthman, 2003). Selective examples of this cluster of literature include the following work. Gilg and Battershill (1998) discuss the ‘alternative’ in terms of food ‘quality’, suggesting that ‘quality’ food systems might present an ‘alternative’ to the industrialised food sector as part of rural development strategies. Similarly, Sage (2003) describes the ‘alternative’ in terms of ‘good food’ which might be associated with a re-embedding of food supply systems in localised social contexts, implying too a high degree of social connectivity associated with food production and consumption. Here, ‘alternative’ food networks are those which are seen as being ‘re-embedded’ in their local social contexts. Again, our intention here is not simply to criticise the benefits of such ‘alternatives’, including those benefits which Sage identifies, but to question the use of ‘alternative’ here as terminology which can usefully add something to the other listed qualities, which here include notions of ‘trust’ and ‘grassroots’ food systems alongside the idea of embeddedness, and also to question whether, in fact, embeddedness is a quality present only in such ‘alternatives’ (Murdoch et al, 2000). For other writers, there is an association between ‘alternative’ and the local (e.g. Norberg-Hodge et al, 2002; Kloppenburg et al, 1996). For writers like these, the ‘localness’ of the ‘alternative’ facilitates a sense of connection between producers and consumers, and engenders feelings of responsibility within food networks for local communities and ecologies. Yet the use of the term ‘local’ is problematically heterogeneous and complex (Holloway and Kneafsey, 2000; DuPuis and Goodman, 2005), and in itself not sufficient to act as a basis for understanding ‘alternative’. Other authors write more explicitly about ‘alternative’ in ways which confirm our concerns that the term tends to be used to represent a complex reality in a single idea. For Renting et al (2003), discussing ‘alternative’ food networks as part of rural development strategies, ‘(t)he term alternative food network is here used as a broad embracing term to cover newly emerging networks of producers, consumers and other actors that embody alternatives to the more standardised industrial mode of food supply’ (p.394). Here, problematically, ‘alternative’ is defined in terms of itself, as well as seemingly only being applied to the ‘new’. Renting et al, along with others such as Ilbery and Maye (2005) also explicitly associate ‘alternative’ with so-called ‘Short Food supply Chains’ (SFSC), as well as with the idea of ‘quality’ foods, again folding the meaning of ‘alternative’ into other terms to do with notions of connection, localness and so on.  

So, while ‘alternative’ is consistently used in writings such as these, there is an inability to actually define what it means, despite some instructive recent attempts to engage directly and critically with the issue (e.g. Watts et al, 2005; Ilbery and Maye, 2005). Yet even these papers are unable to resolve the issue satisfactorily. For example, Watts et al (2005) question the meaning of ‘alternative’, yet continue to deploy the term in defining a spectrum from weak to strong ‘alternativeness’ and elide ‘alternative’ with ‘re-connection’. In retaining the dualistic language of conventional and alternative, the distinction between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ forms of alternativeness leaves the overall question of what ‘alternative’ is unanswered. Their paper, while establishing the importance of continuing research on producers in food networks, also neglects the perspective of the consumer which we suggest is essential to studies of all food networks (see also Goodman, 2004). Indeed, we find the emphasis on food producers and production that pervades much of this (broadly defined) ‘European’ literature restrictive when it comes to thinking about specific instances of ‘different’ food networks. In their paper, Ilbery and Maye (2005) subject ‘alternative’ to critical analysis, and blur distinctions between the ‘alternative’ and the ‘conventional’, but their use of the idea of ‘hybridity’, in which ‘alternative’ and ‘conventional’ are interleaved in particular contexts and moments, in the last analysis appears to retain the terms as distinct entities (e.g. an ‘Alternative Food Economy’) which are ‘dipped into’ by producers in particular instances. Although theirs is a valuable attempt to overcome positions which tend to suggest that ‘alternative’ and ‘conventional’ food systems exist in isolation from each other, they retain a sense in which ‘food economies’ of one sort or another are reified as seemingly independent objects, and maintain a focus on producers within food networks. 

Overall, then, in this ‘European’ literature, the continued use of ‘alternative’ is, for us, problematic because it seems to have to represent a collection of other terms and senses, and is used in a polarised manner as part of a conventional-alternative dualism. The effect of this is a necessary (because the term is irresolvably relational) deferral of a definition of ‘alternative’, which in itself allows ‘alternative’ to be too easily used to represent a great variety of specific examples and situations. We are, too, uneasy about the objectification and naturalisation of particular food economies or systems which seems to pervade these analyses, because of the implied separation between these supposed entities and the people engaged in them as producers, consumers, or both (Holloway and Kneafsey, 2004). 

In the second (‘North American’) case, ‘alternative’ has become associated with a more explicitly politicised discourse of oppositional activism (Allen et al, 2003).  As with the ‘European’ literature, however, there is a tendency to maintain a dualistic distinction between ‘alternative’ and ‘conventional’. For example, Grey (2000, p.144) argues that there are two ‘foodstreams’, ‘the industrial, increasingly global food stream and an “alternative” one. The former is deeply rational, centrally planned and efficient … The other food stream is a scattered assortment of much smaller efforts that include tiny, often inefficient operations … the alternative system emphasises local production and consumption’. Alongside a juxtaposition of ‘alternative’ with ideas of localness and quality which mirrors that of the ‘European’ literature, the heterogeneity of that which is covered by ‘alternative’ here is clearly acknowledged, although many authors seek to unite them in relation to particular politicised discourses. Grey, again, recognises this, in saying that the alternative supply system ‘promotes a new consciousness about the sources and quality of food, an awareness that cannot be separated from the social and political dimensions of food production’ (2000, p.147). Similarly, Allen et al argue that ‘alternative’ food networks share an agenda which focuses on creating food systems which represent attempts by some producers and some consumers to wrest control over food production-consumption from actors in an industrialised mass food supply system. Thus, as they argue, these food networks ‘share a political agenda: to oppose the structures that coordinate and globalise the current food system and to create alternative systems of food production that are environmentally sustainable, economically viable and socially just’ (2003, p.61; see also Hendrickson and Heffernan, 2002). Discussion from this perspective implies that changing the way food is produced and consumed has the potential for engineering larger scale social change, engaging producers and consumers in a wider political struggle surrounding the sorts of social, economic and ecological relationships that people would like to exist (see, for example, Hassanein, 2003). This politicisation of food networks implies the involvement, as activists, of food producers and consumers in order to create ‘alternative’ food systems which display the characteristics they desire. These characteristics, such as ‘trust’, ‘authenticity’ and ‘embeddedness’, again resemble those suggested in the ‘European’ literature described above, although in this case they become allied to a more radical agenda for change. Thus, for example, Hendrickson and Heffernan (2002) argue that ‘alternative’ food movements need to ‘organise where the dominant system is vulnerable – by making ecologically sound decisions, by relying on time and management rather than capital, and by building authentic trusting relationships that are embedded in community’ (p.361).  

We find this politicised agenda for ‘alternative’ food networks exciting, but are still uneasy about the term ‘alternative’ here. Reflexively, our excitement is perhaps one of the things that makes us wary of ‘alternative’ in this context, and we feel that there is a risk in the enthusiasm for oppositional food networks of romanticising the radicalised ‘alternative’, which in turn risks there being a situation where it is not subject to the same degree of critical reflection which is currently being applied to ‘mainstream’ food supply systems (see Massey, 2000). In addition, similar issues to those identified in relation to the ‘European’ style of literature can be pointed at here; ‘alternative’ in this second cluster of work covers a great diversity of actual examples, is highly relational and hence reliant on an oppositional definition against a seemingly monolithic, yet in fact similarly heterogeneous, ‘conventional’ food system, and there is the same elision of the alternative with other problematic terms – the local, embeddedness, trust, and so on. 

3. Rethinking the alternative

The problems which we’ve identified in the conceptualisation of ‘alternative’ in these literatures concerning food networks in particular, suggest that there should be other ways of thinking about food networks which retain a sense of the diversity and particularity of different food networks, but which also allow us to say something useful about them in terms of relations of power and conflicts and struggles over how food production and consumption should be arranged in a society. As Allen argues in another paper concerned with questioning an assumed binary distinction between wholly centred and radically decentred models of power, an associational understanding of power is important, recognising the diversity of geographies and relations of power, and that power can be regarded as a ‘topological arrangement – as a relational effect of social interaction’ (Allen, 2004, original emphases). Here, then, our discussion about food networks begins to follow other arguments about how power, resistance and ‘alternativeness’ can be thought about more widely. Leyshon and Lee (2003), introducing their collection Alternative Economic Spaces, outline the commonly understood thesis of a hegemonic neo-liberal global capitalism which is opposed in a whole variety of different ways. Oppositional discourses have led to ‘the efforts of individual and collective actors to imagine and, more importantly, to perform, economic activities in a way that marks them out differently from the dictates and conventions of the mainstream economy’ (p.5). While this seems to persist with the representation of ‘alternatives’ opposing an established and dominant way of doing things, Leyshon and Lee draw on Gibson-Graham (1996) to point to a more complex understanding of these relationships, arguing that within what they present as a fragile and susceptible capitalism there is the possibility for a proliferation of economic spaces and practices which are centred less around capital accumulation, and more around social, ecological and ethical concerns. There is thus a proliferation of examples of ‘performing the economy otherwise’ (Leyshon and Lee, 2003, p.16), in a situation where global capitalism is open to challenge and not necessarily as hegemonic as is sometimes suggested. What is important, though, is to avoid reverting to a binary opposition of ‘alternative’ and ‘mainstream’, and to recognise the relational contingency of what is regarded as ‘alternative’ at any one time and in any one place (Crewe et al, 2003; Lee and Leyshon, 2003). Although discourses of ‘alternativeness’ might be powerful in stimulating challenges to what are felt to be, or experienced as, unjust economic relations, ‘the alternative’ itself is a slippery concept, resisting definition and shifting as soon as attempts are made to tie it down. 

Massey’s (2000) critique of conventional ways of understanding power and resistance similarly begins by arguing that the notion of a coherent structure or totality which can be challenged by (for example) the ‘tactical’ (following de Certeau, 1984) practices of the weak is politically problematic, as it ascribes a constancy to power which, she argues, fails to account for the ‘fraught, unstable and contingent’ (p.280) nature of power structures. Yet, as Massey argues, there is nevertheless a very pervasive story which is told of inescapable globalisation and economic neoliberalism. These processes are often presented as necessarily overcoming or subsuming ways of performing alternative economics; with ‘every attempt at radical otherness being so quickly commercialised and sold or used to sell … With all of this, one might as well ask what the are, and where are, the possibilities for doing things differently?’ (2000, p.281). At the same time, as Harvey (2000) argues, there are problematic relationships between spatiality and social process which are evident in attempts to imagine and realise the world as a better place. However, where Harvey argues that it is necessary, eventually, to ground or fix temporal processes in spatial forms in order to realise their potential for social benefit, Massey (2000, 2004) makes a case for a more processural understanding of space, and we suggest that this is more appropriate to analyse the ongoing becoming of particular food projects or networks. Massey’s argument is that the spatial has often been seen as that which is fixed and static, representing a particular order or system. Time, in contrast, has been represented as that which disturbs the stasis of a spatial order. Where spatial order has often been seen as the seat of power, resistance has been seen to lie in the realm of time. Questioning this, Massey is concerned to re-present the spatial in more active terms, and as a fundamental part of resistances and oppositionalities. In this argument, then, spatiality is re-imagined, and seen not as a singular block, but as part of an entangled and continually remade web of power relations, ‘in which the cross-over points, or knots or nodes, are connected by a multitude of relations variously of domination or resistance, and some only ambiguously characterisable in those terms’ (2000, p.283). Within this web, identities are fluid and changeable as they too are engaged in relationships of domination, resistance and the ambiguous spaces between them. Challenging dominant or oppressive power structures, therefore, involves focusing on trying to restructure the series of relationships which produce effects of domination. For Massey, there is necessarily a spatial dimension to this restructuring; the restructuring of spatial relations is seen as a key aspect of moves towards more just sets of social, economic and political relations, including a redistribution of control over how space is produced. 

It is in this context of entanglement, a striving for more equal relations of power and attempts to produce particular spatialities that we want to introduce our inter-related analytical ‘fields’ as a heuristic device allowing us to describe and explore, in multidimensional terms, what, including their spatialities, makes the ongoing production of particular food networks possible. The use of such fields represents for us a shift away from a process of categorisation of food systems (e.g. as alternative or conventional), which implies, first, a process of conceptual restriction in relation to what a member of any category might be or become, and second, attaches to a member of a category a set of conceptual associations which, we argue, hampers our analytical ability to assess what makes it function and the complexities of the power relations running through and being reproduced by it. In saying this, we are concerned that the process of such categorisation is not simply one of describing things, but has effects on, first, how members of categories are subsequently understood, represented and treated, and second, referring back to our comment above about the lack of recognition of terms such as ‘alternative’ amongst practitioners in this area, risks moving away from the concerns of those involved in members of categories (e.g. a food project) through a process of academic abstraction. Instead, the fields allow a ‘mapping’ of a particular food project in relation to a heterogeneous set of inter-related arenas and processes, demonstrating how this mapped arrangement has particular effects, such as a small food project’s ability to persist through time, to counter prevailing power relations, and/or to restructure producer-consumer relationships. At the same time, and central to this understanding, the mapping is a process, rather than a definitive and static representation of a food project. Projects are thus representable in terms which allow them agency, proactivity and responsiveness within the wider networks of relationships they are part of.

4. A heuristic framework for exploring food projects

Our identification of a useful series of analytical fields derives from an initial analysis of over 100 food projects, all with UK consumers and almost all actually based in the UK. These projects were identified via an extensive and systematic search of internet and other sources. Reflecting the issues identified from the above review, the process of searching in itself raised questions about what counted as an ‘alternative’ food project, so that it was problematic to define the criteria under which a particular project could be included or excluded from our database. Indeed, we became increasingly hesitant about making such decisions of categorisation, inclusion and exclusion. The subsequent need to identify other ways of describing and analysing food projects thus emerged from the process of empirical research, leading directly to the development of our framework of fields. The fields emerged from qualitative assessment of how different projects defined themselves, how they were represented (e.g. in websites and leaflets), and how they actually worked in practice. 

Six food projects were selected as case studies for further research, interviewing producers and consumers and focusing in more detail on consumers through workshops and household observation. After outlining the fields, we discuss how three examples from our case studies can be seen to be arranged across them in different ways, and suggest that it is these arrangements which make them possible, and which make possible their engagement in entangled relations of power. While some of our case studies are explicitly involved in attempts to challenge relations of domination in food supply systems, others appear to exist in ways more similar to powerful actors in those systems, although their existence and practices might still be understood as oppositional to ‘powerful’ food networks. This diversity confirms our sense that an ‘alternative’-‘conventional’ dualism setting our projects against a monolithic dominant food system is inappropriate; instead we simply see our projects as arranged across our heuristic fields, in a way that preserves their specificity and diversity. Our emphasis on arrangements across fields also allows us to see our case study schemes as spatially and temporally dynamic, and involved in the production of particular spatialities. 

Although inevitably other fields could be identified, and might have been derived from looking at a different set of examples of food networks, Table 1 illustrates those which we have found most useful for characterising a matrix of relationships across which the particularities of individual projects can be distributed. The table gives some examples of what might be included within each field in the cases of our particular database of food projects, emphasising the diversity in both the fields and the particular arrangements across fields that constitute specific food projects. Examples could, however, be drawn from any food network, including those where food produced and consumed within globalised or industrialised food networks. We emphasise too the importance of the material and symbolic presence of food itself across each of the fields, which implies that description of food networks should trace how food is implicated in the holding together of particular sets of relationships and spatio-temporal arrangements (see Cook, 2004). Each field is briefly discussed below before looking in more detail at three of our case studies. 

	Table 1 Analytical fields for describing food projects. 

	Heuristic ‘analytical field’
	Examples from sample food projects

	Site of food production
	Community garden, school grounds, urban ‘brownfield’ sites, farm, rented field, allotments …

	Food production methods
	Organic, biodynamic, consumer participation, horse ploughing …

	Supply chain
	Local selling/procurement, internet marketing …

	Arena of exchange
	Farm shops, farmers markets, home delivery, mobile shops, PYO …

	Producer-consumer interaction
	Direct selling, email, newsletters, cooking demonstrations, food growing work (e.g. weeding parties), farm walks, share/subscription membership schemes…

	Motivations for participation
	Business success, making food accessible, social/environmental concerns, anxiety avoidance, sensory pleasure …

	Constitution of individual and group identities
	Customers, participants, stakeholders, supporters groups, children’s groups, disability groups, women’s groups …


· Site of food production: this field refers to the place where food is grown and/or processed within the schemes. It includes a wide range of contrasting sites, including some which have a degree of permanence and are established within traditions of food production in the UK (e.g. farms), whereas others are more ephemeral and makeshift, occupying ‘new’ or temporary sites like ex-industrial ‘brownfield’ sites, spaces within school grounds or small areas of rented farm land. In some cases, for example where commercial farmland becomes part of a community-supported agriculture project, the nature and meaning of the space involved changes as particular modes of food production are engaged with and different types of producer-consumer relationship are established. Spatial scale and location is also important here. For our projects their relatively small size, in terms of food production area, and their position in relation to, for example, particular groups of consumers, other producers, or institutions which support their operations, is important to how they operate.

· Food production methods: many projects emphasise the ways food is grown and prepared, in particular where these are thought to challenge the prevalence of industrial interests in agriculture. The emphasis placed on these methods, such as ‘organic’ production, may also be interpreted as demonstrating producers’ assessments of consumers’ motivations to consume food produced in these ways, for example in assuming consumer anxiety in relation to food produced using pesticides etc. (see below). Food growing is thus seen in this field as the result of producer-consumer relationships, and in some cases (especially the co-operative or community-supported projects) negotiations, rather than simply a product of growers’ decision making.

· Supply chain: although we are wary of the term ‘food chain’, as it can imply a one-way relationship between food production and food consumption, we use this field to indicate a sense in which food literally moves between different arenas, via different technologies and organisations of movement. Our projects thus use supply chain mechanisms ranging from ‘low-tech’ methods of local supply to use of the internet and air-freight to supply an international consumer base. Again, producer-consumer relationships are key to understandings of these food chains, as they are both involved in the construction of particular supply chains and mediated by the particular mechanisms as they operate.

· Arena of exchange: this field refers to the concrete and meaningful spaces in which food is exchanged. At one level the field refers to the site in which exchange occurs, such as a shop or market stall. But at another level it also refers to what the exchange is actually of, both materially and non-materially. In the projects included in our research, food itself is both material, with particular sensory and physical qualities, and is embedded with significance for both producers and consumers, symbolising, for example, a particular locality, a particular way of growing food, and/or particular producer-consumer relationships. Food is usually exchanged for money, but in other cases for, for example, work, communal activity, LETS, longer term financial commitments (such as in share or subscription projects), and also, at least in part, a sense of ‘regard’ (Sage, 2003) and other inter-subjective aspects of producer-consumer relationship.

· Producer-consumer interaction: the material and symbolic, formal and informal ‘meeting points’ of consumers and producers in food networks are emphasised in this field. Interaction might thus be face-to-face, or involve communications at a distance through various technologies (e.g. one way communication through advertising, or inter-communication via email or telephone). The importance of this interaction is in the establishment of particular sorts of inter-subjective and spatio-temporal relationship which influence the ways food projects emerge and change over time. These interactions are thus important processes of effecting change, contributing to the changing spatial relationships involved in particular examples of our food projects, and in the ways they are explicitly or implicitly engaged in challenges to dominant food systems. 
· Motivations for participation: this field describes the reasons people have for participating in particular food networks or projects as consumers or producers, and relates these reasons to particular forms of behaviour. Motivations clearly are subject to change and there are likely to be shifts within and between producers’ and consumers’ motivations, and processes of negotiation between differently motivated actors. Motivations and behaviours are thus seen as becoming, rather than as a fixed part of stable identities. Motivation is important here as it allows us to examine how participants in food networks describe and explain their own participation. It also points to the importance of producer-consumer relationships in the ways that each has an understanding of the motivations of the other that in turn influences their own behaviours. Thus, for example, a producer’s understanding of consumer anxieties about pesticides in food or the environmental costs of globalised food networks might influence his/her use of, respectively, ‘organic’ production or localised marketing methods. Similarly a consumer’s perception of a producer’s ethical commitment to growing food in particular ways might encourage them to source food from that producer.
· Constitution of individual and group identities: this final field is closely related to the previous one, but attempts to account for the ways in which particular food networks, first, depend on or assume particular subject positions or identities, and second, actually produce or reproduce particular subjectivities. For example, ideas of the ‘ethical consumer’ are important in some food networks, alongside others which produce particular group identities, such as  food projects centring round women, ethnic minority groups, or people with disabilities. More widely, this is part of an argument that a food network or project is never simply external to the producers and consumers, but both produces and is produced by the people involved. This field, then, allows a sense of subjective ‘becoming’ in relation to food production-consumption. We suggest that many accounts represent the (‘alternative’ or ‘conventional’) food networks they study as part of a reified ‘food economy’ which exists essentially independently of the people (producers, consumers and others) implicated in it, and instead argue that there is a co-constitutive relationship between human identity and the field of shifting spatial and social formations making up the heterogeneous food networks people participate in, which is played out in their diverse food provisioning practices.
We want next to briefly examine three of our case studies, illustrating first, how they are arranged across the fields of this heuristic model, and second, how these particular arrangements allow them to challenge, in different ways, economic relationships favouring food networks which concentrate control over how food is produced and consumed in the hands of large capitalist organisations. The case studies discussed here are, first, Earthshare, a community supported agriculture project near Forres, Scotland; second, the ‘Adopt a sheep’ scheme, located in Anversa, Italy, but which also has an important ‘virtual’ existence in cyberspace, and third, Farrington’s farm shop, located in rural Somerset, England. We only have space here to briefly outline the ways the projects are arranged across our fields, but hopefully the descriptions will illustrate first, how particular arrangements allow projects to work, and second, how in the cases of the projects we are interested in, the arrangements allow them in different ways to offer possibilities for resistance to centres of power in food systems (whether or not this is an explicit objective of a project) and engagement in active remaking of food production-consumption relationships in accordance with their particular visions for better food networks.

Earthshare

Earthshare identifies itself as a community supported agriculture project, with a team of six producers supplying soft fruit and vegetables to around 200 families in its local area via a box delivery scheme.  Table 2 outlines some of the key aspects of the project in relation to our analytical fields.

	Table 2. Earthshare community supported agriculture, near Forres, Scotland.

Category: Producer-consumer partnership (with some consumers as producers)

	Heuristic ‘analytical field’
	brief description

	Site of food production
	c.9ha rented land. Close to Findhorn Foundation

	Food production methods
	Organic; mechanical and horse power; consumer involvement in growing

	Supply chain
	Box delivery

	Arena of exchange
	Money, work and LETS exchange; food embedded with ethical value

	Producer-consumer interaction
	Website, notes in boxes, working parties, social events; emphasis on ‘closeness’, connection and commitment

	Motivations for participation
	Social, economic and environmental concerns; desire for fresh, seasonal produce 

	Constitution of individual and group identities
	Consumers are participants, sharers, subscribers to values; group growing work


Food is grown using organic principles, and although there is some mechanisation, some cultivation work is done using horses. The diversity of crops produced on the site contrasts with the surrounding larger-scale farming practices in the area. The main site is located close to the Findhorn Foundation, and there have been exchanges between Earthshare and Findhorn which have supported the project’s development. Land is rented from a livestock farm, and the vegetable production rotates around a series of fields. There is a subsidiary site at Cullerne, where delicate crops are grown. This means that there is a sense that the project is ephemeral in space and time, having no fixed occupancy or structures, so that there is little sense of a physical farming establishment despite the strength of the project as a social structure which has allowed it to persist for many years. Although the producers feel secure in having a 7-year renewable tenancy agreement, some consumers have expressed concerns about what they feel is an insecure situation, and have argued that the scheme should attempt to acquire land to be held in joint ownership as a land trust. Consumers subscribe to the project on an annual basis, paying either a whole year in advance or by monthly direct debits in exchange for the weekly vegetable box. Their involvement in the project is extended, however, by expectations that they participate in working groups (‘weeding parties’) on the production site, three times a year. For those that do, the money cost of their boxes is reduced, so that the arena of exchange is defined by an exchange of labour for food, as well as money for food. Further widening this arena, part payment for food can be made using the local LETS scheme. The food itself is clearly highly meaningful within this arena of exchange; as the Earthshare website says, ‘Earthshare does a lot more than just provide organic vegetables!’ (Earthshare, 2005). The project’s food is presented on its website as contrasting explicitly with supermarket food, in terms of both its money cost to the consumer, as well as in terms of the relative economic, social and environmental costs of the two food networks. So, for example, Earthshare argues that its operation circulates money within the local economy, provides jobs and stimulates a sense of local community and mutual support. This food is, too, represented as different to supermarket food in its freshness, taste and seasonality. Earthshare produces very direct forms of producer-consumer interaction, through the working groups and through social events such as garden parties. In terms of motivations to participate, our research with consumers showed that, although some initially joined for a range of personal reasons, involvement with the project leads them to increasingly identify with some of the wider social, economic and environmental values which are important to the project overall. 

The field of motivation, then, through relationships and negotiations between producers and consumers, becomes dominated for both producers and consumers by the opportunity to be involved in a mode of food production-consumption which accords with a particular set of ethical concerns for how economies and communities should function, and this requires them to have effected an arrangement of production-consumption relationships which in several ways operates counter to dominant relations evident in much of the food system. As well as being evidenced in the site and mode of food production, and in the inclusion of non-monetary forms of exchange, this is particularly apparent in the identities supported and produced by Earthshare. Thus, for example, consumers are represented as subscribers, indicating a sense of both long-term commitment and, beyond a money payment, a subscription to particular sets of values and beliefs captured partly in the name of the project which implies a notion of shared production and shared relationship with a particular place and its people. Subscribers are thus more actively participating in food production, in direct and indirect ways, though their support of Earthshare, than they would be in buying from a supermarket. Indeed, in Earthshare, the conventional distinction between producers and consumers is to an extent blurred, as through the participative ‘ownership’ conferred by subscription and the physical engagement of subscribers in farm work, food consumers become, at least in part, food producers. Earthshare is clearly susceptible to being labelled an ‘alternative’ food network, but what our very brief outline analysis begins to show here is that it is particular aspects of the project’s arrangements across our heuristic analytical fields which make possible this specific way of producing-consuming food, and which effect its potential to produce changes in food production-consumption relationships more widely through the example it provides of particular organisational and ethical principles. Our second case study examines a very different example in a similar fashion.

Adopt a sheep

This case study concerns a scheme in Italy which allows people located anywhere in the world to ‘adopt’ a milking sheep on an Italian mountain farm, and receive the products of the farm (cheese and salami) by post. There are currently around 1,100 adopters, who receive a certificate of adoption, a photo of ‘their’ sheep, and are able to give it a name. For fuller accounts of the scheme, see Holloway (2002), Holloway and Kneafsey (2004) and Holloway et al (forthcoming). Table 3 illustrates schematically some of the important features of the scheme in relation to our analytical fields.

	Table 3. Adopt a sheep scheme, Anversa, Abruzzo National Park, Italy

Category: direct sell initiative

	Heuristic ‘analytical field’
	brief description

	Site of food production
	High mountain pasture and farmstead located in  a depopulating village in the Abruzzo national park; farmstead also has processing plant, shop, accommodation and restaurant.

	Food production methods
	‘biological’ (organic); emphasis on ‘traditional’ breeds, farming and processing methods; use of local ‘wild’ herbs . Produce is high money value speciality cheese and meat.

	Supply chain
	Regional: speciality food shops. Global: air freight

	Arena of exchange
	Adoption relationship; money transaction; food highly embedded with 1. qualities derived from locality and 2. ethical value.

	Producer-consumer interaction
	Internet technologies - ‘closeness at a distance’; farm visits and holidays.

	Motivations for participation
	Producer: develop a sustainable business associated with concern for local economy, community and environment and for ‘traditional’ farming and processing. Consumers: similar concerns and/or ‘conspicuous consumption’

	Constitution of individual and group identities
	Consumers represented as concerned individuals and connoisseurs. Producers as upholders of ‘traditional’ practices and values.


The scheme was started by someone from outside the region, M., who was inspired to take steps to preserve what she saw as traditional ways of life and rural landscapes by establishing a mode of enrolling consumers into a food production and consumption network. This particular scheme can be understood at different scales. On the farm itself, the adopt a sheep project is part of a series of linked enterprises aiming to add value to the farm produce, including a farm shop, accommodation for visitors, and a restaurant. Secondly, within the locality, it is part of a wider cooperative network of farms supplying high value sheep’s cheese and meat to specialist retailers and restaurants, together with agri-tourism projects. At the European scale the cooperative has received funding from the EU LEADER programme, and is thus linked into EU rural development ideology. Finally, this set of on-farm, local and European relationships allows the adopt a sheep scheme specifically to be part of an international supply chain network of communications and transportation technologies allowing farm produce to be mailed anywhere globally. Adopters are located, for example, in Japan, the USA, Australia and the UK. These sets of local and international relations reproduce an arena of exchange which deploys the trope of ‘adoption’ to establish and attempt to sustain relations of close connection and care between the farm and consumers of cheese and meat. The food itself is represented and experienced as meaningful in different ways in this arena. For example, as the product of ‘your sheep’ it carries the significance of the ‘adoption’ trope. It is also strongly identified by the producer with the physical and ecological characteristics of the locality, ideas of tradition, and the importance of sustaining local communities and economies. In this sense we can identify the motivations of M. as the producer and founder of the scheme as a key analytical field for this scheme. These are particularly interesting for us here because, in our field research, we gained a sense that long-term residents of the village and locality were far less interested in preserving the aspects of the place that M. valued. Her motivations, as she stated to us and as evidenced on the scheme website, are to preserve a particular type of rural economy, community and environment, characterised by what are represented as traditional lifestyles, foods, relations of production and human-livestock-natural relationships. These are, for her, contrasted favourably against urban lifestyles and industrialised foods, and people’s loss of a connection with rurality and food production. Her scheme thus attributes special values to the food itself, but in association with attempts to challenge what she sees as the relationships of power within society and its food supply system which threaten her ideal types of rural existence. 

A central mechanism for these attempts to attribute value to food and challenge dominant power relations is the website through which the scheme’s relationships with adopters and potential adopters are mediated, so that the analytical field of producer-consumer relationships is also key to our understanding of this particular project. The website uses photographs and text to do three things. First, it draws attention to the sensual qualities of the local environment and the farming experience, evoking in viewers a vicarious experience of tastes, sights, smells, sounds and textures. In doing this, attempts are made to ‘virtually’ establish sensual connections between viewers and place, thus enrolling viewers into a representation of the place as special, but vulnerable and worthy of protection. Second, it makes an argument about the special value of ‘traditional’ rural lifestyles, communities, economies and environments, and urges that these are worthy of viewers’ concern and support. Included within that are representations of farm workers and other local people as having the authentic knowledges and practices needed to reproduce this specific rural environment and ‘traditional’ community. Third, it constructs a picture of the viewer as both a connoisseur of particular foods and sensual experiences, and as an ethically-concerned consumer. In this way a particular identity is constructed for consumers to align themselves with. This perhaps contrasts with a sense we get from consumers that their participation in the scheme is more to do with its novelty, as something to be conspicuously consumed in itself alongside the consumption of cheese and the vicarious consumption of distant lifestyles and environments. This has meant that, despite the attempt to enrol consumers into lasting relationships with the scheme, many fail to renew their adoption subscriptions after the first year. As a result, what seems more important in making this scheme possible is the motivation of the producer, and her agency in developing a representation of consumer subjectivity and the pleasures of consumption that, for whatever reasons, people will actually buy into. This outline description of the arrangement of this particular project across our analytical fields again points to the particular aspects of the project which make its operation possible, and allow it in some ways to challenge established power relations in the food supply system by the way specialist cheeses are produced. We emphasise in this case the importance of the producer’s motivations, the representation of potential consumers as connoisseurs and ethically-motivated individuals, the deployment of the ‘adoption’ trope in attempts to enrol consumers into relations of care, the spacing of the scheme’s local and global connectivities, and the way those connectivities are effected through the use of communications and transport technologies. The final case study we want to mention here is again very different, and is interesting in this context because in many ways it can be seen as aligned with what could be referred to as ‘conventional’ food networks. Here again, however, we use our analytical fields to suggest that within what is seen as a more banal set of producer-consumer relationships, there are nevertheless some practices which aim to counter dominant power relations in food supply systems. 

Farrington’s farm shop
This last case study, then, is a farm shop in the village of Farrington Gurney in Somerset. The shop is located on a working dairy, arable and horticultural farm, and although the farm’s vegetables are sold in the shop, most produce is brought in from elsewhere. Local suppliers are used where available, but foods are acquired from outside the local area, including internationally, where they are not locally available. As well as selling fresh foods, the farm site also includes a processing area, and the shop sells a wide range of processed foods and ready meals, etc, which are made on site. There is also a café on site. Table 4 provides an outline illustration of the arrangement of this food network across our analytical fields.

	Table 4 Farrington’s farm shop, Somerset, England

Categories: direct sell initiative and retail intermediary

	Heuristic ‘analytical field’
	brief description

	Site of food production
	Processing and some growing on working tenanted farm; products sourced from wide range of local (preferentially), national and international suppliers. 

	Food production methods
	Variable; no commitment to specific production methods. Food processing on site.

	Supply chain
	Retailing of home-grown and bought in foods; leasing of part of shop for a butcher’s counter

	Arena of exchange
	Farm shop and café; visibility of working farm; money exchanged for food

	Producer-consumer interaction
	Retailer-customer or employee-customer in the shop; loyalty card; website

	Motivations for participation
	Producer: business viability in competitive retail sector. Consumers: quality foods, dislike of supermarkets

	Constitution of individual and group identities
	Consumers are customers; producers are farmers and retailers.


In many ways, Farrington’s resembles a small supermarket. It sells over 4,000 lines of fresh and processed foods, employs staff to stack shelves and operate tills, and there is a loyalty card scheme similar to those run by several of the large supermarket retailers. Farrington’s managers say that there are around 4,000 loyalty card holders, and estimate that there are 8,000 regular customers altogether. Beyond mention of the ‘localness’ and ‘quality’ of the food, and a policy of sourcing food either locally or in ways which don’t compete ‘unfairly’ with ‘local’ and UK producers (Farrington’s, undated), the shop’s publicity material doesn’t mention any commitment to a particular ethical framework, and no attempt is made to enrol consumers into particular ways of thinking about their community, economy or environment. In this food network, consumers are represented as customers, and the producers as farmers and retailers. However, the arrangement of the Farrington’s food network across our analytical fields draws attention to some of the ways in which some things about what makes it work are implicitly countering prevailing power relations in food networks. First, although the food sold is sourced from a whole range of different producers in different places, the siting of the farm shop as an arena of exchange on a working farm establishes a closer degree of connection between production and consumption than would ordinarily be experienced in larger supermarkets. This siting makes some aspects of how their food is produced visible to consumers, and according to the shop’s operators, is key to its success as consumers enjoy seeing cows being milked and so on. Second, although not everything is grown or processed on site, the scale of the operation is small enough to allow customers to feel that they know the operators and employed staff, and that that is a reciprocal knowledge. This sort of knowledge is associated with consumers’ feelings of trust and commitment to the shop which, for them, differentiates their relationship with Farrington’s from their relationships with local branches of national supermarket chains. Third, although for the shop’s operators the main motivation is to sustain a viable business in a way which supports and is supported by their commercial farming, our research with the shop’s consumers demonstrates that, for them, use of the farm shop is an opportunity to counter prevailing supermarket modes of retailing food. Consumers claim, for example, a dislike of supermarkets (there is a local Tesco, for example, which was contrasted unfavourably with Farrington’s by many consumers), and value the opportunity to buy ‘local’ and ‘quality’ food. Consumer agency is thus emphasised in analysis of this food network, although the empowerment of consumers was not a reason behind its establishment. Similarly, the effect of (but not the motivation behind) the farm shop is to counter supermarket-driven food supply chains, by emphasising locally-produced foods and a more equal balance of power in the relationship between the retailer and both consumers and the suppliers of products. Across our schematic set of analytical fields, then, the existence and functioning of Farrington’s farm shop can thus illustrate a particular set of possibilities for countering established power relations in the food supply system in the same way as was possible with the other two case studies drawn on in this paper, despite its similarities in many ways to the operation of key institutions (i.e. supermarkets) within that system.

5. Conclusions

These brief descriptions of three of our case study food projects begin to demonstrate the value of our use of an heuristic series of analytical fields. Describing the arrangements of particular projects across the fields allows us to assess how the projects work in their different ways, and to begin to find out exactly where in the projects the potential is found for countering prevailing power relations in food supply systems, or for creating what Harvey (2000, see also Lee and Leyshon, 2003) refers to as ‘spaces of hope’. We have consistently referred to the idea of possibility in discussing our projects, and we are keen to demonstrate here that in very different ways, our projects demonstrate continual practices of partial resistance against what are experienced as monolithic power relations, and demonstrate the possibilities for both consumer and producer agency within projects. While assessing the effectiveness of such resistance is difficult and is the subject of our ongoing work as part of attempting to suggest criteria for evaluating the ‘success’ or otherwise of projects, we simply note here that first, actors’ agency in these projects seems to have effects of engaging with and countering prevailing power relations, and second, that in many instances such agency is ‘unintentional’ in that many actors do not set out to challenge structures of power in food supply but nevertheless contribute to practical critique of those structures through their actions and discourse. The value of our approach is that, for a particular project, even though within some of the fields the evidence is for practices which are not counter to dominant power relations, in other fields things are happening which do resist or challenge the status quo. This is apparent for all of our case studies, even if they might ordinarily be seen as towards the more ‘alternative’ (like Earthshare) or ‘conventional’ (like Farrington's) ends of a spectrum. The approach we’ve taken shows that, as we argued earlier on in the paper, such a spectrum or dichotomy is problematic, and instead that a more complex and multi-dimensional analysis of the specific arrangements of projects across a diverse range of analytical fields opens up analytical opportunities for assessing the plurality of relationships between schemes and power relations in an overall food supply system.  The value of the approach is thus in allowing us to locate where, in specific projects, in which fields and in what relationships between fields, is the capacity to effect change and challenge established power relations, while retaining an essential sense of the diversity of projects and the specificity of each project. 

In furthering our research in this area, we have been conducting intensive investigations with consumers in our case study projects. Drawing on this, we are currently working with consumers’ narratives of their engagements with particular projects, and hopefully we will learn about how these narratives are woven through the analytical fields we have used so far, and perhaps identify other fields which will add to the range of fields we have begun to use. For example, a field which focuses on consumers’ lifeworlds might be suggested, recognising that their participation in a project is only part of their world, and that the rest of their lifeworld will affect their engagement with the project at the same time as the project might have effects in the rest of their experience. In this context we are also interested in the issue of consumers’ and producers’ intentionality (and unintentionality) in relation to the effects of particular projects, in the ways in which consumption practices can have unintentional effects including the countering of prevailing power relations, and in consumers’ shifts between intentionality and unintentionality in their practices. An issue arising from this is the sense in which, from different perspectives, there can appear to be ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ reasons for participation in a project, and that through participation, participants who are initially thought to be ‘wrongly’ motivated can later align themselves (or be aligned) with the ‘right’ reasons for participating.

A further issue that for us has arisen from this approach, finally, is the question of how, from our sense of irreducible difference and particularity, some sort of broader political project might be established which seeks to change the overall food supply system for the better, without reverting to a story of ‘alternatives’ positioned against a monolithic ‘conventional’ food system. We feel that one way of starting to answer this may be to focus on the effects of combinations of different projects, with their different ways, wheres and whys of arranging food production-consumption, in the struggle for what might be seen as more ‘progressive’ food systems. Despite their diversity, there are nevertheless at least some commonalities in the discourses and visions for a ‘better’ food system which are drawn upon by those involved in projects as producers and consumers, although there are clearly variations in feelings towards and practical responses to those discourses and visions. Although we can suggest as a result of our approach that there is no such thing as an ‘Alternative Food Economy’, there are important discourses surrounding being different and doing things differently. Drawing on these in varying ways makes possible a politics of food which goes beyond simply labelling a collection of different practices ‘alternative’, and instead examines how the specific ordering and spatiality of particular projects can effectively challenge centres of power in food supply.
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