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ABSTRACT

Researchers tend to portray food self-provisioning in high-income societies as a
coping mechanism for the poor or a hobby for the well-off. They describe food charity as
a regrettable band-aid. Vegetable gardens and neighborly sharing are considered
remnants of precapitalist tradition. These are non-market food practices: producing food
that is not for sale and distributing food in ways other than selling it. Recent scholarship
challenges those standard understandings by showing (i) that non-market food practices
remain prevalent in high-income countries, (ii) that people in diverse social groups
engage in these practices, and (iii) that they articulate diverse reasons for doing so. In this
dissertation, | investigate the persistent pervasiveness of non-market food practices in
Vermont. To go beyond explanations that rely on individual motivation, | examine the
roles these practices play in society.

First, | investigate the prevalence of non-market food practices. Several surveys
with large, representative samples reveal that more than half of Vermont households
grow, hunt, fish, or gather some of their own food. Respondents estimate that they
acquire 14% of the food they consume through non-market means, on average. For
reference, commercial local food makes up about the same portion of total consumption.

Then, drawing on the words of 94 non-market food practitioners | interviewed, |
demonstrate that these practices serve functions that markets cannot. Interviewees
attested that non-market distribution is special because it feeds the hungry, strengthens
relationships, builds resilience, puts edible-but-unsellable food to use, and aligns with a
desired future in which food is not for sale. Hunters, fishers, foragers, scavengers, and
homesteaders said that these activities contribute to their long-run food security as a
skills-based safety net. Self-provisioning allows them to eat from the landscape despite
disruptions to their ability to access market food such as job loss, supply chain problems,
or a global pandemic. Additional evidence from vegetable growers suggests that non-
market settings liberate production from financial discipline, making space for work that
is meaningful, playful, educational, and therapeutic. Non-market food practices mend
holes in the social fabric torn by the commodification of everyday life.

Finally, | synthesize scholarly critiques of markets as institutions for organizing
the production and distribution of food. Markets send food toward money rather than
hunger. Producing for market compels farmers to prioritize financial viability over other
values such as stewardship. Historically, people rarely if ever sell each other food until
external authorities coerce them to do so through taxation, indebtedness, cutting off
access to the means of subsistence, or extinguishing non-market institutions. Today, more
humans than ever suffer from chronic undernourishment even as the scale of commercial
agriculture pushes environmental pressures past critical thresholds of planetary
sustainability. This research substantiates that alternatives to markets exist and have the
potential to address their shortcomings.
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1. INTRODUCTION:
THE ENIGMA OF NON-MARKET FOOD

Only two things that money can't buy:
That's true love and homegrown tomatoes
—Guy Clark (1981), “Homegrown tomatoes”

1.1 On giving away bread

On April 2, 2020, Adam Wilson announced to everybody whose email address he
could locate that he was not going to sell bread anymore. The governor of Vermont had
shut down the state in response to the novel coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2, just two weeks
earlier. “Dear Friends and Neighbors,” Adam wrote,

| write to let you know that my for-profit bakery business ... will join the

food gifting efforts of Brush Brook Community Farm. Beginning now, all

of the bread baked each week will be offered for no charge at a Gift Stand

outside the bakery.

That eloquent, 2,000-word email meandered through a reimagined scene from The
Hobbit and a recounting of the genocidal smallpox epidemic set off by settler
colonialism, ultimately arriving at the contention that this was “a strangely good time” to
consider an economy based on gifts rather than buying and selling.

Adam will tell you, dead serious, that the woods told him to give all the bread
away. Or, as he would write it, it was Woods who beckoned him to begin committing
such reckless acts of generosity. A self-described practicing animist who now goes to
episcopal church most Sundays, he won’t try to convince you he actually hears non-

human voices offer him life advice in English. Giving the bread away as a gift was a

logical next step for him. I do not mean logical in the sense of “sensible,” however.



Adam’s breadmaking enterprise had been funding Brush Brook Community
Farm, a collective that was raising animals and gleaning vegetables in the western
shadow of Camel’s Hump, Vermont’s third-tallest mountain. The farm team served up
this bounty at open-invitation dinner parties called Gratitude Feasts in Huntington Town
Hall. They began this project by drawing a boundary around it: nothing here would be
sold. Adam’s bakery was simply stepping across that boundary, into Brush Brook
Community Farm and its non-market economy.

Baking bread for sale had been funding not just Adam’s farming habit but his
survival. “Bread was the only way I’d paid the bills,” he told me. His customers—*“that
phantom community I had mostly never met,” as he put it—were choosing, by
purchasing Adam’s whole-grain, rye-heavy, stone-milled, wood-fired bread, to keep him
housed, clothed, electrified, fed, alive. While younger acquaintances congratulated Adam
for his courage, nearly everyone over fifty asked, “Who’s going to take care of you?”

Adam would respond, “I was guessing that you might help me out if I got into
trouble.” This interaction took place repeatedly, almost identically. “What if there were
forty of you? What if we could be each other’s rainy-day fund? Each other’s retirement
account and insurance policy? Why can’t we live in that world?”

The responses broke his heart. Neighbors said they would help Adam out. They
were all prepared to extend generosity. But their initial reaction, asking who would take
care of him, suggested to Adam that they thought he should not trust the rest of the
community to be so generous. Adam was saddened that his community had been made to

believe that people were selfish and stingy even when it was clearly not the case. A



couple of those older folks called it irresponsible to burden others with one’s self-
inflicted financial woes, even as they were personally willing to support Adam.

But his mind was made up. He and the rest of the farm team distributed bread and
soup weekly “as a gift to anyone who is hungry for any reason.” They made monthly
pleas for about $5,000, complete with detailed budgets containing both farm and living
expenses. Community members and readers of Adam’s newsletter pitched in monetarily.
Two years later, he told a friend that starting a gift-economy farm is “like marrying your
neighbors.” Gifts, it turns out, deepen relationships.

Relationships with non-humans are no exception. Brush Brook Community Farm
honored, and ultimately ate, beings that the commercial food system had forced others to
discard. The farm team visited neighboring farms to rescue vegetables that were edible
but not profitably sellable. They adopted dairy cows whose productive lives had ended.
Those cattle grazed on otherwise-unused meadows around town. Decisions at Brush
Brook were liberated from some of the financial discipline of producing for market. Since
there was no revenue to be brought in selling output anyway, they could let local ecology
dictate rhythms and menus rather than catering to consumer preferences. Neighbors got
to take part in the labor, to touch the organisms who would become their food and the
land from which those beings grew. Eaters connected with some tiny portion of the
consequences of eating. A few townsfolk learned to cut hay with scythes.

These non-market practices entailed long days of labor. Much of it was quite
mundane: chopping veggies, baking bread, setting up the gift stand, debating the relative

merits of slaughtering a sick lamb versus paying the pharmaceutical industry for



medicine. From a crude economics perspective, the fact that the farm team did this work
for no remuneration beyond the food they produced suggests that they perceived the
benefits to outweigh the costs. Grazing cattle in a non-commercial setting allowed Adam
to spend more time with the animals, observing them and their environment. Besides, he
said, the food tasted like belonging. And he got to feel like Santa Claus giving it away.

Christmas was modern people’s only practice enacting a gift economy, and this
made the work difficult. Some would treat gifts like free stuff. They donned their deal-
seeking market personae to get at goods whose price was $0. In tired moments, the farm
team feared that the community’s acquisitive attitudes would suck the whole generous
endeavor dry—the flock of sheep, the patch of wild leeks, the farm team’s vigor, the
entire valley’s abundant giving. Yet other community members were uncomfortable
receiving the gifts on offer. The well-off worried that they were taking the food from
those who “really need it.” Folks would insist on paying for their bread and soup. Some
food recipients reciprocated each week with homemade cookies, jams, eggs, bouquets,
and love letters to the farm. In the absence of cultural training in gift economics, the
community was creating its own norms. Adam likens practicing the skills of giving
generously and receiving graciously in the twenty-first century to relearning how to walk
on an atrophied broken leg after taking the cast off.

Most Huntington residents will, if they are deep enough into a conversation,
insinuate that getting good at raising and redistributing food might serve their community
through troubled times to come, as if the COVID-19 outbreak were just a trial run. |

found this to be a common sentiment elsewhere, too. Brush Brook Community Farm was



an idiosyncratic element of two trends that arose in response to the crisis wrought by the
pandemic: a surge in food self-provisioning and an international movement of mutual aid
projects (Niles et al. 2021a; Clouse 2022; Mullins et al. 2021; Carstensen et al. 2021;
Power and Benton 2021). Dozens of mutual aid groups popped up across Vermont in the
early months of the pandemic.! Many of these organizations consisted of neighbors
helping neighbors with food (Lofton et al. 2022). Community organizers around the
world are trying to reconstruct a culture that refuses to let anybody go hungry unless
everybody does. Adam, for his part, also wants to bring back a culture that looks its food
in the face.

Brush Brook Community Farm, like a lot of these mutual aid projects, died
sometime in the late fall of 2021. Huntington had finally drunk the well of generosity dry.
Adam is working on a postmortem of the ephemeral gift economy he took part in
creating. This debriefing takes the form of a book that he has tentatively titled Radical
Hospitality. He talks and writes a lot about grief, longing, pain, and death. He has to be
reminded to explain why producing and distributing non-market food is worth his while.
When pressed, he will tell you, “Subverting modern market capitalism is shockingly

joyful.”

1.2 The functions of non-market food practices

Brush Brook Community Farm generated relationships, happenings, feelings,

thoughts, values, choices, and habits that commercial farming and food sales never could

! Far-from-exhaustive online directories of Vermont mutual aid groups from the early months of the

pandemic show at least 30 distinct projects. These lists omit several groups | know to have existed. See

<https://rb.qy/5ya8l> and <https://vtnea.org/uploads/files/COVID%20Mutual%20Aid%20Resources.pdf>.
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have. The project did this by producing food that was not for sale and distributing it in
ways other than selling it. This case aligns with the thesis of this dissertation: non-market
food practices do several things markets cannot. The most obvious is that non-market
practices get food to people who do not have money to pay for it. They also engender
relationships of obligation, both between people and with non-humans. Those
relationships in turn generate a feeling of long-term, crisis-resilient food security,
especially when combined with the skills of self-provisioning and the habit of sharing.
Non-market production, free from the constraints of moneymaking, can pursue
alternative ends and values. Non-market distribution can get edible-but-not-marketable
food eaten instead of wasted. All these activities involve meaningful, potentially
unalienated work: autonomous actions through which people can be of service to their
fellow human beings. Gifts can spark magic in a modern world devoid of it. And for
some, participating in non-market foodways is enacting a desirable, imagined world in
which food is bought and sold much less, or not at all. Adam’s story contains all the
elements of my argument.

Not all these special attributes of non-market food practices fit neatly into positive
categories like benefits or values, as the story of Brush Brook Community Farm
illustrates. Most modern people do not want to “marry” their neighbors. | certainly
appreciate being able to obtain the occasional 1:30 a.m. slice of pizza without ending up
bound by uncalculated obligations of indebtedness to the worker who heated it up for me.
For liberal thinkers, utopia might be when everyone has sufficient money to buy enough

of the food they want to lead a healthy life and not have to depend on humiliating gifts



from charity or scavenging in the Trader Joe’s dumpster. And if freeing farming from
financial discipline were to make it less land-efficient, that could in principle mean
converting more habitat into human foodscapes (Kremen 2015). Clearing land for
agriculture is a major contributor to climate change and arguably the greatest driver of
terrestrial biodiversity loss (Smith et al. 2014; Newbold et al. 2016; Campbell et al.
2017). Markets, it bears mentioning, are unparalleled for coordinating elaborate webs of
exchange across distance and difference in service of satisfying people’s preferences
(Bliss and Egler 2020, 4).

My contention is not that markets are bad. Nor is it that “non-markets” are
necessarily good. Parts of chapter 6 might read like a polemic in favor of fully
decommercializing food systems, as if that were straightforwardly possible. My intention
there is simply to make a case for studying non-market food practices, which is the
investigatory journey on which | embark in the empirical part of this dissertation,
chapters 3 through 5. In chapter 6, | assess markets and non-market institutions with
normative criteria. Along the way, | occasionally consider future possibilities for
decommodifying food. But my guiding research question is more modest: Why do so
many Vermonters continue to produce and distribute so much food that’s not for sale?

Researchers have often explained the persistence of non-market food practices as
a relic from premodern culture or a reaction to economic hardship (Ries 2009; Acheson
2007). But recent scholarship gives practitioners more agency, celebrating their
engagement in non-market provisioning as a recreational activity, a source of good food,

and a potentially transformative practice (Dan¢k et al. 2022). | synthesize and expand on



these explanations by turning my attention to what non-market food practices do for
individuals, their relationships, and society at large. This approach is admittedly
functionalist. I think that is warranted: it has been suggested that informal economies of
reciprocity and redistribution are adaptive mechanisms that societies produce in response
to the shortcomings of markets (Lomnitz 2001). Wearing these functionalist-yet-
undisciplined eyeglasses, one witnesses that structural reasons coexist with personal
motivations for partaking in non-market food practices. But those explanations do not
nearly exhaust non-market food’s functions. This perspective reveals historical, political,
and biological forces behind non-market food practices, all tangled up.

My conclusion is that Vermonters continue to produce and distribute food that is
not for sale in part because these activities are multifunctional; they do multiple things at
once. Gardening gets you food, exercise, fun, calm, and time outdoors (Soga et al. 2017;
Dangk et al. 2022). Giving food away creates tight relationships and it moves a resource
from where it is abundant to where it is not (Morton et al. 2008; Anci¢ et al. 2019). It is
because of this diversity of functions that | say non-market food practices “do things”:
not all the things non-market food practices do can be accurately described with phrases
such as “meet needs” or “provide benefits.” By some permutation of custom, necessity,
desire, instinct, and historical accident, however, people continue to grow their own food,
harvest it in the wild, share it with their neighbors, and organize collectively to give food

away to those who need it most.



1.3 Defining non-market food practices

Non-market food practices are defined by the absence of markets. So, what are
markets? For the purposes of this dissertation, markets are the places, practices, and
norms of buying and selling with prices.? In my empirical research on non-market food
practices, | operationalize this definition to make it easy for informants to distinguish
between market and non-market food practices: market exchange is trading money for
food. Thus, non-market food practices are the production and distribution of food that is
not for sale.

Non-market food production consists of raising or wild-harvesting food that is not
intended to be sold. Examples include gardening, fishing, hunting, gathering, trapping,
and keeping animals for eggs, dairy, or meat. Think of it as non-commercial farming and
foraging. This set of practices also goes by food self-provisioning (Jehlicka et al. 2013),
home food procurement (Niles et al. 2021a), and country food (Collings et al. 2016). |
admit that calling it “production” is a misnomer, since non-human beings do most of the
work involved in growing themselves into food. But that is a critique that applies to most
activities labeled production (see Sahlins and Graeber 2017, 18-19), and | leave it to
others to invent a more honest vocabulary for describing the extraction of materials from
nature and their transformation into useful goods. To be clear, I am concerned in this
research with the non-market husbandry and harvesting of “raw” organisms that will be
transformed into food, not the transformation activities of processing, cooking,

preserving, and so on. If every homecooked meal from store-bought ingredients were to

2| discuss different definitions from the literature in chapter 6, and further complicate those definitions in
chapter 7.
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count as non-market production, the concept would lose its ability to identify what I want
to distinguish: people’s interactions with the non-humans we eat and the ecosystems
those beings inhabit.

Non-market food distribution refers to food changing hands other than through
sales. This category includes sharing, gifts, barter, and charity. At times I call these non-
market food transfers. | generally refrain from employing the term “exchange” because
many non-market transfers are one-way conveyances of food; nothing is exchanged.
Once again—and somewhat arbitrarily this time—I ignore what goes on inside the home,
and instead concentrate on food transfers between households and distribution involving
institutions such as churches, non-profits, farms, and government agencies. Sharing a
meal with housemates or breastfeeding one’s child may exhibit characteristics or
functions similar to those of interhousehold food transfers, but these practices escaped
my analysis, in part because of groundless orthodoxies regarding what we consider
“economic” (Burling 1962). Food sharing within households offers a potentially fruitful
avenue for further research.

In practice, it generally sufficed to just ask whether food was for sale to
distinguish market from non-market practices. This straightforward classificatory rule—
is the food for sale or not?—allowed interviewees to quickly understand these categories
and ensured that all informants would refer to the same set of phenomena as non-market
food practices. Using a simple definition also enhances the reach and impact of my
research, as non-market food has proven straightforward to explain to any audience as

“food that’s not for sale.”
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1.4 Research questions

If my objective is to explain the persistent pervasiveness of non-market food
practices in Vermont, first | must show that these practices are in fact pervasive. Then |
have to figure out why. That inquiry forms the empirical core of this dissertation. After
presenting the results of one study on non-market distribution and another on non-market
production, | turn to broader questions about what sorts of institutions for organizing food
production and distribution serve the public good. I close by asking how we got here and
if we can get out. The sequence of research questions goes something like the following.

What has previous research on non-market food practices found? Since grouping
non-market food practices together and analyzing them as a whole is relatively new
(Kamiyama et al. 2016; Balazs 2016; Bellon et al. 2023), there is not yet a comprehensive
review of scientific literature on these practices. So, in chapter 2 | review the relevant
literature on non-market food practices, in times and places both similar to and quite
distinct from present-day Vermont.

How prevalent are non-market food practices in Vermont today? To answer this
question, in chapter 3 | use survey data to estimate the proportion of Vermont households
that participate in specific non-market food acquisition activities and the proportion of
Vermonters’ food consumption that comes from these methods. The prevalence of non-
market acquisition also suggests that of sharing, since a transfer received by one
household is given by another.

What changes when food is not for sale? To account for non-market food’s

prevalence in a market society, | want to know what non-market food practices do that
11



market food systems don’t. This functionalist lens allows me to see more explanatory
factors than stated motives, economic reason, and cultural tradition. In chapter 4,
colleagues and | asked non-market food practitioners in the Brattleboro, Vermont, area
what, if anything, is special about food that is not for sale. In chapter 5, I interviewed key
informants in Vermont and Maine about how non-market food production interacts with
their and their communities’ food security.

Do markets for food align with the normative foundations of ecological
economics? In the spirit of questioning where markets do and do not serve the public
good (Sandel 2012), in chapter 6 I bring together scholarly critiques of markets’ effects
on the pursuit of four fundamental objectives of ecological economists: justice,
sustainability, efficiency, and value pluralism (Daly and Farley 2011; Martinez-Alier et
al. 1998; Gerber and Gerber 2017).

How and why do food markets emerge? In chapter 7, | chart the history of market
food systems appearing and eventually displacing most non-market ones, in Vermont and
in general. | summarize scholarly debates regarding where markets come from, and when
and why people start selling each other food. From there, | contemplate the possibility of
non-market food proliferating, suggesting paths for further research.

In the rest of this introductory chapter, I explain why and how | studied non-
market food practices in Vermont (more on the “why” question in chapter 6). The next
section endeavors to illustrate why non-market food practices in Vermont matter. Then |

make some general notes on my methodological approach.
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1.5 Why non-market food practices in Vermont?

Am | not just studying recreation? Well, yes. Many Vermonters describe
gardening, hunting, fishing, foraging, bartering, and raising hens as hobbies. Even for
those practitioners, though, these activities are probably much more than hobbies. Again,
non-market food practices tend to encompass multiple meanings, multiple motives, and
multiple functions. | cannot say for certain if this line of research is more consequential
than studying skiing or contra dancing, but | can make a claim for its importance on its
own terms. By way of defending my choice of topic, in what follows | overview the
reasons for focusing on the absence of markets in food-related production and
distribution practices in Vermont.

151 Why non-market?

My interest in non-market food originated from a critique of markets. Scholars
from diverse disciplines have demonstrated that markets for food generate injustice and
unsustainability because they direct food to those who need it least and force producers to
prioritize making money over all else (see chapter 6). That is reason enough to
investigate non-market options for organizing the production and distribution of food. It
may be the case that markets are still the least bad way to organize food systems. Right
now, we do not even know because researchers have paid comparatively little attention to
current non-market practices or the possibility of large-scale planned food systems. With
10% of the world chronically undernourished and hunger on the rise while agriculture
drives the Earth system past planetary sustainability thresholds, taking radically different

food systems seriously seems defensible (FAO et al. 2021; Campbell et al. 2017).
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But other scholars—peer reviewers in particular—have admonished me that my
obsession over the presence or absence of markets is misplaced. | should instead be
concerned with whether production or exchange is capitalist, whether it is “embedded,”
whether food is a commodity or a gift on some metaphysical level, or any of dozens of
other invented classifications for economic practices. These well-meaning interlocutors
often refer to Karl Polanyi’s (1944) teaching that markets are harmless as long as people
subject them to strict rules limiting what can be sold, where, when, to whom, and for how
much. Herman Daly (1992), similarly, wrote that markets are a good servant and a bad
master. The problem, according to this doctrine, is not markets as such but price-making
markets, or unfettered markets. Some commenters, moreover, have criticized my choice
to study a topic defined by what it is not (markets) and advised me to instead construct a
positively defined concept of what interests me.

When others tried to redirect my line of research, | became increasingly
persuaded that there must be something potent or at least underexplored at the boundary
between food being traded for money and food not being traded for money. | was curious
what stake fellow scholars had in defending markets (see section 6.3). Their defenses
missed my point. Even when markets are “embedded” or part of the “solidarity
economy,” people who have no money still cannot buy things. Commercial farmers have
to rely on income from selling food to pay workers and other expenses even if the
markets in which they sell are “ethical” or local. Research on alternative food networks
too often uncritically accepts that small-scale agriculture, short supply chains, direct

sales, and farmers markets automatically produce desirable outcomes (Tregear 2011).
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Non-market practices make up not just a poorly understood but also an
underacknowledged part of modern economies. They are ubiquitous in everyday life and
nearly nonexistent in scientific literature. The editors of the book Subsistence Under
Capitalism write, “In a world where the triumph of the market is not only more pervasive
than ever but also celebrated, one of the major contributions of subsistence studies, then,
is simply to point out that this triumph is not complete” (Murton et al. 2016, 23). They go
on to argue that studying non-market practices allows us to see the market more clearly,
too, as a dominant institution among many others rather than as an omnipresent feature of
life (see also Gibson-Graham 2008). Non-market practices provide references against
which to compare market practices. Drawing attention to them works toward unmaking
the dominance of markets, since that dominance is socially constructed (Bliss and Egler
2020).

Plus, unlike other theoretical distinctions, market and non-market food are
separated by a clear, operationalizable delineation: the exchange of money for food or its
absence. “Food that’s not for sale” divides all the food a farmer produces, or all the food
a household procures, into two neat categories: market and not. With that dividing line in
place, no further researcher interpretation is necessary. | suspect that operationalizing
definitions for terms like “non-capitalist” or “commons-based” food systems would
involve more arbitrary decisions or participants self-classifying their practices, surely
inconsistently. Explaining my research to informants and other audiences would be more

challenging. In practice, operationalizing definitions that separate out organic, fair trade,
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or even local food from their conventional counterparts has proven problematic (Dube
2022).

In focusing on non-market food, I follow a group of researchers in Japan studying
the same set of practices and calling them by the same name: non-market (Kamiyama et
al. 2016; Saito, et al. 2018; Tatebayashi et al. 2018). Other authors weigh the pros and
cons of referring to these practices as subsistence, self-provisioning, informal economy,
or other terms (respectively, Brown, et al. 1998; Teitelbaum and Beckley 2006; Alber and
Kohler 2008). Again, I chose “non-market” for its clarity. Concretizing a delineation
probably always sacrifices some of what one originally cared about. And as | show in
chapter 7, to define markets in a way that works across time and space poses greater
difficulty. In some societies, people call something a gift but then expect it to be paid
back with interest. Other societies have no general-purpose money but still trade food in
barter systems with various mediums of exchange and units of account. In present-day
Vermont, however, my food-for-money partitioning device worked well with few (but
interesting) exceptions.

1.5.2 Why food?

| focus on food because it is a critical object of study. Unlike sneakers or
smartphones, food is a physiological necessity. Without ingesting other organisms,
humans cannot survive. And eating other organisms connects us to the rest of the web of
life. Those organisms live in ecosystems, often agroecosystems. We cannot eat, and thus
cannot survive, unless we sustain the whole from which we obtain food. Nor can we eat

alone. Food sharing is a universal human trait (Gurven and Jaeggi 2015). Humans share
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food within families more than any other mammal and between unrelated individuals in
complex patterns unique among all organisms (Kaplan and Gurven 2005). Food is
perhaps the easiest-to-grasp manifestation of the social and ecological nature of our
economic lives.

Food is also relatively easy to produce and distribute. Shelter and advanced
medicine can also be important for survival, but unlike those things, one can harvest food
straight from the land or grow it at home with just a patch of ground, seeds, water, and
hand tools. Not coincidentally, there seems to be a more vibrant non-market production
and distribution of food than of most other goods.

Moreover, reflecting on food suggests new ways of thinking about where markets
are appropriate and where they are not. According to economics textbooks, food is a
“private good,” ideal for market allocation because it is rival and excludable (Mankiw
2018; Samuelson 1954). Food | eat is no longer available to be eaten by others, and it is
not too difficult for me to keep your hands off my food when it is my property. So,
selling food makes sense in a way that selling admission to view a sunset does not. This
view dominates academia (Vivero Pol 2017b). Moreover, food is actually produced for
sale and is therefore not a “fictitious community” like land or labor, which are not
produced for sale (Polanyi 1944; Kallis et al. 2013). Yet some scholars have argued that
markets cannot acceptably allocate things that satisfy basic human needs because the
price mechanism fails to provoke its heralded efficient responses: when food prices rise,
for example, people on the edge of starvation will do everything they can to avoid

consuming less, and the rich will not consume less either because price spikes make so
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little difference relative to their budget constraints—food is cheap for them (Farley et al.
2015). More simply, it is unfair that some people should suffer from hunger while others
eat like kings just because they have different amounts of money. Furthermore, markets
can demean the non-instrumental values that make a homegrown tomato special by
expressing its worth in monetary terms. People sometimes reject markets for sacred or
culturally important entities, categories that include some food (Bliss and Egler 2020).
Food complicates standard conceptualizations of where markets serve the public good
(De Schutter et al. 2019).

1.5.3 Why “practices”?

| originally called my topic of study non-market food systems. This terminology
lives on in chapter 6, which was published nearly verbatim four years before this
dissertation (Bliss 2019b), and in other early writings on the subject (Bliss and Egler
2020; Bliss 2019a). | also flirted with the term non-market economies (Bliss and Egler
2020). My interest in the non-market production and distribution of food came as a
response to shortcomings of market food systems and market economies. So, logically, I
wanted to study non-market food systems and non-market economies.

But there was no fully detachable non-market food system or economy to speak
of. On-the-ground reality contradicted my framing. Instead, as | illustrate with a network
diagram in chapter 4, market and non-market distribution are all woven together.
Tomatoes that were planted with commercial intent end up harvested by gleaners for the
Vermont Foodbank. Or they make it to market but do not sell, and instead get donated to

a food pantry or mutual aid collective. Or somebody purchases them, makes tomato
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sauce, and gives it to a friend as a gift. Rarely does the shift happen in the opposite
direction: food that was produced non-commercially or given as a gift does not normally
end up sold later. This finding suggests that social norms regarding how one should
transfer food to others vary based on how that food came to them. From a more-than-
human perspective, to be sure, one could argue that all food that humans sell to each
other came to the original seller through a chain of non-market transfers, a possibility |
discuss in chapter 7.

Clearly, it makes no sense to speak of market or non-market food, as if
marketness were a property of the item itself. It is for this reason that | refer to non-
market food practices. (Forgive me the use of “non-market food” as a less-wordy
shorthand in some headings.) Production and distribution are market or non-market
depending on whether the food is for sale in the context of that practice.

Researchers in this geographical region have used the term “practice” to describe
one non-market food production activity: gathering, which is also known as foraging,
wildcrafting, or non-timber forest products (IPBES 2022). Paul Robbins and colleagues
(2008) called gathering a form of practice, rather than an alternative economy or a
specific community, after finding that about one-sixth of New Englanders, spread across
all races, education levels, and income groups, reported harvesting wild plants in the
previous year, and one-quarter in the previous five years. They drew on Michel de
Certeau’s (1984) concept of practices as routine activities that subvert authorities’
attempts to order human behavior, since gatherers in the northeastern U.S. harvest from

roadsides, parks, backyards, state forests, and other people’s property because they lack
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officially sanctioned spaces for foraging. In Alan Pierce’s (2014) dissertation on
gathering in Vermont, he uses Pierre Bourdicu’s (1977) notion of practice to provide a
framework that could entertain reasons for gathering that are neither strictly economic
nor recreational. Bourdieu’s practice theory endeavors to explain people’s everyday
actions based on their perceptions, beliefs, values, experiences, resources, relationships,
education, status, and setting, as well as the norms and structures that govern a given
social environment (habitus, capital, and field in Bourdieu’s terminology). Pierce’s
(2014) Bourdieusian analysis of gathering can help us understand why Vermonters
partake in all kinds of non-market food activities. What matters here is that producing
and distributing non-market food are practices in the sense that they are “normal parts of
many people’s lives” (Robbins et al. 2008, 272).
1.5.4 Why Vermont?

Vermont’s population is officially the most rural of the United States. The 2020
U.S. census found that 65% of Vermont residents lived outside of urban areas, defined as
settlements of at least 5,000 people or 2,000 housing units. To be sure, Vermont’s
population density is 10 times higher than that of Montana, whose population is just 47%
rural, and 50 times greater than that of Alaska, whose population is just 35% rural.

Still, Vermont’s high rate of rurality makes it an ideal study site for this research.
Not surprisingly, studies in other high-income societies find that rural residents tend to
engage in non-market food production more than urban residents (Vavra et al. 2018).
Some evidence suggests that this association holds for non-market transfers. One study of

two high-poverty rural counties and two low-income urban neighborhoods in the U.S.
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found that “the rural low-income purposeful sample was significantly more likely to give
food to family, friends, and neighbors and obtain food such as fish, meat, and garden
produce from friends and family compared to the urban low-income group” (Morton et
al. 2008, 107). My dissertation research did not compare the prevalence of non-market
food practices in Vermont with any other state except Maine, which is neck-and-neck
with Vermont for the most rural state.> Nevertheless, myriad non-market food practices
are widespread in Vermont, as | demonstrate in chapter 3: gardening, gathering, fishing,
scavenging, hunting, barter, gifts, charity, and no-cost community meals.

What is more, Vermont’s varied landscape and intense seasons enable inhabitants
to engage in diverse food-acquisition activities. In the past, the climate obliged them to
do so to feed themselves throughout the year: crop production is possible in the rocky soil
of the Green Mountains only during the 90- to 150-day growing season. So people
harvested from cyclical bounties that burst forth in flurries throughout the year:
mushrooms fruit through the warm seasons, tree nuts fall in the autumn, ice fishing takes
place when waters are frozen, then maple sap runs in late winter, open-water fishing
becomes possible again, and fiddleheads and wild leeks spring up. Before the
Connecticut River was dammed, enormous runs of anadromous salmon and shad brought
ocean-raised protein to Vermont each spring.

Vermont has a long history of self-provisioning and sharing. Neither the state’s

Indigenous inhabitants nor early settlers bought or sold food with any degree of

31 did find that the incidence and intensity of non-market food practices is indeed slightly higher among
Vermonters who reside in “isolated” zip codes than those who live in “urban” or “rural” zip codes as
classified by the rural-urban commuting area codes of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Economic
Research Service. Data available on request.
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regularity. Markets for food were rare in inland New England well into the nineteenth
century (Bidwell 1916). Nearly every household was a farm that produced mainly for
home consumption. Even as a market economy emerged, the grow-your-own mentality
persisted. Traditions of self-sufficiency got Vermonters through multiple waves of
economic hardship, including the Great Depression, according to some combination of
local lore and empirical fact (Sherman et al. 2004).

Today, state-enforced seasons for hunting each game animal add to the assortment
of gear and skills the dedicated self-provisioner will acquire. Gardening remains the de
facto state pastime during the warm half of each year. Cultural calendars of feasting and
food-giving have evolved but not died out. Some of the wild game suppers that small-
town churches and volunteer fire departments host in the fall are technically non-market
for legal reasons: diners pay nothing for dinner and $20 or so for dessert because selling
hunted meat is subject to strict regulations.

Another reason | chose to conduct this research in Vermont is that | live and work
here. My everyday life for more than six years has involved observing, learning, and
doing non-market food practices in Vermont. Fieldwork has been practically continuous.
| have relentlessly made connections in non-market food networks. |1 know my
dissertation topic more fully and more deeply than | could if my study site were
elsewhere.

Social scientists have long debated whether researchers should be insiders or
outsiders with regard to the communities they study (Merton 1972; Willie 1973).

Compared to an external researcher, members of a population can obtain richer data from
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easy access to informants and the profound understanding that comes from personal
experience (Dwyer and Buckle 2009). But an outsider, because of their neutrality and
fresh eyes, can see taken-for-granted realities and nuanced social dynamics that an insider
might miss because of their embedded, partisan perspective (Bogdan and Biklen 2006). |
have gotten a little of both standpoints. When 1 started, | was new, an outsider. Now,
nearly seven years later, | am quite involved in the practices I study and the communities
that engage in them.

To the extent that | am an insider, I am a particular kind of insider. In Pierce’s
(2014) study of Vermont gatherers, he divides his informants into “rurals” who grew up
in rural areas, mostly on Vermont farms, and “neos,” many of whom came to Vermont in
part because they sought a shift toward more rural life. Born-and-raised VVermonters often
refer to people from elsewhere as “flatlanders,” a term that can be playful or derisive.
And they sometimes call themselves “natives,” which is perhaps a regrettable choice of
term but not, in this case, a claim of indigeneity (descendants of settlers claiming to be
Native Americans in Vermont is a separate issue). Pierce shows that these two groups
differ in their views of nature, their strategies for acquiring knowledge about gathering,
the types of “capital” they accumulate through gathering, and their conceptualization of
the practice as work (rurals) versus leisure (neos) (Kuentzel and Dennis 1997).
Obviously, I am a neo, or flatlander.

Like many researchers, I occupy a “space between” insider and outsider (Dwyer
and Buckle 2009). As is typical, | have become something of an insider through

fieldwork itself (Kerstetter 2012). In my case, the diversity of Vermont’s non-market
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food practitioners makes me a sometimes-insider, sometimes-outsider. | interviewed an
array of Vermonters, some of whom share some aspects of my background as an
educated white man from the suburbs of Seattle learning to garden, fish, identify plants,
and act neighborly as an adult. Others shared little of that. I circle back to this insider-

versus-outsider question in the methodology section, which follows.

1.6 Methodological approach

This dissertation is formatted as a monograph, yet chapters 4, 5, and 6 stand alone
as research articles. These chapters have their own methods sections. So does chapter 3,
which also presents results from empirical research. Here, | offer some notes on the
general approach that guides this work, particularly regarding how I have arrived at the
overall thesis that non-market food practices do things that markets do not. This section is
an introduction to some theoretical perspectives that shaped my dissertation, as well as
some scientific tools | made use of.
1.6.1 Renegade economics

| am trained as an ecological economist. | cut my teeth with degrowth scholars in
Barcelona. This education shapes how | study social life and the living planet. You may
have noticed that | delineate my object of study using entirely economic concepts: the
production and distribution of food without markets.

Ecological economists study production and distribution as social and biophysical
processes (Daly and Farley 2011). They insist, contrary to how they characterize
mainstream economists, that the economy is an embedded and fully reliant subsystem of

the Earth’s biosphere, and that materials and energy are finite, non-substitutable inputs to
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the economic process, which inevitably degrades those resources into waste. Their slogan
could be that the economy is not circular but entropic (Martinez-Alier 2019).

Ecological economists are concerned not just with sustainability but with justice.
They study how societies distribute goods and bads such as wealth and waste (Martinez-
Alier 2002). They care only secondarily about efficiency (Daly and Farley 2011), and
they tend to define efficiency in physical and physiological terms rather than monetarily.
For ecological economists, for example, the fact that some people are overfed while
others are hungry is not only unfair but also inefficient, even if this arrangement
maximizes monetary value, since reallocating food from one group to the other could
enhance overall well-being (Farley et al. 2015).

It is, at the risk of being repetitive, because of food markets’ incompatibility with
the pursuit of the normative foundations of ecological economics that | began studying
non-market food practices. In case that sounds dry or too technical to be relevant, what |
am getting at is the fact that in cities like Burlington, Vermont, there are hungry people
begging on the street just a few paces away from enormous piles of food in restaurants
and retailers, and because that food is private property for sale one cannot simply take it
and give it to them without getting assaulted by uniformed men with weapons and the
authority to use them in defense of the sanctity of the market economy. Elsewhere, | and
Meg Egler (2020) lay out a justification and research agenda for ecological economics
research on non-market production and distribution.

Because of the relative lack of previous research on this topic in economics, | had

few established theories or methods to choose from. Fortunately, ecological economists
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profess that their project requires “a fusion of insights and methodologies from numerous
disciplines to create a transdisciplinary approach to economics” (Daly and Farley 2011,
xxi). So, if I neglect most ideas and methods from the field I still consider my own, it is
because | am contributing to the task of widening our scope both in terms of subject
matter and tools of study. My undisciplined approach takes seriously the charge that
ecological economics is best served by adopting and adapting methods from other lines
of inquiry.

This research fits neatly into the “diverse economies” literature in economic
geography led by Katherine Gibson and the late Julie Graham, a feminist duo who wrote
under the pen name J.K. Gibson-Graham (2006; 2008; 2014). The research community
they have inspired brings attention to hidden, alternative economic activities in pursuit of
making them more real and credible. They strive to decenter capitalism and markets in
their depictions of the world. They see producing knowledge as a performative act; by
focusing on economic diversity, they bring a more diverse economy into being in the
minds of both participants and their audience. When scholars calculate that unpaid
domestic work actually makes up 44% of all work across 20 high-income societies, for
example, they remind us that markets do not have a monopoly on our labor (White and
Williams 2012). When a substantial body of research shows that people still hunt, trap,
and gather for subsistence in the forests of the United States, it interrupts the teleological
idea that such practices are supposed to wither away as societies develop (Emery and

Pierce 2005). Feminist economists see the market economy of capitalist firms and wage
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labor as just the visible tip of a vast and varied economic iceberg, as in Figure 1.1 (Mies

and Bennholdt-Thomsen 1999, 31; Gibson-Graham et al. 2013, 10-13).
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Figure 1.1 Gibson-Graham and colleagues’ (2013, 11) economic iceberg

Another discipline from which | draw heavily is economic anthropology, in large
part because anthropologists have carried out much of the research that exists on non-
market food practices (e.g. Lee 2013; Sahlins 1974). In studying economies without
markets, economic anthropologists elucidated the tension between two general
approaches to economics: formalism and substantivism. In the middle of the twentieth

century, their field broke into feuding factions on either side of this divide.
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Formalists study economizing behavior (Cook 1966). They are interested in how
people allocate scarce resources toward competing ends in constrained environments.
Some ecological economists share this definition of economics (e.g. Daly and Farley
2011, 3). As we will see, formalist economic anthropologists have studied foraging and
food sharing in non-market societies as optimization problems. They tend to presuppose
that actors are maximizing their well-being and that their behavior therefore reveals the
underlying goals or preferences they are pursuing. For the more hardcore adherents to
this perspective, markets are just a handy tool that harnesses natural human proclivities
toward self-interested maximization.

Substantivists, on the other hand, study human provisioning systems in general.
For them, the economy consists of humans’ material interactions with each other and
their surroundings to meet their needs and values. Other ecological economists argue that
the discipline should take this approach (e.g. Gerber and Scheidel 2018). Substantivists
tend to think that markets actively create self-interested maximizing behavior, and that
people do not spontaneously organize their economic lives around markets unless an
external force coerces them to do so (Polanyi 1944).

This dissertation is a work of substantive economics. | am, after all, studying
people’s interactions with their landscapes and with other people to produce and
distribute food without markets. | keep an open mind in trying to figure out why and how
they do these practices, rather than assuming they must be optimizing for some variable
or other. That said, | do not discard the possibility that non-market food practitioners

engage in optimizing behavior. 1 think both sides’ stories about human nature and the
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origins of markets hold some truth. I examine the evidence brought to bear on formalist
and substantivist understandings of markets’ emergence in section 7.3.

My analysis also takes some inspiration from the “general economy” approach of
French philosopher Georges Bataille (1991 [1949]). For him, the general economy
includes all aspects of life, from the sexual to the spiritual to the symbolic. Like
substantivists, he drops the assumption that resources must be scarce. In fact, his analysis
takes off from the observation that all societies actually experience excess, not scarcity.
More solar energy hits the land than humans—or even photosynthesizing plants—can
use, and economies produce more goods than would be needed to merely reproduce their
populations. Bataille argues that cultures make meaning through their expenditure of
extra energy in festivities, monuments, war, sex, luxury, spectacle, destruction, sacrifice,
and giving (Romano 2014). What is unique about capitalism, from this perspective, is
that societies’ surpluses are systematically directed toward expanding productive
capacity—the accumulation that drives growth (D’Alisa et al. 2014). Ecological
economists argue that the pursuit of economic growth is a key threat to sustainability and
justice (Daly 1973; Kallis 2018; Farley and Malghan 2016). What all this has to do with
the presence or absence of markets is an open question, one | begin to consider in
chapters 6 and 8.

Degrowth scholars take inspiration from Bataille in studying the economy as
simultaneously imagined and material, entropic and abundant, a product of history,
culture, politics, values, and, before all else, work (Kallis 2018). This also resonates with

the ethno-ecological economics of Clovis Cavalcanti (2002), according to which the
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economy is just one aspect of an integrated whole made up of nature, culture, social
organizations, and supernatural entities. | follow these transdisciplinary approaches to
thinking about economic matters. | share economic anthropologists’ interest in the
economics of activities that economists have traditionally ignored. And | follow fellow
ecological economists in thinking of social and biophysical phenomena as coevolutionary
processes (Kallis and Norgaard 2010; Daly and Farley 2011, 7-11).
1.6.2 “Coevolutionary multifunctionalism”

| take a coevolutionary and functionalist approach to explaining the persistent
prevalence of non-market food practices in Vermont. Here | trace the contours of what |
mean by those terms, and how they inform my approach. In the following chapter I
present functionalism and coevolution as they relate to existing non-market food research
in more detail (sections 2.3.1 and 2.3.6, respectively).

Functionalism explains phenomena by the purposes they serve (Kincaid 2006).
The social sciences have always invoked this sort of explanation, since Karl Marx’s claim
that the state existed to promote the interests of the ruling class and, even earlier, Auguste
Comte’s organicist analogies illustrating how institutions such as families contributed to
the stability of society. In recent times, however, functionalism has fallen out of favor
somewhat among social theorists and qualitative researchers. This section endeavors to
demonstrate how the epistemological and methodological underpinnings of this
dissertation respond to some common hesitations about functionalism.

The classic criticism is that functional explanations deduce causes from effects

(Segal 2021). Natural scientists have found this sort of explanation suspect (Kincaid
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2006). One disparaging definition of functionalism describes it as the “doctrine that
societies have needs, and that identifying the ways in which they meet these needs
constitutes an explanation of why given social processes are as they are” (Dale 2012, 10).
A crude functional explanation of food gardening might, upon concluding that it
enhances food security, assume that improving food security is therefore the reason that
people grow their own food. This sort of simplistic functionalism is, | confess, built right
into the title of my dissertation: Non-market food practices do things markets cannot:
[and that is] Why Vermonters produce and distribute food that is not for sale. | hope to
construct a somewhat more sophisticated functional explanation for Vermonters’ non-
market food practices than this boiled-down tagline suggests.

A long tradition of functional explanation simply identifies institutions’ roles in
broader systems rather than definitively claiming that they exist in order to fulfill those
roles (Kincaid 2006). Some of the arguments I make will go no further than such
description. In chapter 4, for instance, |1 show how non-market food distribution serves
the function of enacting a food system that aligns with practitioners’ positive visions of a
world in which food is not for sale at all. Yet it seems unlikely that these people
originally got into mutual aid or charitable food in order to participate in a non-market
institution that prefigures their political utopia. It is probably actually the reverse: that
distributing food as a gift generated this ideal of a non-market food future. Now,
performing some semblance of one’s utopia may be a primary motive for continuing to,

say, volunteer at the food pantry, but my data does not fully establish this.
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Functional explanation can demonstrate causation if it is shown, for instance, that
non-market food practices persist in Vermont because of the functions they serve. It must
also be shown that those functions will only cause the persistence of non-market food
practices when caused by non-market food practices, and not when caused by other
causes (Kincaid 2009). While the evidence at hand does not go this far, | argue, with
caveats, that this sort of complete functional explanation may apply. In chapter 8, |
suggest causal processes through which individual functions could engender the
persistence of the practices themselves.

| contend that the sheer number of functions served by these activities is part of
what makes them persist. Once you have a smartphone you are unlikely to tolerate living
without one because to replace its many functions you would need not only another
communication device but also a GPS, a television, an mp3 player, a Fitbit, a digital
camera, a handheld mirror, and myriad other gadgets or their bulky analog alternatives.
Similarly, if one’s vegetable garden provides exercise, beauty, stress relief, time
outdoors, connection to non-humans, gifts for the neighbors, and tasty fresh produce
whose equivalent would be prohibitively expensive at the store, they are likely to plant
their garden every year and teach their children to do the same rather than try to replicate
those functions with so many other activities. Social scientists have often presented
different possible functions of, say, initiation ceremonies as if they were mutually
exclusive, but it seems obvious that any practice can serve multiple purposes
(Abrahamson 1978, 16). What | am arguing, furthermore, is that practices that serve

multiple functions are more likely to persist than those that serve fewer.
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These multiple functions can include both stated motivations and hidden effects.
As | discuss in chapter 2, functionalists often focus only on latent functions, those
consequences that participants to do not intend or perceive (Abrahamson 1978, 17). An
example could be that as rural men who hunt pass through periods of un- and
underemployment, hunting fulfills their need to be providers for their families, a function
that perhaps they do not recognize. But people are capable of explaining much of what
they do and why (Scott 2012). If rural men say they hunt because it is fun, relaxing, and
rewarding, then they are probably not making that up. As consequences of hunting that,
according to the practitioners themselves, then cause the persistence of the practice, these
functions meet the requirements of causal explanation. Then again, such an explanation is
probably incomplete at best. Interviewees grasp for the most accessible and acceptable
responses; men are probably more likely say they hunt because it saves them money on
meat when they inhabit a capitalist environment that commends rational economic
motives, especially among men. In part for this reason, | asked people more about
processes than their motivations. (Why Westerners say they participate in non-market
food practices is fairly well understood anyway, see section 2.4.3.) All this underscores
the importance of considering many possible functions, both acknowledged and latent.

This is what I am calling “multifunctionalism”: functional explanation that allows
the coexistence of multiple functions and that, furthermore, considers multifunctionality
itself a factor that increases the chances of a practice persisting. In this approach, | follow
anthropologist Roy Rappaport’s work with the Maring people of Papua New Guinea,

which | summarize in the next chapter. He argued that their ritual cycle of warfare and
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feasting “helps to maintain an undegraded environment, limits fighting to frequencies
which do not endanger the existence of the regional population, adjusts man-land ratios,
facilitates trade, distributes local surpluses of pig throughout the regional population in
the form of pork, and assures people of high-quality protein when they are most in need
of it” (Rappaport 1967, 224). That a set of practices serves so many functions suggests
that it will continue to exist in order to do so, regardless of its origins.

Perhaps this approach can make functionalism relevant again. | suspect that it has
become passé in part because social scientists are today less likely to propose single
causal explanations for phenomena in the absence of randomized control trials or
statistical tests of precedence like Granger causality. (These methods could confirm, or
refute, some of the effects | attribute to non-market food practices, and even contribute to
the investigation of whether certain effects in turn cause the practices themselves to
persist, but | leave this avenue of inquiry to future research.) Among theorists, positivistic
functionalism’s search for social-scientific laws has been superseded by post-structural
and post-modern epistemologies that start from the premise that reality is susceptible to
multiple readings (Sarup 1993). My multifunctionalist analysis, in this vein, embraces the
plural nature of both causes and effects, as well as the coexistence of functional and
nonfunctional causes.

| do not abandon causality, though. Post-structuralists and post-modernists, by
contrast, seek “understanding” rather than causal explanations (Sarup 1993). Prominent
qualitative researchers reject causation entirely (e.g. Lincoln and Guba 1985). Yet this is

probably inconsistent with how these people operate in everyday life. When we explain
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that we are tired because we stayed up late last night, we acknowledge our belief in
causality. When a post-modernist says they baked a pie for their new neighbors in order
to build a good relationship with them, they affirm the sort of functional causal
explanation of non-market food practices that | elaborate in this dissertation. Qualitative
inquiry, it turns out, plays an important role in understanding causation because it can
uncover causal processes, rather than merely finding relationships between variables
(Maxwell 2021; 2012).

In this research, |1 hope to resurrect an older, bolder type of theorizing that
constructs functional explanations through varied yet limited evidence, diverse bodies of
literature, and logical but non-neutral argument. This harkens back to a brand of grand
social theory that makes and defends big claims about how the world works, a genre
made all but obsolete by the recent passing of its most proficient remaining practitioner,
David Graeber (2011; 2018; Graeber and Wengrow 2021). To be clear, my functionalism
is not based on an all-encompassing theory of society as a stable and cohesive whole to
which subsystems contribute, such as the ornate theory of Talcott Parsons. Nor are any of
my claims particularly grand at this early stage in my study of non-market practices; the
fact that non-market practices serve function markets do not serve may be missing from
the literature in part because it is so patently obvious. Yet at certain junctures in this
manuscript, glimmers of something grander glisten between the lines. My narrow
investigation of the functions of non-market food practices in Vermont hints at farther-
reaching questions about the nature and types of institutions humans construct to organize

the procuring and dispensing of non-substitutable goods that satisfy our basic needs.

35



Where do markets serve the public good? Where don’t they? Where did they come from
in the first place? What do these findings mean for the economic programs of ecological
and emancipatory political projects in the age of capitalist catastrophe?

Evolutionary scientists are the authors of much contemporary functional
explanation in the social sciences (Kincaid 2006). At the end of the day, humans are
biological animals, subject to both genetic and cultural selection of traits based on how
well they serve the functions of survival and successful reproduction. A lot of this
research analyzes how behaviors influence individual fitness, using economistic
approaches like game theory and cost-benefit analysis (Smith and Winterhalder 1992a).
But multi-level selection theory supports the functionalist notion that human groups
might have “needs” much like individuals do; much of human evolutionary change owes
itself to intergroup competition and within-group collaboration (Wilson and Wilson
2007). Ecological anthropologists explain practices using a group-level functionalism
based not on competition between groups of humans but on humans constructing their
niche: shaping and reacting to the rest of the inhabitants of their environs (e.g. Rappaport
1967).

An evolutionary approach, when combined with a multifunctionalism of both
stated intentions and hidden processes, allows me to get around what has been called the
central problem in social theory: the structure-agency problem (Archer 2003). Do we
explain people’s behavior as the outcome of their free choices as independent actors, or
do we chalk it up to the arrangements that constrain and influence their actions? A

properly coevolutionary approach would describe in detail the processes that generate
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variation in economic practices and differentially propagate them according to
advantageousness (Kallis and Norgaard 2010). | do not go this far. Instead, | think with a
diffuse coevolutionary logic (Porter 2006) according to which change can be understood
as the result of interactions among interdependent, mutually evolving entities such as
genes, minds, values, beliefs, behaviors, norms, and their environments. This
epistemological starting point allows me to consider agency as the source of variation and
structure as the source of selective pressures (Norgaard 1994), rather than having to
choose between agency and structure in my explanations of non-market food practices.
People make non-market food practices and the rest of existence responds.
1.6.3 Trading on insider knowledge

The anthropologists of the gift whom we will meet in the next chapter—namely,
Franz Boas studying the Pacific Northwest potlatch and Bronislaw Malinowski with the
Trobiand Islanders and their kula ring—paid and traded with their informants, rather than
getting involved in the gift relationships they studied (Liebersohn 2010). They studied
their subjects as outsiders. As | mentioned before, | took the opposite approach. | rode my
bicycle around Vermont interviewing people who fed me. On at least one research trip, |
did not buy any food at all. In Burlington, my work contributes to what Gibson-Graham
(2008) call “community economies” by not just studying but building non-market food
institutions.

The evidence presented in this dissertation comes from interviewing 94
informants across four studies, conducting several meticulous literature reviews, and

designing and administering, with colleagues, some surveys with large, representative
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samples. But | have also grown vegetables each year both at home and with the
Homeward Bound Collective at Rock Point, in Burlington. | spent many mornings at
Burlington’s primary soup kitchen and food pantry, Feeding Chittenden, as a volunteer
and as a client. | regularly fish for food in Lake Champlain with both rod-and-reel and
snorkel-and-speargun. | have foraged mushrooms, berries, Japanese knotweed, garlic
mustard, fiddlehead ferns, and all sorts of wild greens. | have skinned, cooked, and eaten
roadkill squirrels as well as garden-terrorizing woodchucks | trapped and dispatched. I
have attended hundreds of potlucks, “bumfeeds,” and community dinners. My household
has had 3 to 7 laying hens and a rooster or two living in our backyard for the last three
years, a few of whom we have made into soup. | have attended monthly meetings of the
Chittenden Hunger Council, where nonprofit workers in the food security realm share
ideas and information. | have supervised a master’s student surveying local food
assistance organizations. | have participated in the establishment and maintenance of
several “guerrilla gardens” on unused roadside land in Burlington. | salvage food from
the compost and garbage bins of all sorts of retailers. Friends and | have slaughtered,
gutted, and butchered goats and pigs for our freezers.

Since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, | have been a central worker and
community organizer with Food Not Cops, a mutual aid collective that has shared lunch
from 1 to 2 p.m. in a downtown parking garage for more than 1200 straight days,
typically with 30 to 50 people per day. | live in the house that serves as an ingredient
warehouse and daily prep-and-cleanup spot for that project. We have a public free pantry

and fridge outside, where community members drop off and receive gifts of food at all
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hours, every day. | have spent much of the last three years coordinating a vast food
rescue-and-redistribution network that receives leftovers from comrades who work on
farms and at grocers, bakeries, and restaurants, and then gets those foods to neighbors
and to volunteers who cook for Food Not Cops daily lunch. | have done all these
activities together with Vermont residents of diverse age, class, nationality, race, gender
identity, and housing status. This list omits dozens of other one-off or infrequent
activities | participated in, plus certainly many others | am forgetting.

The authors of texts on qualitative research warn that a researcher studying a case
they are involved in may end up flooded with materials (Strauss 1987; Kitchin and Tate
1999). This has been my experience. | know hundreds more people | would like to
interview. | have access to every imaginable document. My field notes from Burlington’s
non-market food scene are basically just my diary. Everything feels important, or at least
interesting.

Moreover, insider research presents complicated dynamics. Talking with anglers
or food pantry organizers in other parts of Vermont, | have learned to play a little dumb. |
discovered the importance of playing dumb because my natural tendency is to do the
opposite: | play smart, acting as if | know what | am talking about. This behavior
presumably arises from both a human need for belonging and my desire to appear
competent as a scholar of these topics. | want my interlocutors to believe | am legit, both
as a researcher and as a self-provisioning Vermonter. If my bullshitting works,
informants leave out important details, certain that I already know things that | do not (or

that |1 know sort of and want them to elaborate).
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This problem only gets trickier when studying projects or communities I am fully
part of. Probing feels less than genuine from an insider. Interviewees assume the insider-
researcher already knows everything. Interviewing your friends is uncomfortable. It feels
forced. Difficult dynamics can arise when shifting one’s role in a group from participant
to participant-researcher (Delyser 2001). It is perhaps for these reasons that | have not yet
managed to formally conduct research with Food Not Cops, Homeward Bound
Collective, spearfishers, or any other group | am part of that is more specific or niche
than, say, vegetable gardeners.

| have, however, studied communities that are quite similar to those in which I am
involved. Exploring the Brattleboro area’s non-market food landscape held up a mirror in
which I could more clearly see the Burlington area’s larger analog, a landscape I am too
embedded in to understand from such a zoomed-out perspective. Equally, my intimate
knowledge of non-market food distribution institutions in Burlington gave me the
background to formulate the right questions and look in the right places to discover what
was going on in Greater Brattleboro. As a result, our research team managed to carry out
an intensely deep investigation during a single week in the field (see chapter 4).
Extending my study of self-provisioning to Maine—an accident of the grant | happened
to be working on—had a similar effect (chapter 5). | could more clearly make out the
contours of Vermont’s gardening and hunting culture via tiny contrasts with that of
Maine, where | encountered shellfish harvesting (because there is coastline) and a more
libertarian ethos. In Maine, | had the prior understanding necessary to be an effective

researcher, yet my mind was open to surprise.
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A final note: what | have learned in my six years of participation and observation
within non-market food networks inevitably informs my findings. My non-market food
production and distribution activities have not been participant observation in the formal,
ethnographic sense. | am, regrettably, not trained as an anthropologist. Nor did | clear any
of it as participant observation with the University of Vermont’s Institutional Review
Board for conducting ethical research with human subjects. There is no reference to my
own engagement in non-market practices as a data source in the empirical studies of this
dissertation other than the limited case of a few non-market food practices the research
team engaged in during our week of fieldwork in the Brattleboro-area study written up in
chapter 4.

And yet, it would be incredibly dishonest to suggest that my myriad experiences
doing the activities | studied did not inform my overall findings. | cannot just put my
research brain in a jar while | am in the garden. Quite the contrary, to the extent that this
dissertation contains interesting research questions, clever interview questions, shrewd
analyses, imaginative interpretations, and cunning conclusions, the sparks that generated
those insights were mostly ignited while doing the activities | studied—and by doing
those activities. | include the occasional anecdote from my own experience to illustrate
arguments my data fall short of fully supporting, or just to breathe life into the text.
Adam’s story from section 1.1 is an example. I conclude this introductory chapter with
some vignettes from when this research project was just coming into focus, because they

reveal how some of my definitions, questions, and hypotheses developed.
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1.7 Foreshadowing findings

On February 12, 2019, | went to the statehouse in Montpelier for a reception.
Researchers from the University of Vermont were to converse with legislators about our
work related to agriculture and food. | had not yet done any research worthy of sharing
with policymakers, but | got to attend in place of Josh Farley, my adviser, who could not
make it to the event. | was eager to talk about non-market food practices, having only
recently narrowed down my dissertation topic.

Representative Carolyn Partridge, chair of the House Committee on Agriculture
and Forestry, was thrilled that | was studying this topic and told me to call her landline
anytime | had questions. She said she had lambs, chickens, and sometimes pigs. She
normally harvests about 9 milk crates full of potatoes, but the previous summer it was
one and three-quarters, and the spuds were tiny. She blamed it on the weather. “It’s going
to be a big shock when the store shelves are not stocked,” she said, referring to the future
effects of climate change on the food system.

For her, non-market production was the food equivalent of a backup generator for
when the power is out. But it was more like a solar panel than a diesel engine; if the
conditions are not right, it can fail right along with the grid. When the commercial food
system stops delivering at the same time as the potato crop at home fails, we will be in
real trouble. I later found that northern New Englanders of all stripes tend to conceive of
non-market food production in precisely this way: as a skills-based safety net that helps
folks feel secure in their long-run food access, but which is in fact fallible itself.

Representative Patrick Seymour also alluded to coming catastrophes when asked

about non-market food. He was a 21-year-old Republican dairy farmer from the
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Northeast Kingdom. “I’m not for Trump,” he told me. “But my constituents are.” He
made sure to tell me he was pro-choice, and that he identified as a libertarian, in favor of
a decentralized free-market economy with decisions made at the lowest possible level. He
said he was waiting for collapse so he could go live in the woods. He would grow his
own food there. | smiled. That resonated. | wondered whether | wanted someone so sure
that collapse was imminent, and so unworried by that prospect, to be making decisions on
everybody’s behalf in the statehouse. At least he was in touch with ecological reality.

As soon as | tried to explain my research to Patrick, he—Ilike so many Vermonters
| talked to—wanted to tell me a story about the most epic barter he had engaged in. His
family had stopped sugaring a few years back, and they traded their large maple arch, the
evaporator where the sap boils down to syrup, to a friend in exchange for one pig a year
for the rest of their lives. The friend got his sugaring operation started, and Patrick’s
family gets to go slaughter and butcher a pig each year. While barter is often defined as
moneyless exchange that emulates markets, in Vermont it is an alternative to markets,
encompassing an entire continuum from untracked, non-simultaneous reciprocal giving to
one-off, tit-for-tat swapping of items deemed equal in value through negotiation. | made
sure to define non-market practices as those in which food is not traded for money so that
what Vermonters call barter would be included.

In the months that followed the statehouse event | volunteered several times a
week at what was then called the Chittenden Emergency Food Shelf, Burlington’s prime
location for free breakfast and groceries. | talked often there with a silver-haired woman

I’ll call Dorothy. She knew everything about the food shelf. When I would bring up non-
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market food, she often started talking about shoplifting. She had started in 2012 because
she was, in her words, “having trouble accessing food.” She had worked at restaurants
and grocery stores before then but had never stolen anything. Burlington’s lack of cheap
food—few fast-food spots, no dollar stores—eventually made feeding herself difficult
enough to risk taking it for free. Shoplifting was indeed another non-market food
practice, | supposed.

Dorothy always referred to the dollar values of items she received for free,
whether from the food shelf, shoplifting, or dumpster diving. She would brag about a
$100 haul as if she would have paid for those same things had she not gotten them free of
charge. In my research, | was hesitant about putting monetary values on non-market
entities. Research in other contexts found negative unintended effects of distilling all
value down to dollars, and suggested it was a slippery slope to commodification
(Kolinjivadi et al. 2017; Kosoy and Corbera 2010). Plus, it seemed like an unnecessary
abstraction from the ivory tower, something that had little bearing on people’s actual
actions. But here was a precarious middle-aged woman converting all her non-market
acquisitions into precise shadow prices.

| often worked the check-in desk at the food shelf. How it worked was that people
could walk in and take bread and produce every day, but to access the grocery section
with packaged foods and coolers that sometimes held milk or meat, they had to pass by
me and give me their name so | could check them in on the computer. Housed folks could
get groceries twice per month. Unhoused folks could every week, or every day if they

were actually living outdoors with nowhere safe to store food. For frequent visitors to the
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food shelf, their two allotted monthly grocery trips were a precious currency to try to
avoid spending.

We did not enforce the rules very stringently. So it became a game: take home as
much food as you can without “spending” one of your limited grocery visits. Every day,
the same women would tell me they were just here for bread and then sneak other items
into their bags. They were mostly Eastern Europeans who had come to Burlington as
refugees from the Bosnian War in the 1990s. | wondered if this food shelf game reminded
them of living under communism: desirable goods were rationed not by unequally
distributed income but instead via connections or cunning. I, like other volunteers at the
food shelf, wanted them to ask permission to take things. The answer was nearly always
“yes,” after all.

But | too used my privileged position as a volunteer to take home choice items.
For me, it was not about getting special access to scarce goods, but instead having
exclusive knowledge about when certain foods were in mega-abundance. | took a 20-Ib.
box of walnuts when the food shelf was inundated with them. I could hear Dorothy in my
head telling me that it was worth well over $100. My housemates and | made and froze a
lot of walnut-basil pesto in 2019. | also brought home very many bags of split peas, since
the food shelf got them from a commodity program but nobody seemed to want them. |
remain known for my split peas, having cooked them dozens of times for housemates and
Food Not Cops.
Highly valued items like meat, fruits, and onions were quite scarce at the food

shelf. They would get snatched up instantly upon arrival. Visitors attacked a freshly
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stocked produce rack as a frenzied mob. It was “like shark feedings,” according to a
fellow volunteer who had experienced enough poverty herself to make such a remark
without it coming off as classist. Large white men complained that tiny Asian women
were taking too much chicken. I could see on the computer screen in front of me that
those women lived in households of 10 or more people, information | used to defend their
right to take more than signage indicated. It surprised me that some items were so scarce,
considering the massive edible excess | witnessed in the dumpsters of the same chain
supermarkets that donated food to charities like this one. The degree of unmet need for
food was certainly high. Even so, | was taken aback that people were so aggressive,
selfish, even mean to each other in a gift setting. Maybe | was naive, an out-of-touch
researcher unable to empathize with desperate people living on the edge of hunger. Still,
there was something here to explain. Vegetables arriving at the food shelf shouldn’t feel
like Black Friday at Best Buy. For that matter, | wondered, Why does Black Friday at
Best Buy feel like Black Friday at Best Buy? What is it about certain settings that makes
humans so greedily hostile to one another?

| began to toy with the hypothesis that maybe it was in part because the food shelf
was designed to resemble its market equivalent, a grocery store, that people were trying
to maximize what they get (food) and minimize what they give (in this case, limited
grocery check-ins). They were seeking deals the same as one would at Costco or the local
co-op. But situations where demand outstrips supply at the prevailing price—because of
Black Friday sales or because the food is free at the food shelf—are not like typical days

at the supermarket. When the price is that low, if you want a flatscreen TV or some
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ground beef, you have to really get after it. In the absence of an alternative rationing
system, aggression rules.

Rather than expressing gratitude to volunteers and workers who made the
operation run, people complained that the food shelf was corrupt, that employees took all
the best items for themselves, plus much of the federal money the organization received.
They were not entirely off base. To some extent, it was satisfying to see low-income
people not simply being happy with the crumbs they are given, nor even demanding
more, but instead just taking what they clearly think they deserve. Yet the bitterness was
shocking. Should we not let those people laboring here unpaid or for low wages take first
dibs at the food? Might the others who you are shoving out of the way to get the last
gallon of milk need it just as badly as you do?

This experience informed my research on food charity in the Brattleboro area.
Might non-market food distribution be better organized in set-ups that do not imitate
commercial establishments? At home in Burlington, | dedicated more effort to organizing
Food Not Bombs, which later became Food Not Cops, partly because it was non-market
distribution that did not mimic markets. Once Food Not Cops started sharing lunch every

day in March 2020, | only went back to the food shelf to receive food, not as a volunteer.
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2. THE LITERATURE ON NON-MARKET FOOD PRACTICES

This is an area where you lock your car or it will be filled with zucchini.
—Resident of a high-poverty county in rural lowa
Quoted in Morton et al. (2008)

2.1 Introduction

| chose to focus on non-market food practices in part because they are
understudied. That | dedicate an entire chapter of this dissertation to presenting previous
research on the topic would seem to contradict that reasoning. This inconsistency appears
even more egregious when considering that this literature review is far from
comprehensive, and instead engages only with research that is relevant to the questions at
hand. Bear with me. Despite all that has been published on food production and
distribution without markets, there remain unexplored lines of inquiry regarding the
nature of these practices as they persist in the high-income societies of the Global North.

In what follows, I introduce the theoretical ideas that have driven scholarship on
non-market economic practices by way of an abbreviated intellectual history. This starts
with a look at how food has factored into writings on the concept of the gift, and then
segues into a lengthy overview of adaptation-based explanations of non-market food
practices in non-modern societies. Then I review researchers’ findings on the prevalence,
drivers, and benefits of non-market food practices in high-income societies like that of
Vermont. | omit research on Vermont itself. | instead integrate that body of work into

chapter 3, which presents my own and others’ studies on the prevalence of non-market
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food practices in contemporary Vermont, and chapter 8, where | consolidate my

functional explanations for these practices’ persistence.

2.2 Food and the gift

In 1925, French sociologist Marcel Mauss published his Essai sur le don on what
he called “archaic forms of exchange” (it was later translated into English as The Gift;
Mauss 1967 [1925]). Social theorists have been debating it ever since (Lévi-Strauss 1969;
Sahlins 1974; Gregory 1982; Parry 1986; Cheal 1988; Strathern 1988; Weiner 1992;
Komter 1996a; Herrmann 1997; Godelier 1999). The concept of the gift, and its foil the
commaodity, still frame much scholarly thinking on the different institutions societies use
to distribute goods (Benson and Carter 2008; Bird-David and Darr 2009; Singh 2015;
Lindenbaum 2016).

In the century leading up to Mauss’s landmark essay, European intellectuals had
all but forgotten how to even recognize a gift when they witnessed one (Liebersohn
2010). It is not that gift giving had disappeared from European society. Social theorists
during the advent of the market economy simply did not construct tools for understanding
it. Liberal philosopher James Mill (1826, 3:555-63), for example, could not comprehend
gifts received by a colonial governor-general in India as anything but corruption. This
tradition had begun when Adam Smith (1776) claimed that commerce was human nature.
Later, David Ricardo (1821) depicted tribal hunters as entrepreneurs. As explorers and
anthropologists reported on practices that did not match these stories of the selfish

savage, debates ensued regarding the origins of human economies. Marx and Engels
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theorized a primitive communism in which band members bestowed gifts on each other
out of pure altruism.

These explanations of gifts from nineteenth-century Europe failed to grasp that
outside of market societies—and probably within them as well—transfers are neither
entirely generous nor entirely self-interested. Enlightenment thinkers had invented the
one-way gift even as they lived in a world of reciprocity (Liebersohn 2010). Jonathan
Parry (1986) suggests that perhaps the idea of a purely selfless gift could only rise to
prominence alongside an ideology of the purely self-interested individual. He also points
to the major world religions, such as Christianity and Hinduism, as potentially important
precursors to such an idea developing, since they instruct believers to give with no
expectation of return. Ordinary people in Western society still often think that gifts are
ideally given disinterestedly and without expectation of return. (If we struggle to come up
with examples of such pure gifts from our own lives, it must be because of our own
impurity.) Much like mainstream society today, European scholars in the 1800s
misunderstood gifts because they paid them little attention. Or maybe it was the other
way around: they ignored gifts because they did not understand them.

Mauss cleared up this misunderstanding when he proclaimed the dual nature of
gifts, drawing on others’ ethnographic work from the Pacific Islands and the Pacific
Northwest. The gifts that interested him were those that people presented with a pretense
of spontaneity, discretion, and disinterest but which were also somewhat obligatory and
came with expectations. He identified three obligations that seemed to hold across

cultures: the obligation to give, to receive, and to reciprocate. This duty to reciprocate
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meant that any gift might involve some degree of self-interest, since the giver would later
become recipient (Mauss 1967 [1925]).

Ceremonial events that moved sacred objects between groups best illustrated
Mauss’s concept of total prestation, when gift exchange encompasses economic,
juridical, moral, aesthetic, religious, and structural phenomena all at once. He held that in
archaic societies, “it is groups, not individuals, which carry on exchange” (Mauss 1967
[1925], 3). His two best-known cases were quite grand. One was the kula ring of the
Trobiand Islanders, as described by Bronislaw Malinowski (1922), in which important
men would voyage across dangerous open ocean in outrigger canoes to circulate valuable
shell necklaces and armbands around an archipelago in Melanesia. The other was the
potlatch of the North American Northwest, which Franz Boas had famously narrated.
These were extravagant feasts at which chiefs would compete for status by redistributing
and destroying their accumulated wealth.

Following Mauss, scholars of the gift have focused more on grandiose transfers of
durable prestige goods, especially among elites, than on the distribution of everyday
necessities like food (Sykes 2005). They have fixated on how ceremonial giving confers
rank and power. They have theorized about the exchange of women as wives between
kinship groups (e.g. Lévi-Strauss 1969). They have dedicated much ink to thinking about
sacrifice, destruction, and gifts to the gods (Bataille 1991 [1949]). And they have
reinterpreted the kula and potlach rituals ad nauseum. Yet the eating part of the feast is
often left out. Even so, “many of the most famous gift systems we know about center on

food,” according to Lewis Hyde (1979, 9).
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Hyde, in his own book titled The Gift, drew from both ethnographies and folklore.
He concluded from the anthropological literature that the nature of gifts is to circulate to
where lack has tugged at the whole and to then circle back to their sources, having
increased in value along the way. But gifts’ value was ineffable. “In folk tales,” he wrote,
“the gift is often something seemingly worthless—ashes or coals or leaves or straw—but
when the puzzled recipient carries it to his doorstep, he finds it has turned to gold” (Hyde
1979, 34). Inversely, when precious gifts are counted or measured in these stories, they
transform into rubbish.

Hyde (1979) and Robin Wall Kimmerer (2014, 22-32) contrast gifts and
commodities as ideal types; they do not expect to find their essentialized gifts or
commodities in unadulterated form in the real world. The archetypal gift, for these
authors, is not “free” or devoid of self-regard. It is the opposite of a commodity not in
motive but in outcomes: the feeling-bonds gifts create, contrasted with the ephemeral,
unsentimental market relationship. One does not write a thank-you card to a grocery store
because the business receives immediate equivalent payment for the food it distributes.
Hyde emphasizes that gifts must be enclosed within a community to prevent their
dispersal from drawing down collective reserves. And he stresses that a market economy
must draw on stores of gifts furnished by unpaid labor and nature (see also Moore 2015).
This commodity-gift dichotomy is useful for formulating hypotheses about market and
non-market food transfers, even though my broad empirical categories do not align
seamlessly with these ideal types. | assemble the attributes these two thinkers ascribe to

gifts and commaodities in Table 2.1.
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Table 2.1 Features Hyde and Kimmerer attribute to gifts and commaodities

Gift Commodity
uncalculated increase calculated interest or profit
use value exchange value

sensed value
make things part of ourselves
joining
synthetic thought
eventual reciprocity
ongoing relationship

explicitly assigned value
alienate things from ourselves
splitting
dialectical thought
immediate equivalence
ephemeral interaction

felt bond legal contract
organic structure & cohesion law & police
imagination analysis
eros logos
gratitude acquisitiveness
sufficiency accumulation
bustle of life bustle of trade

bundle of responsibilities
common wealth

bundle of rights
private riches

Kimmerer sums up both authors’ arguments when she writes, “The essence of a
gift is that it creates a set of relationships” (2014, 28). She dreams up an alternate reality
of her favorite Andean market in which everything is the same except that the vendors
wave off her money as if she were impolite to suggest paying for the food. In this thought
exercise of a gift “market,” Kimmerer imagines herself exercising self-restraint to leave
food for others. “It’s funny,” she writes, “Had all the things in the market merely been a
very low price, I probably would have scooped up as much as I could” (Kimmerer 2014,
29). In her dream, she plans reciprocal gifts to bring tomorrow to those who provided her

nourishment today.
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Indeed, participants in non-market transfers often care more about relationships
than the terms of exchange. Anthropologist Richard Lee writes about how he at first
struggled to grasp the flexible nature of reciprocity among the foragers of the Kalahari.
One Ju/’hoansi* informant, bemused by questions about what would and would not be an
acceptable return gift, said, smiling, “You see, we don’t trade with things, we trade with
people!” (Lee 2013, 131).

Gift relationships result in solidarity. The Yakut people of Siberia apparently
“refused to believe that somewhere in the world people could die of hunger, when it was
so easy to go and share a neighbor’s meal” (Lévi-Strauss 1969, 57). The ethnographic
literature teems with accounts of an ethic that will not let anyone starve unless everyone
does. “We do not put a price on food if it is an inalienable part of community,” writes
Hyde (1979, 66). Whereas commodities come with the right to use and abuse them, gifts
come with the responsibility to consume them or pass them on.

Real-world non-market distribution is too varied to generalize as entirely gifts,
just as most markets do not deal in pure, fully alienated commodities (Tsing 2017).
Fortunately, other typologies exist. Malinowski originally placed the seven types of
Trobiander transfers on a continuum from “pure gift” to “real barter,” but later rescinded
the category of pure gift in favor of conceptualizing all exchange as reciprocal in some
sense (Parry 1986). Karl Polanyi (1944) separated distributive mechanisms into
reciprocity, redistribution, and market exchange. He added householding, or self-

provisioning, as a type of economy that did not involve transfers. In chapter 4, | introduce

4 The Ju/’hoansi people used to be called the !Kung San by their ethnographers.
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and apply David Graeber’s (2009) four types of gift relationships, which he synthesizes
from Polanyi’s work and the Maussian tradition.

These concepts speak to how different modes of exchange or distribution work,
but not why they exist in particular times and places. To answer questions such as why
Vermonters still deal in gifts as well as in commodities, we need social theory. While
students of the gift tend to focus on grand exchanges between groups, a parallel line of
inquiry has sought to document and explain groups’ everyday production and distribution
practices. The next section traces scientists’ use of adaptation as an explanation for the
forms that non-market food practices take. First, | overview various approaches to the
study of food transfers between humans. Then | turn to acquiring food from the
environment—foraging—to demonstrate the pitfalls and purposes of evolutionary

thinking.

2.3 The evolution of evolutionary approaches

Nineteenth-century explanations of non-Western economies rested on
evolutionistic theories according to which human groups passed through a successive set
of stages from primitive to civilized (Liebersohn 2010). As we saw in the previous
section, different theorists imagined societies in a “state of nature” as communistic,
proto-commercial, or composed of economically isolated family units fending for
themselves. But all these stage theories put Europeans in the lead position of a race every
human group was supposedly running in. These concepts of cultural evolution were

teleological and racist.
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Boas and Malinowski rebutted the ethnocentrism of these evolutionary schemes
by describing faraway societies in all their richness, on their own terms (Sykes 2005).
Writing about motives, norms, beliefs, and emotions humanized people from elsewhere.
Boas was dedicated to detailing the particulars of life among Northwest Coast Indians
almost atheoretically. Malinowski and then Mauss did not fully break from the stage
theories of the day. Mauss (1967 [1925]) charted societies’ ascendance from “primitive”
groups with no economic organization through clans practicing “archaic exchange” to
modern polities made up of individual contracts. Malinowski (1922) renounced the word
“primitive” in his book on the kula ring but betrayed his evolutionist thinking when he
wrote that the Trobianders were “certainly not at the lower end of savagery” (2). Yet
these comments were vestigial moments in their writings, which at other moments
rejected the supremacy of Europe (Liebersohn 2010). Stage theory endured while
alternative approaches were still embryonic.
2.3.1 Functionalism

Where Malinowski and Mauss managed to discard the notion of a hierarchy of
cultures, it was by explaining social phenomena in terms of their functions. These
thinkers were functionalists, in other words. They made sense of methods of resource
distribution that might seem nonsensical to Europeans, such as kula or potlach, by
appealing to the legal, political, personal, magical, mythological, and kinship-related
things these practices did in those societies. The focus was on how institutions met
individual needs (in the case of Malinowski) or maintained the social whole from which

they arose (in Mauss’s writings). Functionalists could thus draw parallels between tribal
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life and modernity through demonstrating how similar human activities, such as
distributing food, took distinct forms in response to context.

But by theorizing societies as “comprehensive and machine-like totalities”
(Liebersohn 2010, 116), functionalists risked writing social change out of people’s lives.
Malinowski even insisted that history could not explain social institutions like exchange.
That is, he avoided the evolutionistic fallacy by conducting purposefully static analysis.
Even as functionalism became the paradigm underlying much of what was simply called
“theory” in the social sciences (Abrahamson 1978), some criticized it for justifying the
status quo in their own societies. By presenting each institution as integral to a
supposedly stable totality, functionalists tended to side with the establishment (Becker
1967). By the 1960s, functionalism’s influence was waning as alternative approaches like
structuralism and materialism came to prominence. These other theories did not address
non-market food practices.

2.3.2 Ecological anthropology

Meanwhile, some anthropologists were beginning to understand social institutions
as adaptations to environmental conditions. This line of research represented something
of a comeback for functionalism. It has been referred to as ecological anthropology
(Vayda and McCay 1975), cultural ecology (Steward 1955; Robbins 2004), and adaptive
ecological functionalism (Carneiro 2003). Little if any previous social theory had
seriously considered that humans are biological beings who interact in multispecies webs
of coexistence and interdependence. This ecological approach yielded novel explanations

for non-market food practices.
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Roy Rappaport (1967), for example, showed that the Maring tribe maintained
social-ecological balance in the highlands of Papua New Guinea through ritual cycles of
warfare and feasting through which they incur and then settle debts with their ancestors
and allies. The Maring timed the culmination of their ritual cycle, when they killed more
than 100 pigs over the course of a year, with the moment that the pig herd became too
populous to live off substandard tubers from their gardens. At that point, they were
clearing extra forest to plant and harvest additional gardens just to feed their swine. The
pigs by then had become a nuisance, too, sparking conflict between the owners of
gardens they raided and the owners of the offending pigs. Rappaport’s careful
quantitative work suggested that when pig numbers were high, their food needs could
push the intensity of the community’s swidden rotation not just beyond people’s
maximum acceptable workload, but beyond the threshold of environmental sustainability:
fallow forest plots might not have time to replenish their fertility before they needed to be
slashed and burned again for planting. So the ritual cycle mandated a mass pig slaughter.
Culture was in this case adaptive.

Such ingenious non-market food adaptations abound in the literature. John Murra
(1972), for instance, contended that ethnic groups in the Andes maintained settlements at
various elevations in a “vertical archipelago” in order to give them access to resources
from diverse ecological zones through internal non-market transfers. One of the many
reinterpretations of the potlach was as a ritual that served the function of redistributing

food between groups whose harvests were quite stochastic (Piddocke 1965).
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Functionalism, which had arisen partly as response to fraught explanations from
cultural evolutionists, was resurrected as an approach founded, at least implicitly, on the
very idea of cultural evolution. Of course, this later evolutionary approach was based on
the theory of natural selection, not on a deterministic narrative of human history. But its
grounding in natural selection was incomplete. Functionalists would demonstrate that a
phenomenon like food sharing brought beneficial outcomes or played a role in
maintaining other institutions, yet sound functional explanations, remember, require a
feedback loop through which a phenomenon’s consequences then cause its continuation
or propagation (Elster 1983). Evolutionary ecologists criticized functionalists in the
social sciences for rarely postulating specific feedback mechanisms, much less
demonstrating their existence or causal efficacy (Smith and Winterhalder 1992).
Rappaport, for example, showed that Maring rituals are ecologically adaptive but did not
test possible pathways through which those adaptations might arise and persist. Robert
Netting (1986) defended this sort of approach by saying that cultural ecologists were too
busy working out the details of adaptation in specific instances to worry about theorizing
evolution. This did not satisfy evolutionary ecologists. Rather than merely assuming that
the forces of variance, inheritance, and fitness-based selection apply to social phenomena,
evolutionary ecologists set out to demonstrate it.

2.3.3 Behavioral ecology

The field of human behavioral ecology takes the individual as the unit of analysis.

Rather than studying society or institutions as black boxes operating according to their

own logics, this discipline opts for explanations at the level of individual fitness. The
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premise is that for food sharing to evolve, it must make sharers fitter. Behavioral
ecologists adopt what is called the phenotypic gambit: they assume behavior is heritable
without worrying about whether transmission happens via genes or social learning. They
have studied food sharing across primates in search of clues about how humans became
such a cooperative species (Jaeggi and Gurven 2013).

Behavioral ecologists explain human food transfers with four models (Gurven
2004). In kin selection-based nepotism, biological relatives share food to help copies of
their genes in each other’s bodies reproduce. Tolerated scrounging takes place when the
costs of defending food exceed its marginal value to a possessor, who therefore lets
others take it. People share food as costly signaling to communicate otherwise
unobservable qualities or intents of the giver, such as fitness as a mate. And in reciprocal
altruism, givers share food in the present because they are motivated by receiving food or
other benefits in the future or past.

These explanations work together. Imagine a hunter has killed a large animal. He
and his kin may get the choicest cuts, but their household cannot consume all the meat
before it rots. Thus, they may tolerate hungry neighbors scrounging leftovers or give
meat away to those who demand it. The hunter may share meat with others in the
community as a costly signal of his hunting prowess or his intent to cooperate in other
endeavors. He may give some of the abundance to fellow hunters expecting that they
reciprocate when they make a kill, since meat comes at random times in large packages,
sometimes with intermittent shortages (Jaeggi and Gurven 2013). These evolutionary

models, you may notice, all assume a self-interested individual weighing the costs and
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benefits of sharing with a given partner in each context, much like in rational choice
theory.

But food sharing is rarely fully discretionary in the real world. Etiquette norms,
strict rules, or an authority figure may control what individuals obtain. Perhaps a forager
knows that others will punish her if she does not share (Fehr et al. 2002). She may want,
or feel obliged, to give food to individuals who most need it (Smith et al. 2019). Ju/’hoan
rules for allocating meat are typical of studied forager societies. The owner of the arrow
that kills an animal is the owner of the meat, which means they get to distribute it. But
this is more a burden than a privilege, since parting out meat can be tense:

Distribution is done with great care, according to a set of rules, arranging

and rearranging the pieces for up to an hour so that each recipient will get

the right proportion. Successful distributions are remembered with

pleasure for weeks afterwards, while improper meat distributions can be
the cause of bitter wrangling among close relatives. (Lee 2013, 51-52)

Only after this meticulous apportioning does the feast begin. Great cauldrons of
meat are cooked up continuously for the people who have assembled. Such pooling
methods reduce the risk of shortfalls by smoothing individuals’ consumption (Jaeggi and
Gurven 2013). In societies where pooling makes food a truly joint possession, it further
complicates methodologically individualist models based on discretionary, dyadic food
transfers.

Still, research on non-compulsory food sharing bears out the evolutionary
explanations. In a fishing village in Lamalera, Indonesia, harvests get distributed
according to rules that determine shares for the co-owners of the boat, its crew, the
boatbuilders, artisans who helped construct the gear, and, in the case of a motorized boat,

the owner of the motor and the person who purchased the fuel. Once each shareholder
61



receives their portion of the catch, they give some of it away in a secondary distribution
that is not governed by any explicitly articulated rules. Discretionary food transfers such
as these take place in many societies. A statistical analysis of this network of secondary
gifts in Lamalera found that households were more likely to share food with another
household if the latter was more closely related or among those that gave food to the
former, providing evidence for the kinship and reciprocity explanations (Nolin 2010).
The households of men in official leadership positions in Lamalera gave food to more
partners than they received from, suggesting the possibility that sharing-as-signaling was
at work, too (Nolin 2012).

Even compulsory sharing often follows the predictions ascertained from the
assumption that food transfers must benefit individual fitness. A wealth of empirical and
experimental studies in small-scale, non-market economies demonstrate that, together,
the four evolutionary models listed above explain much of the variance in patterns of
food sharing within human groups, including obligatory sharing according to social rules
(reviewed in Gurven 2004). That social norms can align with genetic selfishness perhaps
suggests egalitarian processes of norm formation, in which each individual negotiates
sharing rules that benefit their fitness and nobody manages to institute differentially
beneficial rules in their own favor. What is too often lost on human behavioral ecologists,
though, is that individual-level selection mechanisms need not explain all fitness-related
behavior. Giving food can in theory be adaptive even if it does not pay the giver in terms

of fitness.
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2.3.4 Group selection

Food sharing practices can also evolve and endure if they are good for group
fitness. This hypothesis is deduced from multi-level selection theory. The idea is that the
evolutionary mechanisms of variation, inheritance, and fitness-based selection operate at
multiple levels, from genes to organisms to groups to entire multispecies assemblages
(Farley et al. 2020). If variation between groups is greater than variation within them,
then natural selection can work at the group level. This is often the case for humans
(Wilson and Wilson 2007): the diversity of food production and sharing practices across
societies is testament to the reality that human groups can be far more varied than
humans in the same group. Moreover, sharing food itself inhibits within-group selection,
since it makes individuals less likely to die of hunger and, overall, harmonizes their
nutritional statuses (Bowles and Gintis 2011).

Group selection is not a new idea. Charles Darwin (1888) and Petr Kropotkin
(1903) argued that groups in which individuals looked after each other more would
outcompete groups in which individuals look after themselves more, even as selfish
individuals outcompete altruists within a given group. Models and common sense both
suggest that intergroup competition will select for groups that share food more internally
(Henrich and Muthukrishna 2021).

Group selection has often been modeled as evolutionary forces at work on groups
made up of different proportions of altruistic and selfish individuals. Altruists make the
group fitter while selfish types are fittest within it. But this model can only explain the

evolution of a behavior that is costly to the individual and beneficial to the group, such as
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food sharing, in a population with small, stable groups that are in frequent conflict, since
those are the conditions necessary for group-level selection to dominate (Bowles and
Gintis 2011).

Yet the relative fitness of human groups is determined not just by the attributes of
the individuals that comprise them but also by culture: habits, norms, rules, beliefs, and
so on (Richerson et al. 2016). If groups can adopt institutions that make group-beneficial
behaviors such as food sharing into conventions to which virtually all group members
adhere—for instance, institutionalized punishing of those who do not share—then group-
level selection processes will facilitate the propagation of such institutions even where
their adoption imposes significant costs on groups (Bowles and Gintis 2011). Ecological
anthropologists like Rappaport based their group-level functionalism on the premise that
evolution acts on human groups that adapt via culture. Since individuals regularly
migrate between groups, it may be only through cultural transmission that group selection
can take effect among human populations (Richerson and Boyd 1992).

2.3.5 Cultural evolution

Cultural evolution takes place whenever learning from others affects fitness. One
might expect that such social learning mainly influences selection at the level of the
group, yet much research on cultural evolution focuses on individual-level selection.
Whereas the models of behavioral ecology are agnostic toward the mechanism of
inheritance, models of cultural evolution endeavor to show how and when individuals
might inherit adaptive behaviors via social learning instead of via genes or learning from

one’s own experience (Richerson and Boyd 1992). Reciprocal food sharing, for example,
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enhances individual fitness but is less likely to emerge through genetic selection than
through social learning, such as people copying each other’s giving behavior or adopting
a tit-for-tat strategy (Henrich and Muthukrishna 2021). Groups can maintain practices
like food sharing through conformism, but also because sharing food is typically the best
individual course of action as long as most others do the same (Bowles and Gintis 2011).

Cultural evolution thus shows how norms can align individual- and group-level
fitness. In a vacuum, giving food away is costly; keeping it for oneself enhances fitness.
But in the real world, human groups make it quite costly not to share food. Many cultures
consider it rude or sinful not to share food. Groups enforce norms for food sharing
through signaling, punishment, and reputational systems. Hunters who neglect to share
even one animal they Kill are in some cases ridiculed for years. Where individuals get in
trouble for eating alone or hoarding food, generosity might serve individual fitness better
than selfishness would (Boyd 2017). This fits behavioral ecologists’ definition of
tolerated scrounging: individuals share food when the benefits of keeping it are
outweighed by the costs of defending it, and those costs can be reputational, not just
physical.

Some authors emphasize that being the one who punishes a non-sharer can itself
be detrimental to individual fitness even as it enhances that of the group (Bowles and
Gintis 2011). But punishment need not always impose net costs: stealing food from non-
sharers is a punishment that clearly benefits the punisher-thief. Punishing those who
refuse to share food can also be a signal of one’s own cooperativeness or trustworthiness.

Moreover, punishment is often meted out by coordinated groups, so no individual has to
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bear the entire cost of punishing (Henrich and Muthukrishna 2021). In practice, norms
often make it individually beneficial to do what is best for the group. Economic theory
takes great pains to show this is true in the case of markets; cultural evolution explains
how institutions for non-market distribution come to align incentives too.

Whether a given non-market food activity is ultimately caused by individual- or
group-level selection is, for this discussion, beside the point. Nor does it matter much to
my argument whether sharing food is altruistic or self-interested—in terms of
psychological motivation or in the sense of being costly or beneficial to individual
fitness. These debates are important to scholars who study food sharing as a window into
the evolution of human cooperation (for example West, et al. 2011; Smith 2020).

The debaters often overlook that they might all be right. In my reading, their
explanations are rarely mutually exclusive. Multi-level selection, for instance, does not
negate kin selection or reciprocal altruism. Individual- and group-level mechanisms even
work together: when the presence and absence of food sharing are both stable equilibria
in a model populated by self-interested agents, it is intergroup competition that selects for
the equilibrium that includes food sharing (Henrich and Muthukrishna 2021). Similarly,
altruistic and selfish motives (and outcomes) can coexist. Sharing food for religious
reasons—say, through a church charity—might equally be seen as purely generous, since
the giver gets no material reciprocation, or self-interested, since the giver is probably
motivated by reputational consequences (Ule et al. 2009) and the possibility of eternal
life in heaven (or averting eternal damnation; see White et al. 2019). These motives seem

more likely to compound than compete. Think of a time you gave food to someone; your

66



other-regarding and self-regarding reasons for doing so probably feel complementary, not
contradictory. You share homemade cookies with your neighbors or colleagues because
you like making sweets for others and because you do not want to have all that sugar
around, for your own well-being. Is that warm feeling a cause or an effect of giving,
anyway? A complete functional explanation would say it is both.

For the purpose of explaining why non-market food practices persist in a modern
context, what is relevant is that such a plethora of explanations can “work” to account for
food transfers. My contention, again, is that non-market food practices do a lot of things
at once. Mauss called gift exchange a “total social fact” that encompassed legal,
economic, moral, political, magical, religious, and social-morphological meanings (he did
not mention, to my knowledge, the evolutionary functions of food transfers). A
coevolutionary framework allows us to begin to see how these different aspects interact.
2.3.6 Coevolution

Coevolution happens when interacting entities like genes, behaviors,
relationships, beliefs, and environments influence each other’s evolution. A classic
example is how hummingbirds’ beaks and the deep flowers they drink nectar from (and
simultaneously pollinate) have coevolved to fit perfectly together, thereby excluding bees
and other animals, even other species of hummingbird. Coevolution is ubiquitous. Nearly
everything that biologists call evolution actually consists of coevolutionary relations
(Kallis and Norgaard 2010, 691).

The evolution of human food sharing is a case in point. The reinforcing interplay

between the individual behavior of sharing food and group-level institutions such as
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shaming non-sharers can be modeled as a coevolutionary process by treating institutions
as “traits” that affect group fitness, just as behaviors do at the individual level (Bowles
and Gintis 2011). Actions also coevolve with attitudes. Food sharing norms might
become entrenched because influential group members who stand to gain from food
sharing—an elder who can no longer hunt, for example—inculcate others with the belief
that food sharing is the right thing to do (Gavrilets and Richerson 2022). Cooperative
behavior such as sharing food is, after all, considered morally good across cultures
(Curry, etal. 2019).

Cultures and genes coevolve, too. If sharing food arose at least in part to smooth
consumption in the face of hit-and-miss harvests of fish or game, then this made
individual humans’ fitness dependent on the fitness of other group members. This
reliance on others then selected for human minds that assess interdependence and care
more about (and for) people with whom one eats, lives, collaborates, and survives
traumatic experiences (Henrich and Muthukrishna 2021). That sort of mind then probably
favored further institutions for intragroup food sharing, which may have led to genetic
evolution of the mental capacity to track giving and receiving mathematically, so as to
avoid sharing too much with free riders who contribute little.

The idea that food sharing arose in response to the randomness of hunting success
is an example of how populations coevolve with their environments. Petr Kropotkin
(1903) originally argued that evolution proceeded as much through cooperation as
competition after witnessing members of the same species take care of each other,

including by sharing food, in ways that favored group survival in the harsh tundra of

5 These adaptations could have arisen in a different order; the sequence is for illustrative purposes.
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Siberia. Group-level functional explanations like Rappaport’s (1967) analysis of Maring
rituals demonstrate that culture is adapted to its ecological context, even if they do not
identify the mechanisms of variation and selection through which those adaptations arose.
This type of explanation involves group selection driven not by competition among
groups of humans but by groups of humans shaping and reacting to the rest of the
inhabitants of their environs.

Many functionalist explanations in the human sciences employ a weaker, one-way
coevolutionary logic. This sort of logic describes, say, how environmental conditions
select for certain cultural practices but not how those practices then shape the
environment. The Ju/’hoan system of reciprocal gift exchange, for example, seems to
have evolved in part to reduce the risk of food shortages. The gifts exchanged are wealth
items, not food, but the act of exchange itself gives people an excuse to visit—and thus
forage and eat with—neighboring groups when food is scarce locally, thereby spreading
risk across a larger population (Lee 2013, 135).

Institutions also coevolve with each other. Polanyi’s work on reciprocity,
redistribution, and “embedded” markets in non-capitalist societies is functionalist in the
sense that it demonstrates how these transfers, rooted in other cultural institutions, meet a
given society’s loosely defined needs (Hann 1992). Saying that non-market practices tend
to serve multiple functions is not so different from saying that these economies are

embedded in social life (Polanyi 1944).
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2.3.7 Optimal foraging theory

The discussion to this point has covered scientific explanations for food transfers
between humans. Let us now shift to food production: the ways humans acquire food
from the non-human environment. In this realm, the foremost evolutionary explanations
come from optimal foraging theory, a framework based on the premise that organisms
have evolved to obtain food with methods that maximize fitness. (In this context
“foraging” is a general term for hunting, gathering, and fishing, rather than a synonym for
harvesting wild plants.) By applying a fitness-based, cost-benefit approach to food
acquisition behavior (King and Marshall 2022), optimal foraging theory takes
evolutionary thinking to its extreme. Evaluating it thus starts to shed some light on the
limits of evolutionary explanations in general.

Optimal foraging theory holds that animals will generally acquire food to meet
their nutritional needs with the least possible total cost, usually in terms of time or effort
(MacArthur and Pianka 1966). It assumes that food acquisition involves some risk—for
example becoming the prey of another organism’s foraging trip—or at least the
opportunity cost of not doing alternative activities that could enhance fitness, such as rest.
Thus, for the forager, efficiency means fitness. On these premises, researchers build
mathematical models capable of explaining foragers’ choices with respect to what to eat
and how to forage for it (Smith 1983). Optimal foraging theory has been used to describe
the behavior of many species (Doniol-Valcroze et al. 2011; Lincoln and Quinn 2019),
including humans (Kaplan and Hill 1992). It has also been criticized on various grounds

(e.g. Pierce and Ollason 1987; Zeder 2012). To illustrate some of these critiques, | draw
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on debates among archaeologists regarding the causes of humanity’s broad-spectrum
revolutions, when late Pleistocene hunter-gatherers in the Near East substantially
broadened their subsistence base in the run-up to the emergence of agriculture.

The first critique is that optimal foraging theory assumes a one-way adaptation
process. Some models allow harvests to influence prey abundance, but other than that,
food acquisition takes place in an environment that is given. In reality, organisms affect
their environments. Humans are especially unfit for frameworks of one-way adaptation,
since our species has been modifying our surroundings in ways that increase the
prevalence and predictability of food resources for tens of thousands of years, through
burning, transplanting, pruning, coppicing, and earth moving, not to mention
domestication (Mueller 2022). We are “the ultimate niche constructors” (Odling-Smee et
al. 2003, 28). Optimal foraging theory suggests that human communities would diversify
their diets only in response to resource constraints or population pressures; the logic is
that hunters will not waste their time on fast-moving small game like rabbits when there
are plentiful deer and tortoises around. Yet the earliest sedentary groups seemed to settle
down and start eating a much broader spectrum of food not under duress, but rather in
settings where food was abundant (Zeder 2012). What optimal foraging theory could not
account for was that humans purposefully manipulate landscapes to produce more food
(Mueller 2022). This approach, like that of behavioral ecology in general, ignores
interactive evolutionary processes.

A second critique is that foragers do not always prioritize short-term fitness gains.

Individuals engage in behaviors that fail to maximize immediate returns but provide
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information that contributes to long-run foraging success, for instance bypassing known
patches to explore new ones (Kaplan and Hill 1992). Moreover, fitness maximization
over the long haul might depend on some degree of risk aversion. This is probably what
was going on during the broad-spectrum revolution, when human diets broadened
considerably in what James C. Scott (2017) calls “late-Neolithic multi-species
resettlement camps” built along abundant rivers and wetlands: instead of specializing on
a narrow diet of high-return foods, as optimal foragers would do, foragers in resource-
rich environments often diversify their dietary portfolio to reduce the chance of going
hungry on account of seasonal cycles or interannual variability. If one food source fails,
there will be other things to eat.

A third critique of optimal foraging theory is that fitness is comprised of many
variables, and they cannot all be optimized at once. Even if we could account for risk and
long-run effects, people had reasons for settling down and expanding their menu of prey
other than just maximizing the efficiency with which they obtained dietary energy. As
data availability and computational power have multiplied, researchers have managed to
model optimal foragers regulating the intake of multiple nutrients rather than just
calories, an important feature of the diets of omnivores like humans (Simpson et al.
2004). But the problem runs deeper than that. There is no reason to believe that
maximizing fitness means maximizing the efficiency of foraging or any other process
oriented toward a single goal. Beyond accounting for foraging co-products like hides and
meat from hunted animals, I am not aware of research that attempts to show that foraging

behavior maximizes net benefits across multiple possible pathways of fitness
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enhancement. Such research would probably have to find a common evolutionary
currency that, unlike time or calories, attempts to commensurate values that are only
weakly comparable (Martinez-Alier, et al. 1998). Rather than optimizing for anything,
however, foragers seem to work toward meeting a set of subsistence-related goals that are
overlapping, attainable, and loosely defined (Zeder 2012).

Note that none of these critiques of optimal foraging theory challenge Darwinist
explanations as such. But they do hint at some broader pitfalls of evolutionary
approaches, and even of functionalism in general, given that optimization models are just
formalizations of functional arguments. | now turn to some of these more fundamental
issues. | illustrate them with an idiosyncratic non-market food practice: cannibalism.®
2.3.8 The limits of adaptation-based explanation

In what follows, I describe three tendencies that constrain the rigor of adaptation-
based explanations of human behavior, focusing of course on non-market food practices.
Then | add two deep-seated issues with functionalism.

First, evolutionary scientists tend to overemphasize the most measurable aspects
of fitness. Optimal foraging studies, using calories as the currency of fitness, are a prime
example of this phenomenon. Research on cannibalism reveals some of the potential risks
of such an approach. Archaeologists recently attempted to explain the earliest evidence of
cannibalism with optimal foraging theory, showing that for human ancestors living on the
Iberian peninsula nearly a million years ago, fellow hominins were a high-ranked prey

choice with a high encounter rate (Rodriguez et al. 2019). That study follows the tradition

6 By calling cannibalism a “non-market food practice” | am assuming human flesh has rarely if ever been
sold as food on purpose. My arguments here hold regardless, though.
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of Michael Harner (1977), who endeavored to demonstrate that the Aztecs sacrificed and
ate human beings mainly to make up for protein deficiencies in their diet. He made this
assertion on the basis that the Aztecs were both the only paleotechnic empire to lack large
domestic animals and the only one with widespread human sacrifice. But claiming that
people consumed each other’s flesh for the protein smacks of reductionism.

It is also probably incorrect. Bernard Ortiz de Montellano (1978) showed,
damningly for the protein deficiency hypothesis, that the Aztecs obtained sufficient food
through tribute and intensive corn-and-beans agriculture (see also Price 1978). Besides,
they sacrificed people right at harvest time, when food was most abundant. Looking too
hard for a logical or theory-matching function might lead researchers to see them where
they do not exist.

Second, seeking functional explanations can cause researchers to ignore
participants’ own explanations. It is doubtful any cannibals outside of a desert-island
survival situation would explain the practice in anything approaching utilitarian terms,
but functionalists tend to dismiss people’s own accounts of what they do and why. When
Ortiz de Montellano (1978) wrote that the Aztecs ate human flesh because they believed
it was a way to commune with the gods, a more functionalist scholar called this
explanation “obviously true but uninformative” (Winkelman 1998, 286-87).
Functionalists emphasize the latent functions of a given practice—those functions which
involve consequences that participants do not recognize or intend. Their assumption is
that customs persist because they contribute to broader systems in intricate ways that are

best understood through cross-cultural comparison by sophisticated observers
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(Abrahamson 1978, 17). Evolutionary researchers, similarly, tend to ignore people’s
stated motives because we humans misunderstand our own decision-making processes,
invent rationalizations after taking action, and emphasize proximate motives like
communing with the gods because we cannot explain why we hold the beliefs that we do
(see Nisbett and Wilson 1977; Libet 1985; Frith and Haggard 2018). Human intentions
are at most an incomplete explanation; one must account for where those intentions come
from (Smith and Winterhalder 1992, 44-45).

Yet people’s stated motivations can enrich our understanding of mechanisms of
adaptation. One of very few studies to simply ask hunter-gatherers why they forage and
share food found that respondents recognized and often independently suggested motives
that align with kin selection, reciprocal altruism, and costly signaling (Stibbard-Hawkes,
et al. 2022). They also mentioned moralistic and normative motives—“because I am a
good person” or “because I am a man”—that behavioral ecologists typically neglect, even
as theorists of cultural evolution have long argued that these sorts of institutionalized
intentions drive human cooperation (Henrich and Muthukrishna 2021). The Ju/’hoansi’s
custom of insulting the meat that hunters harvest, no matter how impressive the Kill,
provides another example in which informants’ stated explanations reveal adaptive
mechanisms: they explain that belittling hunters keeps strong young men humble and
prevents them from assuming authority in their egalitarian society, thus preventing
violent conflict (Lee 2013, 57).

Such political functions matter, and adaptation-based frameworks do not often

include tools for recognizing them. This is the third problem with this body of research.
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From a perspective focused narrowly on nutrition, insulting the meat might appear
maladaptive in that it is a much less effective motivator of hunting effort than, say, praise.
Food sharing itself would seem to discourage hunting and gathering in a rational choice
model, since those putting in the work to acquire food in many cases do not reap more
benefit than free-riding non-foragers (Hawkes 1992). Functionalist approaches come up
short in their explanatory power when they cannot account for humans acting in response
to various pressures, only some of which may be evolutionary adaptations in the
biological sense. Ignoring politics, cautions Paul Robbins (2004), we might conclude that
impoverished communities forage and share food to adapt to a “poverty niche” rather
than as a reaction to coercion from powerful authorities.

Rituals like cannibalism cannot be adequately explained apolitically. In response
to the protein-deficiency hypothesis, Barbara Price (1978) argued that Aztec cannibalism
was an artifact of a system of warfare and human sacrifice that served to unify elites and
consolidate their power. Another study confirms that this war-and-sacrifice regime
functioned partly as population control (Winkelman 1998): in increasingly populated
regions, exposing young, poor men to high risk of mortality made sense for nobles who
would have to grant them land upon marriage in the prevailing tenure system. The
demands of the gods, from this perspective, may have been a convenient fiction justifying
a set of practices that benefitted the powerful. Some of the more monstrous aspects of
human sacrifice and cannibalism may have themselves been convenient fictions invented
by even-more-powerful colonizers. A recent publication argues that Aztec sacrifices were

more like regular executions, and that Spanish chroniclers exaggerated these killings’
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grotesque, outlandish aspects to justify their own project of conquest (Jansen and Pérez
Jiménez 2022).

In this subsection, | have demonstrated that functional explanations, especially
from evolutionary ecology, tend to be reductionistic and ignore people’s own accounts as
well as political forces. These are critiques of functionalism as it is practiced, not of
functional explanations as such. | now turn to two fundamental problems with
functionalism: maladaptive traits and unfalsifiability.

First, people do things that are maladaptive. We smoke, use condoms, and fish
with rod-and-reel when nets would be more effective. Sometimes we even throw the fish
back after successful capture. We partake in some fitness-reducing behavior, like heroin
or masturbation, because it produces responses in our brains that replicate responses to
fitness-enhancing behavior. But even cultural institutions can be maladaptive. Sam
Bowles and Herbert Gintis (2011) constructed an analytical model to show how cultural
transmission itself arose because some norms enhance fithess—thus the ability to
internalize norms is an advantage—and this then allowed fitness-reducing norms to
materialize and entrench themselves as well. Functionalists, by assuming that practices
serve some difficult-to-observe function in society, ignore the possibility of vestigial
customs and difficult-to-observe disfunctions, like when the tradition of eating the dead
spread a slow-onset fatal brain disorder among the Fore people of New Guinea from the
early 1900s until they discontinued the practice in the 1960s (Whitfield et al. 2008).
Behavior can also be maladaptive because the environment changes faster than behaviors,

or because behaviors are not easily heritable. It is entirely possible that ritual
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cannibalism—and plenty of other practices—cannot be explained in adaptive terms.
Being a cannibal might just be bad for fitness. Functionalism goes too far when scholars
attempt to explain all of human culture in terms of its contribution to fitness (Evanoff
2009). Not every system seeks equilibrium (Love 1983).

Second, perhaps the most damning critique of functional explanations is that they
are unfalsifiable. Modelers of optimal foraging acknowledge that people often act
distinctly from the models, but they see their models’ ability to identify such divergences
from optimal behavior as a signal that sharpens our perception of constraints to
adaptation (Nettle et al. 2013) or of the social pressures that sometimes take adaptive
precedence over caloric efficiency (Bettinger 1983). Yet if optimality is a “useful starting
point” from which modelers can make endless modifications to fit the data, then there is
never any reason discard the theory itself. How could one know if the problem is the
model or just a specific assumption in it? Fitting a model to data does not prove the
underlying theory that foragers optimize, or that their behavior has been selected for any
hypothesized function (Pierce and Ollason 1987). Functional explanation tends to involve
postulating difficult-to-observe forces at work in the world. Critics of functionalism call
it tautological, because it assumes that practices’ persistence (or not) is evidence of their
contribution (or not) to maintaining society or some other whole (Abrahamson 1978, 38—
40). These premises do not lead to testable hypotheses that could disprove the theory.
2.3.9 The functions of functionalism

Still, functionalist studies generate insights that we would otherwise miss. Think

of Rappaport’s research showing the ecological functions of ritual pig slaughter in Papua
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New Guinea, Mauss’s cross-cultural analysis of ceremonial exchanges, or behavioral
ecologists’ descriptions of the evolutionary forces behind food sharing patterns. Starting
from the premise that people interact with each other and their environments in ways that
are often optimal can allow researchers to see the efficacy of practices they might have
dismissed as imprudent (Robbins 2004). Colonial authorities described slash-and-burn
agriculture as unsustainable, but ecological anthropologists showed how it made
ecological and economic sense in the tropical forests where it was practiced.

Similarly, development specialists tend to assume that peasants reject high-
yielding seeds because of their traditionalism, but often it is for reasons that are
agronomically sound in context. Small farmers might prefer varieties that are drought
resistant, even if yields are lower. They might rely on wheat straw for their animals, and
therefore refuse to adopt short-stalked hybrids designed to maximize grain production. In
other cases, however, peasants might choose to plant the high-yielding varieties. Perhaps
they are enthusiastic about the prospect of bigger harvests. But they also may make this
choice against their best agroecological judgement because they are in debt, or because
the prices they receive for their produce are falling. In context, this sort of constrained
decision is adaptive. That is why we need a political understanding of human ecology
(Robbins 2004; 2012).

2.3.10 Political ecology

Political ecologists make use of adaptation-seeking methods but drop the

assumption that groups reap benefits, bear costs, and make decisions as undifferentiated

wholes (Martinez-Alier 2002). Reconsidering Murra’s vertical archipelago thesis, for
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example, Mary Van Buren (1996) wrote that controlling territory in various elevation
ranges of the Andes “probably never functioned to provision whole populations but to
produce goods that were critical to the maintenance of political power” (348). Her
explanation remains functionalist—note the use of “functioned”—but it transcends the
conservative bent that shapes analyses built on the premise that societies exist in a stable,
adapted state. If functionalism at its most contrived is the non-market equivalent of
economists’ general equilibrium models, which are elegant but irrelevant to real-world
analysis (Colander 2018), then political ecology is the analog of political economy: an
institutional lens that is attuned to social theory and focused on power relations.

Political ecologists, moreover, do not study communities coevolving with their
environs in isolation from the outside world; instead they consider the influences of
forces like global markets, government coercion, and the processes of modernization
(Watts and Peet 2004). Groups have both internal and external political dynamics. In the
fast-changing, high-pressure setting of capitalist development, maladaptation is as
common as adaptation. So disequilibrium and positive feedback loops are as important as
homeostatic processes in political ecology. These features make political ecology a useful
lens for analyzing non-market food practices in the market societies of today’s

industrialized world, the literature to which | now turn.

2.4 Research on non-market food practices in high-income societies

Research on contemporary non-market food practices as a unified category is
sparse. This is the gap in the literature | set out to bridge. Scholars have dedicated much

attention, however, to individual practices. Many studies investigate and account for the
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prevalence of hunting (Larson et al. 2014), fishing (Adams et al. 1993), gathering
(McLain et al. 2014), food sharing (Morton et al. 2008), and especially growing food at
home (Taylor and Lovell 2014) and in community gardens (Draper and Freedman 2010).
Here, | review studies on the prevalence and intensity of these various practices in high-
income societies. Then | go over researchers’ explanations for them. For the most part, |
do not review studies of Indigenous communities in high-income countries, as these
groups’ non-market food practices are well studied but quite distinct from those of the
rest of the population, and typically studied using the methods detailed in the previous
section.
2.4.1 Prevalence

The prevalence of non-market food production varies widely among high-income
societies, mostly according to population density. A 2003 survey found that in some
urbanized countries of Western Europe fewer than one-tenth of households raise any of
their own food (Alber and Kohler 2008). In rural areas, by contrast, these practices can be
ubiquitous. A survey of rural communities across Canada found that 82% of households
participated in at least one activity among hunting for wild game (25%), foraging edible
plants (43%), growing vegetables (42%), and raising animals for meat (6%; Teitelbaum
and Beckley 2006). On Japan’s Noto Peninsula, more than 90% of inland households
grow food in home gardens (Kamiyama et al. 2016). Across Scandinavia, over half of
households pick wild berries (Schulp et al. 2014). In Wyoming, there were 46% as many
fishing licenses sold as total residents in 2021 (U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 2023).

Recent research from Europe suggests that outside of major cities and remote
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wildernesses, the share of food self-provisioners tends to range from 30 to 50 percent in
urban areas and from 45 to 60 percent in rural areas (Vavra et al. 2018; Balazs 2016).

Non-market food production remains a regular part of ordinary people’s lives in
much of the rich world, in other words. In the United States, about one-third of
households have food gardens, a proportion that is increasing gradually (National
Gardening Association 2014). Around 14% of Americans fished and 4% hunted in 2016
(U.S. Department of the Interior et al. 2018). More New Englanders gather wild plants
than ski or go camping (Robbins et al. 2008). In the European Union, researchers
estimate that at least 14% of residents hunt or gather terrestrial wild species for food, and
more than 20% consume hunted or gathered food (Schulp et al. 2014). Overall, around
one-tenth of the population of industrialized countries fishes non-commercially
(Arlinghaus et al. 2015).

Studies of the prevalence of non-market food transfers are rarer, but this may be
in part because sharing food is nearly universal. One in six residents of the United States
received food from charitable organizations in 2021 (Feeding America 2022b), and
Americans’ most common primary volunteer activity is “collecting, preparing,
distributing, or serving food” (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2016). Even people poor
enough to receive charitable food also participate in the giving side of non-market food
transfers. In a survey of lowans who used safety net services such as food stamps or free
meal sites, 25% reported giving food to the food bank, 29% to a food drive, 57% to
family, 55% to friends, and 35% to neighbors (Morton et al. 2008). | suspect that

interhousehold food transfers are even more prevalent than data suggest; anyone who
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invites friends over for a meal or lends their neighbor a couple eggs for a recipe is
engaging in a non-market food practice. Sharing food may be so habitual or
commonplace that survey respondents fail to acknowledge it or to remember each
occurrence (Tourangeau et al. 2000).

There are differences between urban and rural practices when it comes to non-
market transfers, too. The lowa study found that urban residents were more likely to
receive food from food pantries and community meal sites, while rural respondents were
more likely to receive garden produce and meat from family, friends, or neighbors
(Morton et al. 2008). Indeed, non-market production may drive non-institutionalized food
sharing: many studies find that gardeners and hunters share substantial portions of their
harvests (Diekmann et al. 2020; Smith and Jehlicka 2013; Kamiyama et al. 2016;
Kortright and Wakefield 2011; Goguen et al. 2018). About half of Michiganders report
eating wild venison in the last year even though only one-eighth of the population has a
deer hunting license in a given year, which implies extensive sharing since selling wild
game meat is not legal (Goguen and Riley 2020). And a nationally representative survey
found that 64% of Czech households participated in the sharing of homegrown food
either as givers (3%), recipients (28%), or both (33%; Jehlicka and Danék 2017).

But how much of people’s food actually comes from these non-market practices?
2.4.2 Intensity

To gauge the intensity of these practices, | review literature here on the portion of

households’ food acquisition that comes from non-market production and transfers. Two
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separate groups of researchers, one in Japan and the other in Central Europe, have carried
out detailed studies on this question. Table 2.2 summarizes the relevant findings.

In Japan, more than one-fifth of the staple food, rice, comes from non-market
sources, as does 19% of vegetables and 14% of fruit, according to respondents to a 2021
survey (Kamiyama et al. 2023). In-depth studies of rural regions have found much higher
proportions of non-market foods. On Hachijo Island, for example, non-market practices
provide roughly half of residents’ total food consumption during the high harvest season
for crops and seafood (Saito et al. 2020). A meticulous dietary survey revealed that non-
market food provides 17% islanders’ calories and at least 9% of each important macro-
and micronutrient for human nutrition (Tatebayashi et al. 2018). In another study,
residents of the Noto peninsula report obtaining well over half of their rice, vegetables,
and forest products via self-provisioning or sharing (Kamiyama et al. 2016).

In Czechia, nationally representative surveys from different sources have
consistently found that around 40% of households produce some of their own food
(Smith and Jehlicka 2013). Around one-fifth of Czech households’ total consumption of
potatoes, fruit, vegetables, eggs, and honey comes from non-market sources (Jehlicka et
al. 2019). This estimate is, if anything, low; the Czech Statistical Office reports that in
2007, non-market acquisition accounted for 34% of fresh fruit consumption, 32% of
eggs, 27% of potatoes, and 22% of fresh vegetables (from Smith and Jehlicka 2013).
Moreover, three-quarters of Czech households gather non-timber forest products,
collecting 4 kg of mushrooms and berries per capita in an average year (Sisak et al.

2016).
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Table 2.2 Share of food consumption by food type and source, Japan and Czechia
Japan data from Kamiyama et al. (2023), weighted to represent national population by me
Czech data from Jehli¢ka et al. (2019)

Japan Czechia

Non-market Non-market Market Non-market Non-market  Market
Food group production  transfer  purchase production transfer purchase
Rice 8% 14% 78%
Potatoes 11% 6% 82%
Vegetables 7% 11% 81% 14% 5% 81%
Fruit 3% 11% 86% 13% 7% 80%
Meat 0.3% 3% 97% 3% 3% 93%
Eggs 11% 9% 80%
Honey 2% 17% 81%
Mushrooms 1% 3% 96%
Wild plants 3% 4% 93%
Fish 1% 4% 94%

Outside of the Japanese and Czech cases, there is no coherent set of data
regarding the non-market share of household food acquisition in high-income societies.
Smaller-scale studies show, however, that self-provisioning households—as well as their
families, friends, and neighbors—can obtain a noteworthy portion of their consumption
from what they harvest. In the United States, studies of gardeners tend to find that most
produce a substantial share of their household consumption of certain vegetables at
certain times of year (e.g. Diekmann et al. 2020). An analysis of 28 years of creel survey
data from Wisconsin’s inland lakes demonstrated that the average angler took about 1 kg

of fish per year, not counting harvests from rivers or Great Lakes, which is nearly equal
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to per-capita freshwater fish consumption in the U.S. (Embke et al. 2020). Randomly
chosen fishing license holders in the Great Lakes region reported eating on average 6
meals of wild-caught fish, out of 22 total fish meals, in the previous year (Connelly et al.
2012). At hunting and fishing expos in South Carolina, attendees reported that they
consumed an average of 106 wild-harvested fish and game meals per year (Smith et al.
2017), and that wild fish and game made up 50% of Black interviewees’ meat and fish
consumption, and 32% of that of whites (Burger and Gochfeld 2002).

These surveys and interviews are important for ascertaining the dietary
contributions of hunting and fishing, since often the most subsistence-oriented of
practitioners are precisely those who do not have a license or report their harvests
(Quimby et al. 2020; Nyboer et al. 2022), and thus official statistics can severely
underestimate the importance of these practices. Across 42 low- and middle-income
countries between 1997 and 2014, the discrepancy between household consumption
survey data and official statistics suggested that net underreporting of freshwater fish
harvest was 65% (Fluet-Chouinard et al. 2018). According to official reporting,
Americans non-commercially harvest about one pound of ocean fish and one pound of
venison per person per year (National Marine Fisheries Service 2022; Kroll 2021). This
accounts for 5% of total seafood consumption and 1% of red meat consumption.

To be sure, wild-harvested food can make up much more of people’s diets in
regions where fishing and hunting are commonplace. Take deer, for example. Enough
deer are harvested in Michigan each year to provide every resident of the state with as

many as 13 meals worth of venison (Goguen et al. 2018). Half of a sample of 742 North
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Dakotans reported eating venison at least once a week (Igbal et al. 2009). At the national
level, however, the considerable game meat consumption of North Dakota’s 775,000
residents is offset by, for instance, 10 million people in New York City who eat almost
none.

How much food Americans obtain from non-market transfers is unknown. The
largest network of U.S. food banks claims to have distributed 5.2 billion meals worth of
food in 2022 (Feeding America 2022a). If the country’s 338 million residents each eat 3
meals per day, then this would account for 1.4% of all meals eaten in the U.S. This is just
a fraction of all the food distributed through charities and other assistance programs,
much of which does is donated directly and locally rather than through food banks.
Outside of distribution by formal institutions, even less is known about the volume of
non-market food transfers. That is to say, the amount of food acquired by U.S.
households via sharing, gifts, and barter is a complete mystery.

| have established, however, that these non-market food practices are overall quite
widespread in high-income countries like the U.S. Yet, other than the differential access
to land in urban versus rural settings, none of this explains why people in high-income
societies garden, hunt, fish, gather, share, and donate food as much as they do.

2.4.3 Explanations

In 2008, Jens Alber and Ulrich Kohler published an article claiming that in the
post-communist countries of Central and Eastern Europe, non-market food production
was a coping strategy against unreliable availability and access, whereas in Western

Europe it was a hobby. Their argument stemmed from evidence of a clear difference
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between the two sets of countries that could not be explained by income level, rurality, or
any other variable: in a Europe-wide survey, over 50% of respondents from the former
communist countries reported producing some of their own food, whereas around 10%
did in the longstanding market economies. Moreover, statistical analyses that controlled
for other relevant variables revealed that in the Central and Eastern European countries,
lower-income households were more likely to self-provision than higher-income ones and
self-provisioning was associated with significantly higher life satisfaction. Both these
associations suggested that non-market production is a coping mechanism against
hardship. No such correlations were observed in high-income Western European
countries, so the authors presumed that in those places, producing some of one’s own
food was like any other recreational activity. They argued that informal food production
in the former Soviet bloc was a continuation of a custom that emerged in the planned
economies of the communist era, when people had developed the grow-your-own habit as
a buffer against disruptions in the supply of food (Alber and Kohler 2008; following Rose
and Tikhomirov 1993).

Researchers from Central and Eastern Europe took offense to this interpretation
because it portrayed the West as more advanced—that is, further along an imagined one-
way journey of development toward the full marketization of food economies. In one
paper, Petr Jehlicka and colleagues (2013) fought back with evidence from Czechia.
First, they showed that self-provisioning in home gardens and allotments was prevalent,
and in fact state-supported, before socialism, so it could not be just a reaction to the

command economy that was instituted after World War Il. And Czechoslovakia, like
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many Soviet states, did not experience food supply disruptions after the effects of war
wore off in the 1950s. In those countries, if growing one’s own food were just a coping
mechanism against unreliable availability, it would have disappeared long before the
twenty-first century.

What’s more, Jehli¢ka and coauthors (2013) argued that Alber and Kohler (2008)
were wrong to assume that food self-provisioning could be a hobby only if practiced
equally among all income levels. People of different social classes have different hobbies,
they reasoned. Downhill skiing belongs to the wealthy, for example. If gardening were
more common among the poor, it might just be because it is a cheap hobby, unlike skiing.
In Czechia, they found that households in the middle income brackets were most likely to
produce some of their own food. The researchers figured that this was because poor
people do not tend to own detached homes or have access to garden plots, and rich people
have more expensive hobbies. Most damningly of all for the coping strategy explanation,
Czech self-provisioners themselves, when asked to select among possible motivations for
growing their own food, most frequently indicated that it was a hobby, and there was no
significant difference between income brackets in the likelihood to identify non-market
production as a hobby (Jehlicka et al. 2013).

In other papers, these food self-provisioning researchers from Central and Eastern
Europe argue that non-market food production and sharing are ordinary, everyday
practices, common among all social groups and in all regions (Smith and Jehlicka 2013;
Dangk et al. 2022). The authors of the paper that demonstrated the ubiquity of non-

market practices across rural Canada called self-provisioning an “important part of the
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fabric of rural life” (Teitelbaum and Beckley 2006, 129). In chapter 1 | described how
Paul Robbins and colleagues (2008) found that gathering was a normal activity in many
New Englanders’ lives, a practice.

There is clearly a cultural component to these activities. A cross-national study in
Europe found that nationality was the strongest predictor of a household’s likelihood of
engaging in non-market food production (Vavra et al. 2018). Another study found that
recreational fishing participation rates vary according to how much total fish a country
lands and consumes (Arlinghaus et al. 2015).” Individual-level studies show that men
whose fathers hunt are more likely to be hunters (Stedman and Heberlein 2001). Several
scholars have explained the persistence of non-market food practices like home potato
production in post-Soviet Europe by emphasizing their rootedness in rich traditions (Ries
2009; Trenouth and Tisenkopfs 2015).

Thinking of non-market production and sharing as cultural practices can liberate
explanations from the narrowly economic frame of coping mechanisms, yet this cultural
account, too, runs the risk of portraying non-market food practices as backward customs
from peasant societies that will disappear when these countries modernize. Some scholars
even pointed to the economic inefficiency of widespread home production, arguing that it
would have to disappear for societies to modernize, since development requires an ever-
intensifying division of labor, and thus a decreasing portion of the population producing

food (Rose and Tikhomirov 1993; Seeth et al. 1998).

" In this case it seems that the direction of causation is just as likely that greater numbers of recreational
anglers lead to more fish caught and eaten as it is that a culture of commercial fishing and fish consumption
brings about more non-market fishing. Either way, though, it suggests that some countries have a fishing
culture that coincides with more people fishing.
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This body of research had mostly built explanations for non-market food practices
by examining who took part in them. Additional evidence for the coping-mechanism
hypothesis comes from findings that, controlling for income, households experiencing
economic hardship (Schupp and Sharp 2012) or food insecurity (Niles et al. 2021a) are
more likely to produce some of their own food than those that are not. A study using
more recent data from the European Quality of Life Survey—the same source as Alber
and Kohler (2008)—concluded that Western Europeans, too, grew their own food in
response to economic adversity, since poorer and financially strained households were
significantly more likely to do so (Church et al. 2015). On the other hand, some studies
find that households in the lowest income bracket are less likely to hunt, gather, or garden
(Teitelbaum and Beckley 2006; Clarke et al. 2000; Smith and Jehli¢ka 2013), which may
be because these are recreational activities for those with time for leisure or because the
poor lack the necessary gear or land access to participate.

Land to raise or wild-harvest food is probably the most important determinant of
participation in non-market food production. Households are more likely to engage in
these activities if they are in rural areas (Church et al. 2015; Jehlicka et al. 2013; Robison
and Ridenour 2012) or, in the case of gardening, detached houses rather than apartment
buildings (Schupp and Sharp 2012; Vavra et al. 2018; Quandt et al.1994). The prevalence
of non-market food production across societies, again, varies inversely with population
density (Arlinghaus et al. 2015; Heberlein et al. 2002; Véavra et al. 2018). One might
deduce that people produce their own food when they have the opportunity. In societies

with a strong culture of self-provisioning, this explanation seems to hold. Studies in
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Czechia have found that 96% of households with access to cultivable land grow food
(Jehlicka and Danék 2017), as do 91% of households with gardens (Siftova 2021). But
the causation certainly goes both ways: people who want to produce food sometimes go
to great lengths to secure land to grow or forage on, including by moving to rural areas.

The loose group of Central and Eastern European researchers—Jehli¢ka, Lucie
Sovova, Petr Dangk, Jan Vavra, and colleagues—were unsatisfied by these explanations
of non-market food practices based only on who participates. For one thing, simply
analyzing the characteristics of participants does not often lead obviously to any
explanation. Knowing that elderly people garden more (Church et al. 2015; Balazs 2016;
Jehlicka et al. 2013) or that hunters are overwhelmingly men (Robison and Ridenour
2012; U.S. Department of the Interior et al. 2018) may tell us something interesting about
capitalism and patriarchy but it does not get us much closer to understanding why people
partake in these activities+. Other times the direction of causation is ambiguous, such as
the correlation between land access and non-market production. But some patterns in
participation do suggest an explanation. Coping with food insecurity is a functional
explanation with some evidence behind it. Tradition is a structural one. The Central and
Eastern European group does not deny that these explanations hold some truth; instead
they argue that these discourses strip practitioners of their agency by depicting them as
passively reacting to circumstances in predictable ways (Dangk et al. 2022).

So these scholars in Central and Eastern Europe did what die-hard functionalists
would not: they started giving more credence to people’s own explanations for why they

grow food. They found two motivations consistently near the top (reviewed in Dan¢k et
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al. 2022). First, as mentioned, people self-provision for enjoyment, or as a hobby, across
social classes—and in both Western and post-communist Europe (Sovova and Veen
2020). And second, they do it for the high-quality food: homegrown food is healthy,
fresh, tasty, and from known and controlled origins, according to participants (Jehlicka et
al. 2021; Pourias et al. 2016; National Gardening Association 2014). As for the cultural
and coping explanations, participants acknowledge tradition and economic motives but
rarely rank them among the strongest or most common reasons for engaging in self-
provisioning. While some studies find that money-saving motives are more common
among low-income food gardeners (Pilafova et al. 2023; Darby et al. 2020), self-
provisioners often insist that producing their own food is uneconomic once they account
for the costs of seeds, materials, land, water, transport, and their time (Sovova and Veen
2020). Beyond recreation and good food, frequently mentioned motives include
perceived health benefits as well as connection to nature and to other people, especially
through sharing their harvests (Sharashkin 2008; Freeman et al. 2012; Anc¢i¢ et al. 2019).
Urban community gardeners in particular tend to emphasize the social aspect of growing
food with or among others (Dubova et al. 2020; Ruggeri et al. 2016; Pourais et al. 2015;
Guitart et al. 2012).

Relational motives pervade non-market food practices. For food sharing,
relationships are often the primary motivation (Jehlicka and Dané&k 2017). On Hachijo
Island, Japan, people accept gifts of food even when they are growing the same crop
themselves, because they want to maintain social ties (Tatebayashi et al. 2018). Hunters,

fishers, and foragers often emphasize their relationships with the natural world as a
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motivation, in addition to the same motives found for other activities: food, enjoyment,
tradition, social connection, and so on (Young et al. 2016; Hinrichs et al. 2021; Gamborg
et al. 2018; Synk et al. 2017; McLain et al. 2014). Beyond stated motivations, emerging
research suggests that relational values may permeate foraging, fishing, and gardening
(Marquina et al. 2022; Tadaki et al. 2022; Langemeyer et al. 2018; Pungas 2022). That is,
these activities involve relationships—to people, places, species, and non-human
individuals—that matter to practitioners in and of themselves. Food gardeners and those
who study them sometimes conceptualize the practice as care—care for non-human
beings in the garden, for other people through food, and for oneself, via the psychological
and physiological benefits of the work (Mincyté et al. 2020; Pungas 2020; Sovova et al.
2021).

The Central and Eastern European group does not seek a single theoretical
explanation for non-market food practices. They have moved toward a post-structuralist
perspective according to which food self-provisioning is amenable to diverse readings
(Dangk et al. 2022). The critique that intentions are an incomplete explanation (Elster
1983) is unimportant to them; what matters is that giving voice to people’s stated,
positive motives for producing their own food provides an empowering counterbalance to
negatively coded interpretations like dealing with hardship or being stuck in peasant
lifeways (Dan¢k et al. 2022). Eastern European scholars demonstrated that their
neighbors considered self-provisioning a leisure activity even when it was an important

food source for much of the population (Clarke et al. 2000).
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These researchers abstract beyond participants’ own explanations, too, but not in
service of producing new authoritative claims about causation. Instead, they seek to
expand the range of interpretations of non-market food practices, framing them in terms
of everyday sustainability (Smith and Jehlicka 2013; Vavra et al. 2018), food sovereignty
(Visser et al. 2015), and economic diversity (Sovova 2020). For them, theorizing and
food self-provisioning are both performative acts, and the discourse used in the former to
describe the latter can impede or facilitate social-ecological transformation toward
desired futures (Dan¢k et al. 2022; Jehli¢ka et al. 2021). For instance, Lilian Pungas
(2019) draws on Marx’s metabolic rift theory to argue that Dacha gardens in Estonia
work to heal biophysical, social, and individual fractures in capitalist society. Even self-
provisioning in response to economic privation can be framed as a proactive form of
resilience rather than a defensive survival measure (Jehlicka et al. 2019).

| focus here on Central and Eastern European scholarship on food self-
provisioning because it is the most-theorized line of research in a body of social science
that is largely atheoretical. Basically, this group of researchers from post-socialist
countries is saying that their people’s widespread producing and sharing their own food is
not an antiquated vestige of communism or serfdom, as it is often seen by the Western
gaze, but a beautiful, creative set of practices that has all the environmental, social, and
health benefits of more activist-oriented alternative food networks elsewhere (Danék et
al. 2022). They draw on feminist and decolonial theory to overturn the perceived
hierarchy that places market production and commerce above informal, reproductive

practices (Sovova 2020). They acknowledge that multiple interpretations are possible,
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perhaps because causal pathways coexist and interact. They expertly deconstruct, and
intervene in, the politics of knowledge production. But their diverse readings of non-
market food practices rely heavily on practitioner’s declared intentions and perceptions.
Political ecologists might question their forcefully positive framing that downplays
exploitative relationships that may exist within or around non-market food practices.
Surely, their explanations would not satisfy the evolutionary scientists who study
foraging and food sharing in non-modern contexts.

Non-market food practices in industrialized societies have hardly been studied
with evolutionary tools. Forty years ago, Bonnie Mccay (1981) applied optimal foraging
theory to a community of commercial fishermen in New Jersey, but a review of the 369
identifiable human behavioral ecology studies published from 2000 to 2011 found zero
on foraging or food sharing in market societies (Nettle et al. 2013). Occasionally a study
that finds that, say, American hunters share meat primarily within their families will cite
a paper on kin selection-based nepotistic sharing (Goguen et al. 2018). And some
scholarship has loosely applied optimal foraging theory to the modern world to explain
why humans overeat in environments with abundant advertising, minimal processing
costs, and an enormous variety of accessible energy-dense foods (Lieberman 2006; de
Vries et al. 2020). But the theory seems to suggest that people in market economies
would “forage” exclusively in unfailing, non-depletable food sources like supermarkets
and restaurants, when many people get substantial portions of their food from less-

convenient non-market sources, as we have seen.
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Then again, optimal foraging theory is based on the assumption that prey are
limited, when in market economies food is typically unlimitedly available and one’s
access is constrained by ability and willingness to pay. In this sense, economic analyses
assuming self-interested rational actors could be the modern equivalent of optimal
foraging models, with actual money—representing abstract “utility”—Dbeing the
evolutionary currency. (Historically, these ideas travelled in the opposite direction:
optimization models were anthropologists’ and biologists’ attempt to apply neoclassical
economic theory to non-market societies and non-human beings.)

Regardless, researchers have not even done much economic analysis of non-
market food practices in wealthy nations. Cost-benefit analyses of vegetable gardening in
high-income countries tend to find that if you include the opportunity cost of people’s
labor time, even at minimum wage, very few gardens make economic sense; food from
the store is far cheaper (Langellotto 2014; CoDyre et al. 2015; Glavan et al. 2018;
Csortan et al. 2020). Of course, many gardeners do not perceive their labor as a cost; like
| said, survey after survey finds that they perceive the activity as recreation, not work. |
discuss this issue a little further in chapter 5, but I think there is more to explore on the
matter. Non-market food production confounds economics frameworks that divide
activities into productive-labor-as-cost and consumptive-leisure-as-benefit. People who
grow their own food in rich societies may be doing something adaptive or functional, but
they do not seem to be optimizing.

The transfers side of non-market food presents the same puzzle. Now that we

have refrigerators to store our perishables and not much intergroup competition outside of
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the geopolitical realm, why do people share food at all? Not sharing at all is a stable
equilibrium in cultural evolutionary models; only competition between groups selects for
the equilibrium that includes food sharing (Henrich and Muthukrishna 2021). It is hard to
imagine non-market food sharing meaningfully improving a group’s fitness when that
group is a nation-state in low-key conflict—or active conflict, in war zones—with other
nation-states. Once again, it would appear that supermarkets are unparalleled foraging
patches for the optimizing forager.

So, is there a viable functional explanation for non-market food practices in high-
income societies beyond the sometimes valid but often overblown claim that they are
tools for coping with economic adversity? Perhaps we should have a look at some of the
functions these practices serve.

2.4.4 Consequences

From a functionalist perspective, consequences are often assumed to be
explanations. If gardening is good for health, people must garden for their health.
Without succumbing to fallacious logic, we can still acknowledge that this may be the
case. In fact there is evidence that this is the case: participants cite the benefits for their
health and well-being among their reasons for doing many non-market food practices
(McFarland et al. 2018; Anci¢ et al. 2019; Young et al. 2016; Woods and Kerr 2010).
But, setting aside the possible causes of these practices for the moment, let us look at
what is known about their effects. | focus here on non-market production because there is

little literature on the effects of food sharing.
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Of course, non-market food practices affect diet and nutrition. Much of the
research focuses on gardening, which is associated with increased fruit and vegetable
intake in both survey-based research (Alaimo et al. 2008; Algert et al. 2016; Kegler et al.
2020) and randomized controlled trials (Alaimo et al. 2023; Bail et al. 2018; Savoie-
Roskos et al. 2017). Gardeners may also result in eating fewer servings of sweet foods
and drinks (Blair et al. 1991). Gardeners say they eat more veggies because their gardens
make tasty produce so readily available and form emotional connections between them
and the plants, giving them a sense of pride and a desire to try new foods and not waste
any (Alaimo et al. 2023). A systematic review of studies on school gardening programs
found that they increased intake of fiber and vitamins A and C, and meta-analyses (of just
2 and 3 studies, respectively) demonstrated significant reduction of both body mass index
and waist circumference (Rochira et al. 2020).

Research on the dietary health effects of fishing and hunting for food has mostly
studied practitioners’ exposure to and concentrations of contaminants found in game and
freshwater fish species (e.g. Cole et al. 2004; Igbal et al. 2009). One study did find that
men over 50 who fish in Wisconsin had higher levels of omega-3 fatty acids and vitamin
D than the US general population, but taking supplements had a greater effect than
fishing on nutrient levels (Christensen et al. 2015). An earlier study of male anglers failed
to detect any statistically significant relationships linking omega-3 fatty acid levels or fish
intake with blood lipids or blood pressure; that is, even if eating the fish you catch raises
nutrient levels, no corresponding improvement in health outcomes has been detected

(Godin et al. 2003).
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A small body of research explores non-market food production’s interactions with
food security (Smith et al. 2019; Konstantinidis 2022; Carney et al. 2012). That is the
topic of chapter 5. There, | argue that many of these articles do not demonstrate what they
purport to demonstrate, and that we do not even have adequate tools to measure non-
market production’s effect on household food security. So, set aside food security as a
possible function of growing or foraging one’s own grub, for now. Ultimately, [ am going
to show that these practices enhance food security beyond what standard indicators can
register.

Furthermore, non-market food production benefits health beyond its effects on
diet. Here, too, the research is mostly on gardening. Longitudinal and cross-sectional
studies suggest that gardening may be an effective mental health intervention, as it is
associated with reductions in depression, anxiety, stress, anger, loneliness, and
rumination (reviewed in Clatworthy et al. 2013; Soga et al. 2017). Gardening might make
you smarter, too: in one study, blood samples drawn from senior citizens in South Korea
before and after 20 minutes of low- to moderate-intensity gardening found significant
increases in the levels of two proteins related to memory and cognitive function (Park et
al. 2019). And fitter: compared to nongardeners, gardeners report higher levels of
physical activity (van den Berg et al. 2010) and lower body mass index, or BMI (Zick et
al. 2013).

In an experiment in Alabama, master gardeners worked with cancer survivors to
plan, plant, and maintain food gardens for one year. Compared to the control group on the

waitlist, intervention participants reported significantly greater increases in physical
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activity and demonstrated significantly greater improvements in seven tests of physical
fitness like arm curls (Bail et al. 2018). Treatment programs of gardening-related
activities led by trained therapists, called horticultural therapy, offer more opportunities
for experimental research. Randomized control trials demonstrate that horticultural
therapy significantly improves mood, quality of life, BMI, and physical function (Wang
et al. 2022), as well as cognitive function (Tu and Chiu 2020) and mental health (Tu
2022). Medical researchers stress that gardening is an affordable and non-
pharmacological intervention that benefits physical and mental health (Thompson 2018).

Connecting to other people contributes to gardening’s health benefits. It is typical
for gardeners to cite relationships and socialization as benefits of gardening (Scott et al.
2015; Algert et al. 2016), and among elderly Dutch folks, allotment gardeners tend to be
more socially connected than nongardeners (van den Berg et al. 2010). A controlled
horticultural therapy experiment with older adults in Singapore found evidence that social
connection is a pathway through which gardening improves health outcomes. The
intervention led to significantly decreased levels of interleukin (IL-6), an inflammatory
marker that causes psychiatric disorders such as dementia and depression (see Ng et al.,
2018), and subsequent statistical tests revealed that this change at the 6-month point was
fully mediated by improvements in positive relations with others, as assessed by a
questionnaire, three months into the intervention (Ng et al., 2021).

Connecting to non-human nature is another benefit of gardening. A online survey
of allotment gardeners in the United Kingdom found that those who spent more time at

their plots experienced higher eudaimonic well-being, a relationship that was fully
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mediated by feelings of connectedness to nature (Webber et al. 2015). In another U.K.
study, allotment gardeners reported significantly less perceived stress than participants in
indoor exercise classes (Hawkins et al. 2011). Interviews suggested that both doing the
activity of gardening and being in the garden environment contributed to reducing stress
(Hawkins et al. 2013). The implication of all this is that gardening is good for mental
health and well-being at least in part because it involves hanging out with non-humans,
namely plants, in their outdoor habitats.

The therapeutic effects of hunting, fishing, and foraging are much less well
studied. Outdoor recreation that is explicitly for therapeutic purposes increasingly
includes hunting and angling, and a survey of combat-wounded veterans indicated that
they value the food aspect of these activities (Tidball and Tidball 2022). A randomized
controlled trial of U.K. veterans found that participants in a group fishing activity had
significantly lower depression, anxiety, perceived stress, and PTSD symptomology
relative to the control group two weeks post-intervention, but in a non-controlled study
angling and other outdoor activities had similar effects, suggesting that the food-
provisioning aspect of fishing might not be particularly relevant to its therapeutic effect
as an outdoor activity (Wheeler et al. 2020). A study in Spain found an association
between recreational fishing and decreased stress (Pita et al. 2022), though, and 64% of
anglers in an online survey reported that fishing reduced their stress during the Covid-19
pandemic (Karpinski and Skrzypczak 2022).

So all these studies have shown that non-market food production influences

variables known to affect the incidence and severity of chronic disease—fruit and

102



vegetable intake (Hung et al. 2004), physical activity (Warburton et al. 2006), stress
(Cohen et al. 2007; Hébert et al. 2015; Lagraauw et al. 2015), and social isolation, or
loneliness (Christiansen et al. 2021; Petitte et al. 2015). Accordingly, some scientists
have made the case that gardens can thus prevent or manage chronic disease (Alaimo et
al. 2016; Robson and Troutman-Jordan 2015; Stein 2008). However, | found only one
study that directly linked any non-market food production activity to chronic disease
outcomes: a recently published survey-based study found that among U.S. adults 65 years
and older, gardeners had significantly lower odds of reporting heart attack, stroke, and
various cardiovascular disease risk factors than nonexercisers, and significantly lower
odds of reporting diabetes even when compared with exercisers (Veldheer et al. 2023).
Given the rest of the evidence, it is not surprising that gardeners are healthier.

People who participate in non-market food production also tend to be happier.
Separate from research on clinical conditions like depression, studies find that gardening,
hunting, and fishing are associated with improved psychological well-being, life
satisfaction, and mood (Church et al. 2015).

The evidence is thinner regarding non-market transfers’ interactions with health
and wellness in high-income societies. Studies show that the frequency of shared family
meals is positively correlated with children’s nutritional health (Hammons and Fiese
2011; Dallacker et al. 2018; Glanz et al. 2021). But eating meals together at home, as nice
a practice as it may be, is not a non-market food transfer according to my definition,
anyway. We do not know about the effects of informal between-household food sharing.

To the extent that charities and other food assistance programs keep people from going
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hungry, they might have health benefits. Then again, institutions that distribute free food
to the needy often end up giving out a lot of highly processed and sweetened junk, since
that is what industry donates (Fisher 2017). In high-income societies, food insecurity
rarely means undernourishment, so non-market distribution of unhealthy food probably
makes recipients into less healthy people. Research suggests, moreover, that food charity
can be good for the psychological well-being of the giver (Poppendieck 1998) and bad
for that of the recipient (Middleton et al. 2018; Garthwaite 2016; de Souza 2019).
Overall, though, the literature shows that non-market food practices offer a host of
demonstrated benefits to individual health and well-being. There is less evidence
regarding any broader social functions these activities might play, beyond increasing the
social connectedness of individuals. A few studies from high-income countries assess the
environmental benefits of food gardening—the carbon emissions it avoids (Cleveland et
al. 2017; Vavra et al. 2018) and ecosystem services it provides (Calvet-Mir et al. 2012;
Camps-Calvet et al. 2016; Taylor et al. 2017)—but none that | have found assess non-
market food practices’ ecological interactions with the sort of adaptation-based approach
that might explain their persistence or their functional role in the landscape, as ecological
anthropologists have done in less-developed contexts. Perhaps this is because commercial
farming and fishing have so much greater gross ecological impacts than their non-
commercial counterparts. In any case, while we have solid evidence of some of the
functions non-market food practices serve for people, there remains much room for
building a functional understanding of these practices in the social-ecological sense.

How, if at all, do gardening, hunting, fishing, foraging, livestock raising, food charity,
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sharing, barter, and for that matter shoplifting contribute to maintaining the broader
systems of which they are part? Which if any of their effects loop back around to cause

the practice to endure?

2.5 Practices and societies, market and not

What does all this mean for studying these questions in Vermont? Evolutionary
researchers tend to study food sharing and collaborative foraging as windows through
which to glimpse the origins of human cooperation (Kaplan and Gurven 2005; Tomasello
et al. 2012). Because this line of research on non-market food practices has been confined
to non-market societies, it is unclear how relevant it is to explaining the persistence of
such practices in market societies. This is, to my mind, an enormous gap in the literature.
To begin filling it, 1 need to reconcile the divergent ways these practices have been
studied in modern and non-modern contexts.

In non-market societies, researchers use evolutionary concepts to explain how
people forage. In market societies like that of Vermont, the initial question is why people
forage at all, when they could, in most cases, more easily buy food at the store. A
formalist economic analysis might reconcile this difference by treating all food sources as
foraging patches, including the grocery store, and try to work out the context-specific
costs and benefits of each one to establish an optimal mix of market and non-market food
acquisition techniques against which to compare actual people’s actual behavior. Is there
a middle-ground, substantivist functionalism that can focus on what market and non-
market acquisition methods do for people, groups, and possibly biogeochemical cycles

without worrying about optimality?
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Food sharing presents the reverse dilemma as foraging. In non-market societies,
evolutionary research on this topic often starts from the baseline that food transfers
themselves need to be explained, since nonhuman primates rarely share food voluntarily.
In market societies, by contrast, transfers are taken for granted, since much of the
population produces no food at all; what needs explanation is why people give and
receive food in ways other than buying and selling it. In this case, too, we can put market
and non-market societies on a more even footing by treating market and non-market
practices as different ways to do the same thing: distribute food.

It feels straightforwardly racist that only foraging and food sharing among
Indigenous peoples and Black and brown folks in the global South gets studied with the
same techniques we use for non-human animals, while in wealthy white countries
scientists frequently take practitioners’ stated motivations at face value. It is not that
hunter-gatherers aren’t animals. It is that we are animals too. This dissertation does not
apply optimal foraging theory or food sharing models from human behavioral ecology to
Vermonters’ practices, but that is one direction this research should go in. | can only
begin to delineate the contours of a research program that could investigate how and why
non-market practices persist from an evolutionary perspective. For now, | analyze market
and non-market practices as simply alternative—and perhaps complementary—sets of
patterns for producing and distributing food.

From this perspective, one sees that evolutionary forces explain markets
supplanting non-market systems too. Cultural group selection may be responsible for

widespread food sharing in small-scale societies, but it also plays some role in the
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proliferation of food markets around the world as they spread via colonizer nations that—
in no small measure because of markets—are huge, well-organized groups with powerful
technologies compared to the less-marketized societies they have tended to conquer.
Today, geopolitically powerful states gain enormously, in material terms, from the
existence of markets for food and everything else. Global North countries drain the fruits
of a land area larger than Australia each year through unequal exchange with the global
South (Hickel et al. 2022). Perhaps this grotesquely unfair reality makes the continued
existence of non-market food practices in the North even more remarkable. On second
thought, growing food with no commercial pressures and sharing it generously in
community could be seen as somewhat sinister little hobbies made possible by violently
forcing market production and sales on everybody else.

At the risk of being overly didactic, this is why | do my best to adopt a more-than-
functionalist approach that does not neglect politics, history, or individual agency.
Groups are not just harmonious wholes responding to environmental conditions and
technological change; in real life they deal with internal conflicts as well as economic and
ideological pressures from outside. Not all phenomena have a negative feedback function
that maintains equilibrium; transformations happen. The present is a product of past
actions and interactions of human and non-human beings with their own agendas.
Adaptation proceeds via wild experimentation, replete with maladaptive failures. These
are some of the grounds on which functionalism in practice has been criticized (Love
1983). | have made the case, in response, that we need not throw the functionalist baby

out with the equilibrium-seeking, closed-system bathwater.
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The empirical chapters that follow respond to narrowly specific research
questions in ways that intervene in academic and political debates, few of which deal
directly with explaining the existence of non-market food practices in the global North.
But the findings of those chapters contribute to my functionalist argument. In chapter 7, |
turn to the historical events and processes that brought us to this juncture. In chapter 8, |
summarize this story, attempting to explain Vermonters’ continued extensive engagement
in non-market food practices. But first, I must persuade you, dear reader, that these

practices do indeed remain pervasive.
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3. THE PREVALENCE OF NON-MARKET FOOD PRACTICES IN VERMONT

It’s called Total Loss Farm because it produces nothing visible to the

mature eye—all the livestock, machinery, seed, and such tools and not

even one peach or can of maple syrup makes it as far as the market.
—Raymond Mungo (1970), Total Loss Farm

3.1 The low profile of non-market food practices in Vermont

The State of Vermont’s department for executing policy related to food and
farming is called the Agency of Agriculture, Food and Markets. As | was getting started
on this research, | was irked that the executive body regulating food-related activities
explicitly omitted non-market food practices from its purview. | have changed my mind
on the matter since then, but more on that later. In this section, | want to highlight how
the expert communities thinking and talking about food in Vermont tend to think and talk
only about commercial food, with exceptions that are limited enough to prove the rule.

In 2021, the Agency of Ag, as it is referred to colloquially, teamed up with the
Vermont Sustainable Jobs Fund to publish the Vermont Agriculture and Food System
Strategic Plan, 2021-2030. True to form, the report addresses almost exclusively
production for markets and distribution via markets. The lone highlight for non-market
food practices is number 13 of 15 “strategic goals” for Vermont’s agrifood system: that
“all people in Vermont can access the knowledge, skills, and resources to select, grow,
hunt, fish, forage, process, store, and prepare local food” (Farm to Plate 2021, 15). Other
than that, wild-food harvesting gets mentioned only as an agritourism and Indigenous

justice issue. There is no mention of sharing or gifts in relation to food. Gleaning and
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charitable distribution get brief mentions in relation to food security and food access, but
the text does not distinguish between food assistance that distributes via market and non-
market means—food stamps and food pantries are treated the same.

Academic literature omits Vermont’s non-market food practices too. A research
article on “Building resilience in social-ecological food systems in Vermont” makes no
mention of any non-market practices (Skog et al. 2018). Nor did a study of Vermont’s
“sustainable food systems cluster” (Rosenfeld 2010), or a paper on regional food systems
planning in the state’s Northeast Kingdom region (Koliba et al. 2011). An 84-page toolKkit
for food systems resilience based on case studies in Vermont and Puerto Rico discussed
only market food systems aside from one mention of home gardens (Serrano-Cortés et al.
2023). A white paper titled, “Amplifying agroecology in Vermont,” is entirely about
commercial farming (Caswell et al. 2021). The closest it comes to referencing non-
market practices is a single sentence about a state program called Vermonters-feeding-
Vermonters that gives charities money with which to buy from local farmers.

| do not mean any affront to the scholars who have carried out this research; many
are my colleagues and friends. Studying commercial local food is certainly worthwhile.
My point is simply that market farming and sales have dominated the study of Vermont
food and agriculture. In the remainder of this dissertation, | unearth every piece of
evidence | could find about contemporary non-market food practices in Vermont, but do
not be fooled by this partial sampling: my overall impression is that “food systems”

basically means “commercial food systems” to most specialists here.
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Another example: researchers estimating the consumption of locally produced
foods in Vermont ignored non-market sources entirely, instead counting only
expenditures (Conner et al. 2013). They found that 2.5% of 2010 food spending went to
foods grown within the state. Over subsequent iterations, they refined the methods used
in that study to track the implementation of the goals from the Strategic Plan, one of
which is to increase purchases of Vermont-made products (Conner et al. 2020). With
more complete data, the 2010 baseline was revised upward from 2.5% to 5%. By 2020, it
was estimated that Vermont products made up 16% of all in-state food purchases by
dollar value (Vermont Sustainable Jobs Fund 2023). Non-market food is not even
mentioned as an omission from the local food category.

It may be hard to detect the presence of much non-market food production or
distribution in official documents or scientists’ reports, but it is hard to ignore on the
ground. What is barely visible to the bureaucrat is omnipresent in social life and on the
landscape. In terms of production, the Vermont Garden Network (2023) lists 616
community, school, and workplace gardens, just under one per thousand residents of the
state. In the summer, every other lawn has a rectangular garden cut out of it, with straight
rows of garlic, tomatoes, onions, carrots, and sweet corn. Rural Vermonters of every
political persuasion wear camo and safety orange in any setting, all year long, as if they
might take off into the woods at a moment’s notice or whip out their rifle at the sight of
any game. The opening day of deer hunting season is in every sense a holiday in small

towns: people gather for community breakfasts and other festivities that they have been
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preparing and anticipating for weeks (Boglioli 2009). The Vermont Foragers group on
Facebook has around 14,400 members—more than 2% of the state’s population.

Non-market transfers are a big deal as well. Vermont Foodbank (2022) provides
food to 220 food pantries and meal programs. The Foodbank also distributes food directly
at 42 housing sites and 23 regularly occurring produce giveaways. There are various “free
CSA” programs that provide weekly veggie boxes to qualifying households during the
growing season. Meals on Wheels America (2022) serves more than 1 million meals per
year, free of charge, to older Vermonters. Since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic,
school meals have been $0 for all public-school students in the state. From August 2020
through March 2023, people in Vermont received 3.9 million restaurant meals for free
through a Covid-relief program called Vermont Everyone Eats. The program paid
participating businesses $10 per meal, which were then distributed to the public at no
charge. Informally, Vermonters give each other gifts of homemade food and invite each
other to potluck dinners. Neighbors barter food for food and for other goods or favors. A
retired therapist told me that clients who could not afford the copay would offer smoked
trout or quarts of berries. | asked her if those items were equivalent in value to the copay
and she said, no, people usually gave more than what she would expect. She paused and
looked up at a tree. “I never thought to try to calculate it,” she said.

Before constructing an argument about why so many Vermonters engage So
heavily in non-market food practices, first I must show that “so many” Vermonters do
partake in these activities “so heavily.” The evidence is imprecise, but it is better than

anecdotes and figures from nonprofit websites. In the rest of this chapter, | present data
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from several surveys of Vermonters (Angle et al. 2023; Niles et al. 2021a; Niles et al.
2021c; Center for Rural Studies 2023). | triangulate findings from these multiple sources,
each of which have data quality issues related to generalizability from their samples and
the difficulty of recall. What follows is a narration that intermingles methodology,
methods, results, and interpretation to establish beyond any reasonable doubt that non-
market food practices do in fact run rampant in Vermont. After that, | reflect on the
difficulty of knowing much of anything about non-market food practices, especially from

an office, on a computer.

3.2 How many Vermonters engage in non-market food acquisition?

To gauge participation in non-market production and distribution activities, |
make use of statewide surveys that ask people where their households’ food comes from.
These instruments thus produce estimates of participation rates in the practices of non-
market food acquisition: production by respondents’ households and transfers to them,
but not transfers from them. Accordingly, | do not have data on the prevalence of sharing
and giving, only on receiving shared and gifted food; other research has shown that food-
sharing networks are asymmetrical—many people are recipients but not givers, and a few
give food but do not report receiving any (Jehlicka and Danék 2017).

The next subsections meticulously explain how | came up with the estimates of
prevalence | present, where | think they are misleading and why, plus where | think they
might communicate something useful or true about non-market food practices in

Vermont. The surveys ask similar questions in different ways, sometimes in the same
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survey. If you need to spare yourself the gory details, skip to the pretty pictures below
(Figures 3.1 through 3.5).
3.2.1 Vermonter Poll

These surveys come from two projects. One is the Vermonter Poll, which surveys
a statistically representative sample of at least 500 households annually in February or
March. In 2020 (and before), it was a telephone survey administered to a random sample
of Vermont landline and cell numbers. Since 2021, it has been a web survey sent to email
addresses selected randomly from lists provided by businesses that sell “consumer
contacts” (Center for Rural Studies 2023). The Vermont Sustainable Jobs Fund sponsors
questions on the Vermonter Poll asking respondents to indicate from which of an
assortment of sources their household has obtained local food in the past 12 months.
These sources include non-market methods such as hunting and bartering as well as
market methods such as grocers and farmstands. Since 2021, | have helped design these
questions.

Starting in 2021, the Vermonter Poll has assigned weights to respondents in order
to make the demographics of the sample effectively match that of Vermont’s population.
The idea is to adjust results to what they would have been had the sample represented the
same mixture of income levels, races, ethnicities, and so on as the American
Communities Survey of the U.S. Census Bureau. This is common among online surveys.

Still, I report here both raw and weighted results because | do not trust that the
adjustment fixed the bias of the sample. The Vermonter Poll tends to oversample older

Vermonters. In 2022, the weights were based entirely on age group, to adjust for this
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discrepancy; the other demographic variables matched census data closely enough to
accept as is. Of the 796 adults polled that year, 3 were between the ages of 18 and 24.
Their responses were given a weight of 32.75; that is, they were multiplied in the
weighted result to count for 32.75 responses. This adjustment introduces an entirely new
bias: those three young adults cannot by any means be asked to represent all the 18- to
24-year-olds in Vermont, statistically speaking. In 2023, poll results were adjusted by
“raking,” which assigned weights based on several demographic variables whose
proportions in the sample differed from those in the state’s population. Still, 3 responses
were assigned weights greater than 30, and two more were greater than 20, while more
than 100 (of a sample of 875) were weighted at 0.1 or less.

In general, when samples differ greatly from the population they are meant to
represent, weighting considerably lowers the effective sample size because of the high
variance of weights assigned to responses (Gittelman et al. 2015). A Pew Research
Center study that compared online opt-in samples to high-quality federal surveys on 24
benchmark questions found that even the most effective adjustment procedures could not
remove more than 30% of the original bias (Mercer et al. 2018). One study found that
weighting could even decrease the accuracy of an online survey that used non-probability
sampling (Yeager et al. 2011). The Vermonter Poll randomly samples from commercial
email lists, but it is technically a non-probability sample because those lists are different
than the population of Vermont adults. So, while Table 3.2 and Figure 3.1 include both
the raw and weighted data, | think improved sampling methods are needed to be able to

report results with confidence. For present purposes, | wield data quantity in the absence
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of data quality, brandishing multiple years of multiple surveys, each with multiple
methods of estimation.
3.2.2 Food access and COVID surveys

The other main data source | present here is surveys conducted by the northern
New England subgroup of the National Food Access and COVID Research Team
(NFACT), a team | form part of. We administered web surveys to Qualtrics (Provo, Utah)
panels of at least 400 Vermonters in spring 2021 and spring 2022 (overall results in
Angle et al. 2023). These surveys’ samples were representative of Vermont’s population
in terms of race and ethnicity.® Qualtrics achieves this representativeness through quota
sampling.

Before going any further: can we trust results from an online, non-probability
sample that matches Vermont’s demographics only on race and ethnicity? Perhaps we
can; quotas that control more tightly and on more variables do not necessarily increase
the accuracy of results (Gittelman et al. 2015). Yet the samples from these online survey
companies do tend to differ from the general populations they are meant to represent in
systematic ways, most of which are exactly what one would expect from those who fill in
internet surveys for small sums of money: these folks are more online and more likely to
live alone, in low-income households, and with no children (Kennedy et al. 2016).

The accuracy of results produced by these online survey companies seems to
depend on the topic of study. Intuitively, one suspects that the sorts of internet users

doing these surveys would be less likely than average to be getting their hands dirty

8 The 2021 and 2022 samples also include around 600 residents of Maine. | omit those results here because
this dissertation’s study site is Vermont. (I realize I am inconsistent with this, as 6 of the key informants
interviewed in chapter 5 are from Maine.)
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growing vegetables. A study comparing the results of an identical questionnaire
administered by various online survey vendors found that in 8 of 9 samples the portion of
respondents who said they were interested in gardening was between 36% and 41%, and
the other was 33%; this is just below the 43% who indicated interest in gardening among
the probability-based sample of Pew’s American Trends Panel, which is administered
both online and by mail (Kennedy et al. 2016). Interest in gardening is not the same as
actually growing some food, yet based on this result, I might surmise that participation
rates in non-market food production practices among NFACT respondents are close to
accurate but perhaps a little low (indeed, they are almost always lower than those of the
Vermonter Poll, see Table 3.2 and Figure 3.1). In terms of non-market transfers, by
contrast, a similar study found that the reported prevalence of the use of food stamps in
one’s household was 13 percentage points higher in online surveys than the benchmark
(24% versus 11%; Mercer et al. 2018). Overall, people who opt in to online surveys may
be more likely to receive government benefits (Kennedy et al. 2016). This may mean that
our NFACT surveys find higher rates of receiving food from free food programs than is
actually the case; sure enough, this is the only type of non-market food acquisition in
which the NFACT estimates of prevalence are higher than those of the Vermonter Poll.
Beyond asking respondents to identify the sources from which their households
acquired food, the NFACT surveys also included separate questions asking which non-
market food acquisition activities respondents or members of their households had done
in the last year. Going fishing (the activity) is not the same as eating wild-caught fish (the

food source), since success is not guaranteed and many anglers practice catch-and-
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release. So in those surveys there are two sets of responses from which to estimate
participation in the various methods of non-market acquisition: whether it is was

indicated as a household food source and whether it was indicated as an activity.

Table 3.1 Non-market acquisition as household food source and as activity, 2022 NFACT survey

n=415
Number indicated as... Total unique
food source activity respondents
Gardening 126 201 206
Foraging 42 55 66
Livestock 22 492 52
Hunting 33 50 56
Fishing 30 72 74
Share, gift, barter 55 45P 75
School meals 57
Programs 74 82¢ 99
Salvaging 8

@ Sum of unique respondents indicating they kept animals for meat or dairy (n=18) and eggs (n=43).

b Number indicating “accepted food from friends or family” in response to "Which of the following food
assistance programs and support did your household use in the last 12 months?"

¢ Sum of unique respondents indicating food pantries (n=59) and other programs (n=41) in response to
"Which of the following food assistance programs and support did your household use in the last 12
months?"

People responded inconsistently to these questions (see Table 3.1). For non-
market food production practices—gardening, hunting, fishing, foraging, and raising
animals—more respondents indicated that a household member had engaged in the
activity than that it was a household food source. This makes sense: only about one-fifth
of participants in deer hunting season in 2022 successfully harvested a deer, and this is
typical (Vermont Fish & Wildlife 2023). Some gardeners and foragers probably consider

their harvests negligible as a food source. Respondents indicated their mix of household
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food sources using slider bars that had to sum to 100% (those results are in the next
section, 3.3). So, if someone did not perceive that their collecting of ramps (wild leeks;
Allium tricoccum) or balcony container garden of basil and cherry tomatoes comprised a
full 1% of their household food supply, these practices would not register as food
sources.

The few people who, contrariwise, indicated hunting or gardening as a food
source but not as an activity may be referring to having eaten frozen, canned, or dried
harvests from previous years. More inconsistencies probably stem from misunderstanding
that the household was the economic unit used in both the activity and food source
questions. For instance, people might have indicated fishing as a food source if their
neighbor gave them wild-caught fish, even though technically they should have counted
that as “sharing, gifts, or barter.” Or maybe they indicated it as a food source but not as
an activity because their spouse is the one catching the fish they eat together, even though
both questions referred to the whole household. | could go on about possible
misunderstandings and dishonest responses. Suffice it to say that all surveys return some
inconsistent results thanks to issues of recall, comprehension, and lying (Tourangeau et
al. 2000; Rodgers et al. 1982; Kanazawa 2005).

| take these inconsistent responses to demarcate lower and upper bounds. The
number of respondents indicating a given means of non-market acquisition as a food
source is a low-end estimate of participation in that practice, and the total unique

respondents indicating it as either food source or activity is a high estimate.
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The NFACT surveys’ recall periods also merit mention. In the 2022 survey,
which was administered from April to June, respondents were asked about their
households’ food sources and non-market activities from the previous 12 months, just
like in the Vermonter Poll. The periods do not line up perfectly since the Vermonter Poll
takes place from late February to early March, but most non-market food production
activities would still fall in the same period; only maple sugaring (which neither survey
asked about directly anyway) and foraging perennial spring plants like ramps,
fiddleheads, and garlic mustard tend to happen in the short season between the two
surveys. For those practices only, then, the 2022 Vermonter Poll results would refer to
the portion of respondents that did them in 2021 whereas the 2022 NFACT survey might
capture instead whether a respondent engaged in the practice that same spring. Since
there is not much of a discernable year-over-year trend in any of these practices anyway
(see Table 3.2 and Figure 3.1), this discrepancy should not matter much.

The time periods studied in the 2021 NFACT survey, which was conducted from
March to June, were a bit more complicated. Respondents were asked about their non-
market food sources and activities in three different time periods: the previous four
months before taking the survey; since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic (mid-March
2020 until survey was taken); and the 12 months before the pandemic (mid-March 2019
to mid-March 2020). To further complicate things, they were asked different sets of
questions in each period. There was reason for this madness—we were able to show, for
example, that among households that were food insecure in the beginning of the

pandemic, those that produced some of their own food were more likely to become food
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secure a year into the pandemic (Niles et al. 2023)—but it makes my set of datasets even
less consistent for the task at hand (determining what proportion of Vermonters live in
households that get some food from various non-market sources, as a reminder). | dealt
with this by combining the last four months and the time since the beginning of the
pandemic into one long year, which could be far longer than 12 months depending on
when one completed the survey. From there, | constructed low and high estimates for the
year preceding the pandemic (called 2020) and the first “long year” of the pandemic
(called 2021) much like I did with the 2022 data: respondents who identified a practice as
a food source were the lower bound and all respondents who report having engaged or
eaten from an activity were the upper bound.

Two outcomes of this method for making sense of the data are worth noting. First,
the data are incomplete for 2020: since there was no opportunity to identify individual
non-market production practices as food sources in the year-before-COVID period—
respondents could only choose “home food production” as a joint category—I do not
have a separate low estimate there for gardening, hunting, fishing, foraging, or livestock
keeping. The opposite limitation existed for non-market transfers: there was no separate
opportunity to claim receiving food from sharing, gifting, barter, or assistance programs
as activities, only as sources. Therefore the NFACT high estimates in 2020 that | report
in Table 3.2 and Figure 3.1 are not based on combining nearly as many opportunities to
respond “yes” than in other years. That is the second thing to note: differences between
data for 2020 and 2021 are probably partly due to respondents simply having more

separate questions in the latter period on which to indicate that they engaged in or got
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food from non-market practices. If that is all too abstract to mean anything without seeing
the results themselves, fret not; I return to this point with data in hand below.
3.2.3 Most Vermont households acquire some food from non-market sources

Here | report estimates from each survey separately. Table 3.2 displays the
percentage of survey respondents who report that their households engage in or obtain
food from each non-market food practice, according to four different estimates from the
two data sources in each of four years. Figure 3.1 arranges this information by practice
and reports the average across all estimates.

In broad terms, it seems safe to conclude that most Vermont residents live in
households that get at least a little food in ways other than purchasing it. In fact, more
than half of respondents indicate household participation in at least one non-market food
production activity. 1 am purposefully vague about exact numbers here because these
surveys have been imprecise—that is, their reliability appears low because of the wide
variation in results.

Gardening is the most common practice. Like non-market production as a whole,
at least half of respondents report growing food on every survey, but less than half of the
NFACT samples identify their gardens as sources when asked where they get their food.
Most estimates indicate that 15% to 20% of respondents’ households hunt, about the
same portion fish, and slightly fewer raise animals at home for milk, meat, or eggs. For
foraging, the Vermonter Poll estimates are far above those of the NFACT surveys, 30—
40% versus 10-20%, despite that the former only asks about gathering fruits and

vegetables whereas the latter includes mushrooms in the wording of the question.
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Table 3.2 Percentage of Vermonters whose households engaged in non-market food acquisition, 2019-2023

12 months preceding...
Survey

Administered

Survey method

Population

Sample size

Data
Representative on...

Estimate
Based on...

Gardening

Livestock

Hunting

Fishing

Foraging

Any non-market production
Sharing, gifts, barter
Programs

Salvage

Any non-market acquisition

February-March 2020
Vermonter

Poll NFACT
Winter 2020 Spring 2021
telephone online
VT
landline Qualtrics
and cell research panel
numbers
n=559 n=426
raw raw
e;ﬁa?c(ig;y race & ethnicity
low high
local food food ..and
sources sources  activities
74% 54%
22% 19%
34% 18%
37% 21%
45% 15%
83% 42% 67%
30% 17% 17%
11% 23% 23%
9% 9%
85% 57% 75%

February-June 2021

Vermonter Poll NFACT
Winter 2021 Spring 2021
online online

Commercial Qualtrics
email lists research panel
n=635 n=426
raw  weighted raw
ACS race & ethnicity
low high
local food food ...and
sources sources  activities
7% 64% 44% 59%
9% 9% 15% 18%
20% 23% 15% 19%
19%  26% 13% 19%
32% 24% 12% 18%
81% 73% 41% 67%
48% 47% 20% 28%
10% 26% 35% 41%
2% 3% 4% 8%

89% 85% 63% 82%

February-June 2022

Vermonter Poll

Winter 2022

online

Commercial
email lists

n=794

raw  weighted

ACS

local food
sources

2% 76%
10% 10%
20% 21%
19% 19%
33% 39%
7% 80%
46% 54%
9% 9%
2% 2%
84% 87%

NFACT

Spring 2022

online

Qualtrics
research panel

n=415

raw

race & ethnicity

low high
food ...and
sources  activities

30% 50%

5% 13%
8% 13%
7% 18%
10% 16%
38% 59%
13% 18%
27% 32%
2% 2%

57% 71%

Feb-March 2023
Vermonter Poll

Winter 2023

online

Commercial
email lists

n=849

raw  weighted

ACS

local food
sources

75% 69%
10% 12%
20% 28%
17% 21%
36% 45%
80% 78%
55% 62%
9% 16%
2% 4%
89% 85%
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Figure 3.1 Share of Vermonters whose households engaged in non-market food acquisition, 2020-2023
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Figure 3.1 (cont.) Share of Vermonters whose households engaged in non-market food acquisition

The estimates from the Vermonter Poll were at or above the NFACT high
estimates in pretty much every category of non-market production. Livestock are the only
exception, but this is a wording issue: the Vermonter Poll may not register some
respondents who raise animals for eggs or dairy because the question asks if their
household “raised livestock to eat,” which sounds like it is asking only about meat—that
is, eating the livestock. NFACT surveys, on the other hand, ask separate questions about
the activities of keeping poultry for eggs and animals for meat and dairy. | combined
those two into the livestock category, but if we look only at the meat and dairy question,
the Vermonter Poll’s estimate is once again at least as high: in 2021, both 9%, and in

2022, 12% (Vermonter) and 4% (NFACT). Why would so many more Vermonter Poll
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respondents claim to have obtained local food from gardening, hunting, fishing, and
foraging than even the portion of NFACT survey takers who indicated these as activities
that they or someone in their household engaged in? I admit | am still not certain. It must
have something to do with the samples.

Turning to non-market transfers, obtaining free food from institutions like charity
and government was another instance where we find an enormous discrepancy between
data sources. In this case the two surveys’ roles were flipped: 23% to 41% of NFACT
respondents reported receiving free food from such programs, depending on the year and
the estimation method, while no more than 11% of raw respondents to the Vermonter
Poll indicated the same (though the weighted estimate for the first year of the COVID-19
pandemic was a more realistic 26%). | already explained that there is some evidence that
online samples like Qualtrics panels tend to receive public assistance at higher rates than
the general population—although, without knowing exactly where the Vermonter Poll
gets the pool from which it randomly samples, we cannot say for certain whether this
accounts for any of the difference between the two. The wording of the two surveys’
questions probably accounts for most of the difference. The Vermonter Poll just asks if
your household “received local food from a food shelf, foodbank or meals on wheels,”
while NFACT was both more inclusive, asking about programs that give food in general,
and more evocative, providing examples like food pantries, free school lunches, soup
kitchens, and religious places.

In terms of informal transfers between households, far more VVermonter Poll than

NFACT respondents reported sharing, gifts, and barter as food sources, too—more than
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45% and less than 30%, respectively. In 2020 the Vermonter Poll only asked about
barter, not sharing or gifts (this was before | helped them revise their questions), and still
30% responded that yes, they had received local food that way in the previous 12 months.
This is higher than the highest “high estimate” for sharing, gifts, and barter from the
NFACT surveys. What makes this divergence in the two data sources even more of a
puzzle is that the Vermonter Poll is asking specifically about where people get “local
food,” whereas NFACT refers to food sources in general. This makes little difference
when asking about non-market production practices (it may exclude someone’s hunting
or fishing trip to Alaska, but the person who goes on such a trip is in all likelihood
hunting and fishing in Vermont too). For non-market transfers, though, | would expect
that the Vermonter Poll’s asking only about local foods would lead to higher estimates
from NFACT, if anything, since receiving a jar of store-bought Spanish olives would
count as sharing, gifts, or barter on that survey, whereas it would not on the Vermonter
Poll.

That example evokes a quick reality check: | know the U.S. Surgeon General just
issued a report on the epidemic of loneliness and social isolation (Murthy 2023), but
doesn’t just about every household receive food from others at least once in a while? The
way the questions are formulated on the NFACT survey in 2022, for example, someone
who receives a jar of olives from a friend who traveled to Spain might not indicate having
gotten any food through sharing, gifts, or barter if that and any other gifts they receive do
not add up to 1% of their total household food supply, and they do not consider this

receipt of food from others a way that they are fending off food insecurity. That is
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probably why the high estimate from that survey, which combines those who responded
affirmatively to the 1% minimum food source question and the coping mechanism
question, is still less than 20%. The Vermonter Poll’s highest reported prevalence of
acquiring food through sharing, gifts, or barter is 62%, the weighted estimate from 2023,
and that refers only to local food. If we were to design questions to prompt folks to think
of small gifts like the jar of olives, | bet we would discover that a great deal more than
13% to 62% of people’s households—the range of results from these surveys—receive
some food via informal non-market transfers. If respondents were prompted to include
food shared at multihousehold meals like potlucks, dinner parties, or holiday feasts, we
might see that interhousehold food sharing is virtually ubiquitous. | return to the question
of validity in earnest in section 3.2.5.
3.24 The COVID bump

A pandemic took place between the first and most recent time period from which
| have presented data here. The NFACT high estimates are a little higher in 2021, the
period that refers to the first year of the pandemic.® This conforms to expectations for
three reasons, two of which | have already mentioned. First, that survey included some
questions about the last four months in addition to those that referred to the entire time
since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, which offered respondents more

opportunities to indicate that they had done or eaten from a given activity (and remember

° | realize | could have called the 2021 survey results 2020, the 2020 results 2019, and so on, since the 12
months about which respondents were reporting in all cases encompassed more of the previous year than
the current one. | somewhat arbitrarily decided to use the year that 12-month period ended in instead, which
in all cases but one (the NFACT 2020 estimates) was the year in which the survey was conducted. For this
discussion, just remember that, in terms of estimates from this survey data, 2020 refers to the year
preceding the novel coronavirus’s arrival in Vermont (mid-March 2020) and 2021 refers to the first year of
the pandemic.
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the high estimates just count everyone who indicated as much across multiple questions).
Second, the time period was a little longer than a year; for the last folks who took the
survey in June, it was a full 15 months. Third and most importantly, we have reason to
believe that participation in non-market food practices was actually greater during the
first year of the pandemic.

Intuitively and anecdotally, we know that more people were gardening, hunting,
fishing, and foraging in the first year of the pandemic than the years preceding it. There is
a reason for the shortages of vegetable seeds and canning jars in 2020 (Overland 2020).
Both practitioners and nonpractitioners cite limited free time as a barrier to engaging in
those activities (Angle et al. 2023); job disruption and pandemic-related restrictions gave
many people a lot more free time, and less else to do, so they gardened (Kingsley et al.
2022). Plus, outdoor recreation like fishing was perceived to be COVID-safe (Midway et
al. 2021; Howarth et al. 2021) and to contribute to relieving pandemic-related stress
(Karpinski and Skrzypczak 2022). Moreover, on that NFACT survey, many respondents
reported taking up new non-market food production practices during the first year of the
pandemic; 15% of gardeners, 22% of anglers, 26% of foragers, 24% of chicken raisers,
and 21% of those keeping animals for meat or dairy said it was their first time doing the
activity. We also know that more resident hunting and fishing licenses were sold in 2020
in Vermont than the years directly before or since (Vermont Fish & Wildlife 2022, 2).

The activity that increased the most during the first year of COVID-19, though,
was obtaining free food from food pantries and other assistance programs. This too is

corroborated by other evidence (Feeding America 2022b; Lohnes 2021; Spring 2022,
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Cavaliere 2021). A separate longitudinal study by the NFACT group found that around
half of a cohort of 441 Vermonters used food assistance at some point during the first
year of the pandemic (Burke et al. 2021). There was more need, as food insecurity rose
sharply (Niles et al. 2020a), but also more non-market food available. People could get
free food from new mutual aid groups, Farmers-to-Families boxes, the Everyone Eats
program for restaurants, and universal school meals.

So why didn’t the Vermonter Poll register the increase in non-market food
participation from 2020 to 2021? In particular, respondents reporting getting food from
hunting, fishing, foraging, and livestock raising dropped precipitously from the year prior
to COVID to the first year of its outbreak. Here | can only speculate. In 2020 and every
year before then, the Vermonter Poll was a phone survey. In 2021, the coronavirus was
just breaking out and they could not run a phone bank, so it became a web survey.
(Maybe they were already planning this transition; this was how | understood the shift.) It
seems reasonable to me that people who were “Vermont enough” to have the state’s area
code (802) and willing to participate in a telephone survey would be more likely to hunt,
fish, forage, and have chickens or goats than the type of people who are “online enough”
to be on a commercial list of email addresses and then actually participate in a web
survey they are sent. Indeed, the portions of Vermonter Poll respondents getting food
from hunting and fishing have remained around 20% in the years since, and livestock
raising has stuck around 10%, far below their 2020 telephone-survey levels (37%, 24%,
and 22%, respectively). My point is that participation in non-market food practices most

definitely rose in the first year of the pandemic, and the fact that it seemed to fall on the
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Vermonter Poll was because of a change in the bias of the sample that cannot be detected
in the responses to questions about demographics or politics.
3.2.5 Are these results credible?

This brings us right back to the question of whether we should believe that these
results tell us anything at all about the Vermont they purport to describe. To put it mildly,
the lack of precision may imply a lack of accuracy. At minimum, it is hard to say
anything about year-to-year trends in participation because there is so much noise. So,
where an increase or decrease does stand out, such as the spike in food assistance
program use during the pandemic, we should look to other sources of information to
substantiate it (or not). Hunting and fishing license sales suggest that participation has
fallen a bit since the pandemic peak, but that it remains higher than before COVID-19.
The NFACT and Vermonter data really cannot say anything definitive about that.

But the question to which | have been trying to propose and defend a tentative
answer is about the proportion of Vermonters who get some food in these non-market
ways, not about the derivative of that value. These results are believable simply because
we have replicated the survey 7 times, producing 12 estimates for each practice. Survey-
based social science is not often replicated at all. Compared to much research of this type,
this study is quite robust. For each practice, there is reason to trust that the participation
percentages reported here are in the ballpark of reality.

As for gardening, we cannot know whether the share of Vermont adults who live
in households that grow some of their own fruits and vegetables is closer to half or more

like two-thirds to three-quarters, as is found in the NFACT surveys and the VVermonter
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Poll, respectively, because there is no source of “true” information against which to
compare. (If there were, I might not be doing this whole exercise.) Earlier, | argued that
online surveys by companies like Qualtrics might be likely to slightly underreport
gardening, in light of comparisons with higher-accuracy data (Kennedy et al. 2016). Both
the Vermonter and NFACT estimates are far higher than the one-third of all U.S.
households that garden for food (National Gardening Association 2014), but that is what
one would expect in Vermont, the state with the highest portion of rural residents and
arguably the strongest local food movement (Rosenfeld 2010; Olson 2019). Based on my
field experience, | doubt that 75% of Vermont adults live in households with home or
community food gardens. But it does seem within the realm of possibility that more than
half do so if we count the porch-peppers-in-a-pot cases in which gardening is a symbolic
rather than quantitatively meaningful source of food.

Unlike participation rates in gardening, those | found in hunting and fishing can
be compared against existing data sources. About 10% of Vermont’s population, or
67,700 people, participated in the 2022 deer hunting season, based on previous findings
that about 85% of license holders hunt deer in a given year (Vermont Fish & Wildlife
2023, 7). Hunting tends to be a family tradition (Stedman and Heberlein 2001), but
assuming that there are some non-hunters living with hunters, then the portion of
Vermont residents whose households engage in deer hunting should be somewhere
upwards of 10%, but not more than, say, double it. (There are 2.35 persons per household
in the state.) Then there’s the fact that only about one-fifth of deer hunters get a deer in a

given year, which explains why hunting shows up less as a food source than as an activity
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on the NFACT surveys (Vermont Fish & Wildlife 2021; 2023). Of course, people hunt
moose, turkeys, bears, ducks, geese, squirrels, and other animals for food, too, and we
know far less about participation and success rates in these pursuits. Plus, as | discuss in
chapter 5, people hunt illegally as well. There is no data on that. Does this mean our
estimates of 15% to 25% of Vermonters hunting and eating hunted game are convincing?
They are certainly plausible.

A consulting firm hired by the state of Vermont found that 72,000 residents fished
in 2019; this is 12% of the state’s population (Responsive Management 2020). In the
Vermonter Poll and NFACT survey, 37% and 21% of respondents, respectively, reported
fishing for food in the 12-month period ending in February or March 2020. That 37%
comes from the Vermonter telephone survey that across the board indicated far higher
rates of participation in non-market food practices than all the web surveys. But should
we cautiously trust that the rest of my estimates, which mostly vary between 15% and
20%, are in the ballpark of accuracy? Again, if 12% of Vermonters fish, then more than
that live in households with fishers. And license sales indicate that fishing participation
among Vermonters went up in 2020 and remained higher than before in 2021 (Vermont
Fish & Wildlife 2022). It seems that most anglers do eat what they catch at least some of
the time; on creel surveys, the harvest rate (the share of fish caught that are taken home)
at times approaches 100% for tasty species like trout and landlocked salmon (Emerson
and Kratzer 2021). Once again, the estimates | have produced here are at least plausible.

There is one study against which to compare the foraging participation rates from

these surveys. In a New England-wide, random-digit-dial telephone survey, Paul Robbins
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and colleagues (2008) found that 18% had gathered non-timber forest products in the
previous 12 months, and 26% had in the past 5 years, 62% of whom had foraged for
edible species. This works out to 11% foraging for food in the last year and 16% in the
last 5. These percentages are a little below those of the NFACT survey; perhaps people
forage more in Vermont than in the other states included in that study’s sample
(Massachusetts, Maine, and New Hampshire). The Vermonter Poll estimates were, again,
much higher: from 24% to 45% depending on the year and whether the sample was
weighted. What Robbins and coauthors (2008) wrote about gathering in that paper
applies to non-market food acquisition in general: it is an ordinary part of many
Vermonters’ everyday lives.

Future research could perhaps improve validity by combining these datasets and
then wusing weights to adjust them to match population-level demographics,
socioeconomic statuses, even political leanings, and still have a much larger effective
sample size than the individual surveys. This would also produce some more definitive
estimates than the 12 or more different participation percentages for each practice | offer
here. Whether more certain-sounding numbers are more accurate is another question.
3.2.6 Missing non-market practices

As | mentioned above, neither survey was designed to capture non-market maple
production, an omission that should be fixed in future iterations. Respondents may have
thought to count their sugaring as gardening or foraging—since one might rightly think
of the maple trees themselves as wild or cultivated without being obviously wrong about

it—but some obviously did not see where to account for the practice; on the 2022
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Vermonter Poll, three respondents who indicated that they accessed local food “another
way” than those listed then wrote in that they produced maple syrup. Keeping bees for
honey should also perhaps have its own question, since it may not be intuitive to count
honeybees as livestock.

| care about documenting such minor non-market food practices; the huge
diversity of these practices is a finding in itself. I successfully advocated for including the
scavenged food category—which refers to acquiring discarded food through roadkill,
gleaning, and dumpster diving—on both surveys. It is a set of non-market practices that
do not fit neatly into the production or transfers realm, but one could make the case for
including scavenging in both. I think my colleagues were somewhat surprised to find that
quite reliably at least 2% of respondents would confirm to have obtained food in these
ways. In the 2021 NFACT survey, more than 8% said their households got some food
through scavenging both during and before the pandemic. | think that portion only
dropped to 2% the following year because of the switch to only using the slider-bar
questions for the food source question, such that anyone who thought their household got
less than 1% of its food from scavenging would not indicate having done so at all.

One Republican white man between the age of 25 and 34 indicated on the 2022
Vermonter Poll that he had obtained local food “another way” and in the write-in box put
simply, “Stole.” Another respondent wrote, “Force gifted zucchini,” like the lowan
quoted in chapter 2’s epigraph. A few people, perhaps thanks to the deep human desire
for reciprocity, were not satisfied reporting the ways they had received food and wrote in

that they gave venison to neighbors and donated their garden surpluses to charity. One
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wanted to communicate more than just the presence or absence of having hunted for
food: they wrote, “90% of the protein for all of my meals comes from wild game that |

harvested and processed myself.” That segues elegantly into the next section.

3.3 How much of Vermonters’ food is acquired from non-market sources?

On the NFACT surveys described above, we asked respondents not just from
which sources they acquired food, but what portion of their household food supply came
from each. In 2021, we asked three separate questions regarding the acquisition of fruits,
vegetables, and a combined category of meat, fish, seafood, and eggs. For vegetables, for
example, respondents were asked, “In your estimation, what percentage of your
household's vegetable consumption came from each of the following sources during the
last four (4) months?” Before they could move to the next question, respondents had to
drag sliders for each source from which their household obtained vegetables until the
slider bars totaled 100.

The 2022 survey contained just one question of this type. It combined all food
categories into a single, overall household food supply. Respondents were asked, “In
your estimation, what percentage of your household's food consumption came from each
of the following sources during the last 12 months?” We did not tell respondents to
estimate percentages of total food consumption by weight, volume, calories, monetary
value, or any other metric. That surely introduced inconsistencies among responses. But
nobody knows how much of their household’s food supply came from their garden in
terms of calories or kilograms anyway; it is not clear that specifying the units would have

made the results any more accurate. | will come back to this point.
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3.3.1 Individual estimates for vegetables, fruits, and combined meat, fish, and eggs

In the 2021 survey, it mattered less that we did not specify whether we wanted
percentages of the total mass, calories, or dollar value of one’s household’s consumption,
because we asked separately about different food types. A pound of fruit is at least
somewhat similar to another pound of fruit in calories and price. (Leafy greens, which are
light and expensive, might complicate this reckoning for vegetables.) Again, no survey
respondent actually knows the answers to these questions; we are asking about
perceptions. The objective is to glean some new but inexact knowledge.

Figures 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4 display the shares of survey respondents’ household
consumption of different food groups that was obtained from each market and non-
market source. The three figures show, respectively: vegetables, fruit, and combined
meat, fish, and eggs consumption. The conventional market category accounted for more
than three-fourths in each case. After adding in direct sales via farmers markets,
farmstands, and the like, purchasing made up 90% of fruit acquisition and 83% of both
vegetables and the combined animal protein category. Non-market acquisition methods

were then the remainder: 10% of fruit, 17% of vegetables, and 17% of meat, fish, and

eggs.
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Figure 3.2 Sources of Vermonters’ vegetable consumption over 4 months, winter-spring 2021
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Figure 3.3 Sources of Vermonters’ fruit consumption over 4 months, winter-spring 2021
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Figure 3.4 Sources of Vermonters’ meat, fish, and egg consumption over 4 months, winter-spring 2021

The portions of food coming from non-market sources in Figures 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4
would likely have been higher had the survey been administered any other time of year.
People completed the survey during March, April, May, or June. The four preceding
months are the time of year when people are harvesting the least from their gardens and
the forest. Maple sugaring is one of very few non-market production activities that takes
place in late winter, and it is not captured in the categories about which we asked. Fewer
than half as many Vermonters engage in ice fishing (5%) as open water fishing (11%;
Responsive Management 2020). We asked about only the previous four months to
improve recall. In hindsight, this was a mistake.

With that context in mind, the fact that respondents reported that their households

got 8% of their vegetables and 3% of their fruit from gardening is impressive—a feat of
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canning, pickling, and optimistic estimation, no doubt. Foraging accounted for 2% of
vegetables and 1% of fruits. The animal protein category was 2% hunted game, 2% wild-
caught fish, 5% meat and eggs from home livestock, and 3% items received through
informal non-market transfers: sharing, gifts, or barter. Institutional non-market
distribution—charity, school lunch, and other programs—comprised 5% of food
acquisition across all 3 categories. Scavenging and food rescue activities comprised less
than 1% of each category overall but made up a substantial portion for some households.
Across all categories, some respondents reported getting most of their food
without paying for it. Even through late winter and early spring, 21 of the 426
respondents (5%) claimed to be getting more than half their veggies from their gardens,
and the same number indicated that more than half of their household’s animal products
came from some combination of hunting, fishing, and their own animals; 56 respondents
(13%) said the garden share of their household vegetable consumption was more than a
quarter. In each category, several people report purchasing none, but nobody claimed to
purchase zero food across all three categories. These responses were for the most part
specific and consistent enough to make me believe that the survey taker was at least
trying their best to represent their household food acquisition truthfully, even if they had
never thought of keeping track of the mix of sources from which they get vegetables,
fruit, or meat.
3.3.2 Vermonters report obtaining 14% of their food from non-market sources
Figure 3.5 displays the portions of survey respondents’ total household food

consumption that came from each source, according to their own estimations, over the 12
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months preceding their taking the 2022 NFACT survey. These aggregate percentages do
not tell us anything about the distribution of responses. About 9% of respondents (37 of
415) reported getting 50% or more of their food via non-market acquisition; 30%
reported acquiring at least 20% of their household’s food by non-market means. It is not
just hardcore homesteaders and those who rely heavily on food assistance programs who
obtain much of the food they eat without paying for it; it is quite common for non-market
sources to make up a substantial share of one’s food supply. On the other end, 179 out of
415 survey respondents (43%) claimed their households bought 100% of their food over
the past year. Nearly two-thirds said their households purchased 90% or more. In short,
one-third of respondents report getting a considerable portion of their food through non-
market acquisitions, and about one-third of that third get half or more of their food

without paying money for it.
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Figure 3.5 Share of Vermonters’ food consumption from different market and non-market sources
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Overall, 86% of food was purchased and 14% was obtained from non-market
practices. Non-market production and transfers accounted for 7% each. Recall that 16%
of Vermont food purchases are of Vermont-produced food, according to the most recent
estimates (Vermont Sustainable Jobs Fund 2023). But only 86% of household food
consumption is obtained by purchasing; 16% of 86% comes to 14% of the whole. So,
non-market and local market food make up identical portions of Vermonters’ total food
acquisition, 14% each, according to these estimates. One would never guess it, given the
relative volume of attention they get (outside of this dissertation). Once more, for
emphasis: Vermonters get about as much of their food in ways other than paying for it as
they do buying Vermont-made products.

Put another way, at least 21% of total food consumption is local: 14% is
expenditures on Vermont-produced food and 7% comes from gardening, hunting, fishing,
foraging, and self-provisioned animal products. Some of what is shared, gifted, bartered,
and distributed through charities and other programs is also probably local, but if it was
originally produced commercially that might begin to double count the data on
expenditures. In any case, local food advocates are understating the share of Vermont’s
food that is produced in Vermont because they ignore the non-market portion. Data now
exists to make an estimate: 21%, not 16%.

Do we trust this data? The first issue is that there are no units on these
percentages. When the Farm to Plate folks say that 16% of food expenditure is on local

food, they are saying 16% of the dollars spent on food are spent buying Vermont-made
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products.’® When I argue that this is actually only 14% of Vermonters’ total food
consumption, | have converted that fraction into an abstraction by combining data
denominated in dollars with the unitless perceptions of our Qualtrics survey respondents.
It is a provocative exercise to show that broadly similar shares of Vermont’s food seem to
come from in-state commercial production and non-market acquisition, but it is an apples
and oranges comparison. Or, better put, an apples and artificially flavored orange drink
comparison.

In hindsight, I regret not specifying how survey respondents should think about
the portions of their household food supply that different sources comprise. We could
have asked them, “In your estimation, what percentage of the total volume of your
household's food consumption came from each of the following sources during the last 12
months?” Or we could have asked about weight. Or another dimension of food. | have
reservations about asking respondents to estimate the monetary value of food they
received without paying for. Calories would have been difficult for people to estimate,
and they would have probably shown a greater share of market foods, since Vermonters
are for the most part not producing their own staple grains. Regardless of the metric we
chose, specifying a metric would have at least led respondents to estimate the portions of
their household food consumption consistently, to the limited extent that they have any

idea how much of different foods they acquire from different sources.

10 Whether we should trust Farm to Plate’s assertation that 16% of food purchased is local is a separate
question. Figure 3.5 shows that survey respondents perceived that 3.9% of their total food acquisition was
through purchasing directly from farms, via farmers markets, farmstands, community-supported
agriculture, and the like. This is 4.5% of the 86% of food they purchased. That figure does not count
Vermont-produced food bought at supermarkets, restaurants, and cafeterias, which together make up close
to two-thirds of in-state purchases according to the Farm to Plate data (Vermont Sustainable Jobs Fund
2023). So, 16% checks out as far as | can tell.
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Knowledge about this is not exactly a problem of what social scientists call recall.
Recall is remembering whether or not you went fishing in the last 12 months, or if you
ended up eating any of the fish you and your buddies caught in that one beer-drinking day
you actually got out on the lake last August. When it comes to how much of one’s
household’s food supply came from the grocery store versus garden, nobody ever knew
that in the first place. | have thought near-constantly about these questions for seven
years and I still cannot say with any degree of certainty what fractions of my household’s
food comes from gardening, fishing, dumpster diving, or the store. There is nothing to
recall. It is more of a reckoning than a remembering.

Then again, when gardeners have recorded all the vegetables they eat and their
provenance in food logs, the results are similar to when they are simply asked to report
what percentage of their vegetables come from their gardens (Sovova 2020). This is all
the more reason to specify next time that we want to know the percentage of their food
consumption’s weight or volume that comes from each source: if people do have some
idea where they get their food—and the care with which most respondents indicated the
shares of their food they reckon they got from various sources suggests they think they
have some idea—then at least they will all be trying to answer the same question. The
large sample size surely smoothed out some inconsistencies in reckoning; 415 people
making broad brush guesses gets us the answers we have here.

| think these results are believable. There are forces that may have caused people

to overestimate how much of their food they get from non-market sources and other
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forces that may have caused them to underestimate it. | start with three factors that might
have biased the non-market share upward.

First, food that was a gift or that you harvested yourself is more salient. It comes
to mind easier. You probably interacted it with more. You might be proud of it. You
might have memories associated with it that you would not have with any particular box
of cereal you got from the store. Non-market food is special; that is a core thesis of this
dissertation. It is tied up in webs of relationships. Without guidance on how to measure
the contribution of different sources to one’s household food consumption, salience
probably influenced people’s responses.

Second, there were eight non-market food sources and just two market food
sources to which to assign one’s 100 percentage points. There were simply more non-
market slidey bars to slide. Which also means there were more opportunities for category
names to evoke specific memories of having obtained non-market food through hunting,
receiving gifts, and so on (though each of the two market options did mention multiple
food sources; see the label in Figure 3.5). This is the same reason that higher estimates of
participation rates in these practices result where respondents have more unique
opportunities to recall that yes, they did in fact go mushroom foraging once last year.

Third, random responses from survey takers who did not read the question would
create an upward bias on the reported proportions of food from non-market sources.
While most respondents appear to have answered this question sincerely, a small number
seem like they slid the bars randomly; for instance a 2021 respondent reported getting

100% of their meat, eggs, and fish from home livestock but elsewhere did not even
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indicate that they raised livestock. Because most people get food overwhelmingly from
the conventional market category (grocery, convenience, restaurant, delivery), any
randomness introduced into the data would bring the market portion down and the non-
market portion up, on average.

There are also reasons to think that the non-market share reported here is a low-
ball estimate. First, people think the market is more dominant than it is. Refer back to the
evidence | have presented in this chapter so far: the common-sense belief seems to be that
the commercial food system is the only meaningful contributor to feeding people, and yet
non-market practices are clearly making substantial dietary contributions overall. Markets
may dominate our mental constructs of the food system even more than they dominate
the actual, material food system. So, the contributions of non-market acquisition may be
underestimated because the people filling out the survey believe that the non-market
sources from which they obtain food are smaller proportions of their diet than they
actually are. If we do not really know how much of our food comes from each source,
why wouldn’t our beliefs about the world, correct or incorrect, inform our responses?

Second, online surveys exclude people who do not have good internet access or a
device to complete surveys on (Mercer et al. 2018). They also effectively exclude people
who do not spend much time on the internet. |1 hypothesize that offline individuals get
more of their food through non-market acquisition than online individuals do. In an urban
environment, unhoused residents who do not have mobile data or places to charge their
phones probably get more of their diets for free than housed folks. In rural places, some

of the most self-sufficient homesteaders may also be some of the least online. That is a
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guess. At any rate, spending time on the internet and doing self-provisioning tasks are at
odds in the sense that however we spend our free time comes with the opportunity cost of
not spending it in other ways.

Do the factors pushing the non-market share up and down cancel each other out?
How close might the figures here be to real values? In this case, nobody knows. There are
few other sources against which to compare these results. In 2020, regulated hunting in
Vermont provided 3.75 million meals of venison; in 2021, just over 3 million, more than
5 for each Vermonter (Vermont Fish & Wildlife 2022). That should be 1 to 2% of total
meat consumption. With some careful combing through creel surveys plus extrapolation,
one might be able to put together an estimate of wild-caught fish consumption (see, e.g.,
Embke et al. 2020). These and other sources of information might be used to cross-check
the results specific to the consumption of vegetables, fruit, and animal protein. Those are

not far off from the Czech and Japanese cases presented in Table 2.2. It’s a start.

3.4 On the illegibility of non-market food practices

Perhaps the principal finding of this research is that non-market production and
distribution are awfully challenging to study quantitatively at the population level. One
reason academics focus so strongly on commercial food systems must be simply that
there is data: transactions engender written records. Estimating the portion of
Vermonters’ food expenditures spent on Vermont-produced food is a monumental
undertaking in tracking down evidence that already exists (Conner et al. 2020). To
estimate the portion of Vermonters’ total food acquisition that they obtain without paying

money for, we had to enroll survey takers in manufacturing evidence that might or might
148



not coincide with whatever the truth is “out there.” This absence of information might be
part of why governments hardly bother to track or police non-market food practices
outside of Fish & Wildlife’s reporting and regulations on hunting and fishing.

Maybe it is fine that Vermont’s Agency of Ag only cares to regulate market
farming and food sales. Vermonters seem to prefer that the government keeps its nose out
of their non-market food practices. When therapists accept fish for counseling or farmers
trade sugaring equipment for a lifetime supply of pork, no paper trail is left behind for the
IRS to tax. Non-market fungi foragers can consume wild mushrooms at their own risk,
without the paternalistic commercial rules about species identification that are quite
justifiably in place to prevent poisoning the public. And recall the community game
suppers | mentioned in chapter 1, at which dinner is a gift and dessert costs around $20, a
tactic for getting around regulations on selling wild-harvested meat.

In the qualitative research | report on in the next two chapters, practitioners were
sometimes reluctant to share openly in an interview or even to agree to be interviewed.
According to one foraging instructor, “It’s not always beneficial to have something really
cool that you're doing ... outside systems” studied and publicized. They described these
informal practices as “pretty fragile.” Thus, being “prominently featured can actually sort
of harm what you're trying to do,” they said.

Basically, some non-market food practitioners prefer to keep these practices
indiscernible, or at least indecipherable, to authorities. In Seeing Like a State, James C.
Scott (2008) demonstrates that states have reshaped reality to make the world

bureaucratically legible. The sorts of statistics that we have at our fingertips for
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commercial agriculture and food retailing have been made possible by the state-enforced
standardization of currencies, languages, accounting practices, property regimes, even
weights and measures. Scott’s book is about what can go tragically wrong when
authoritarian states use the knowledge they create through such administrative reordering
projects to try to engineer entire societies with little or weak resistance from the public:
these genuine attempts to improve the human condition tend to result in famines, forced
migrations, or at least the general failure of governments’ original plans.

But Scott is not arguing that states’ simplifications are all bad. Once a population
is legible to bureaucracy, we get universal vaccination and schooling as well as universal
conscription and surveillance. Researchers can model phosphorous loss from Vermont’s
agricultural fields, the primary pollution problem in Lake Champlain, thanks to USGS
soil maps, livestock maps from the USDA Census of Agriculture, soil test results from a
university laboratory, field delineations from a spatial analysis lab, and the assumption
that each field has one crop growing in it at a time, which is realistic because
mechanization has made farming monocultural and thus legible (Dube 2022). Scientists
can use national statistical data from around the world to demonstrate that high-income
countries are responsible for far more carbon emissions than are released from within
their borders because so much fuel is burned elsewhere to produce what the global North
consumes (Davis and Caldeira 2010). Such research cannot normally detect the
phosphorous runoff or carbon emissions (or sequestration, as it were) from people’s

home gardens.
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The diversity and inconspicuousness of non-market food practices make them
difficult to study even in concrete cases. In chapter 5, | demonstrate that the tools used to
measure household food security cannot register the effects of non-market production in a
complete or even consistent way. | do not, however, think that there should be any sort of
system for making non-market practices more observable or quantifiable. | get why that
idea makes some Vermont practitioners nervous. Scott has spent his career studying how
marginalized communities get by, partly by remaining unnoticed. “Illegibility,” he writes,
“has been and remains a reliable resource for political autonomy” (Scott 2008, 54).

I am not worried that the studies | carried out will change the nature of non-
market food. The danger is reorganizing reality to make it legible. Merely trying to
uncover some basic facts about inscrutable happenings poses little risk. More so than
making these practices observable, |1 have demonstrated how difficult it is to know
anything about them. After a great deal of effort, | hardly trust the data. | have only just
begun to be able to consider what sorts of statistical analyses might be possible.

Non-market food practices want to be wild and free, | suppose.
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4. CHARITY AS NON-MARKET DISTRIBUTION:
THE FUNCTIONS OF FREE FOOD IN GREATER BRATTLEBORO!

Capitalism manufactures scarcity through waste-making ... and massive
displacement, and from those discarded surpluses and displaced people
may emerge novel forms of political organization and nonmarket
economy.

—David Boarder Giles (2021), A Mass Conspiracy to Feed People

Abstract

It has become fashionable to call for ending food charity. Anti-hunger activists and
scholars instead advocate for ensuring, through government programs, that everybody has
enough money or vouchers to purchase all the food they need. Their criticisms rightly
denounce charitable food for being incapable of eradicating hunger, but they neglect the
advantages that charity confers as a non-market food practice, a term that refers to the
production and distribution of food that is not for sale. Our interviews with non-market
food practitioners in the Brattleboro, Vermont area demonstrated that distributing food
for free strengthens relationships, fosters resilience, puts edible-but-not-sellable food to
use, and aligns with an alternative, non-market vision for a desirable food future.
Interviewees suggested that market food systems, in which food is distributed via selling
it, cannot replicate these benefits. Yet food pantries and soup kitchens tend to imitate
supermarkets and restaurants—their market counterparts—since purchasing food is
considered the dignified way to feed oneself in a market economy. We suggest that
charities might do well to emphasize the benefits specific to non-market food rather than
suppressing those benefits by mimicking markets. But charities face limits to making
their food distribution dignified, since they are essentially hierarchies that funnel gifts
from well-off people to poor people. Food sharing among equals is an elusive ambition in
today’s highly unequal world, yet it is only by moving in this direction that non-market
food distribution can serve society without stigmatizing recipients.

! The article as it appears here has been submitted to the Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems &
Community Development a third time for “expedited re-review to ensure you've satisfied reviewers'
concerns.” There, it bears the title, “Non-market distribution serves society in ways markets cannot: A
tentative defense of food charity from small-town New England.” The article’s author list is as follows:
Sam Bliss, Alexandra Bramsen, Raven Graziano, Ava Hill, Saharay Perez Sahagun, and Flora Krivak-
Tetley.
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4.1 Introduction

The foremost experts on charitable food often advocate for doing away with it
(Butler 2013; Fisher 2017; Power 2011; Riches 2011). These researchers and activists
hold that food charity will never end hunger and distracts attention from measures that
could (Poppendieck 1998; Tarasuk and Eakin 2003). Yet one in six U.S. residents
received charitable food assistance in 2021, one-third more than before the Covid-19
pandemic (Feeding America 2022b). In 2022, rising prices caused more households to
turn to food pantries and soup kitchens (Kelley and Kulish 2022). Because so many
people rely on food charity, even its harshest critics do not propose abolishing it
immediately.

Charities provide more than food, though. As institutions for non-market
distribution, they serve society in several ways that markets cannot. That is this article’s
principal argument. We build on sociologist Janet Poppendeick’s (1998) finding that
charitable food meets a whole host of society’s needs beyond food, including volunteers’
and staffers’ need for purpose. First, we elaborate the critique of food charities and then
we situate them within non-market food—that is, food that is not for sale. After
describing our methods and illustrating the non-market food distribution network in the
greater Brattleboro, Vermont area, we examine the central themes from our interviews
with people who produce, distribute, and receive non-market food in that area. One group
of themes encompasses the features that make non-market food institutions special: not
only do they deliver food to those who cannot pay for it, they build caring, resilient
relationships while making use of good food that is not economically marketable. We

contend that market food systems, in which food is for sale, cannot replicate these
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benefits of non-market food. The other group of themes pertains to a standard by which
to judge non-market distribution: dignity. Non-market food distributors, we suggest, can
provide dignified hunger relief by showcasing the attributes that make non-market food
special and constructing environments in which people in unequal circumstances can
share as equals.

4.1.1 The critique of charitable food

The United States’ emergency food system of food pantries, soup kitchens, food
banks, and food rescue projects arose in response to need in the early 1980s and grew
unplanned as inequality intensified and the federal government cut social programs
(Poppendieck 1998). The critique of food charity grew right alongside it (DeLind 1994;
Funicello 1989; Riches 1986). In her 1998 book Sweet Charity?, Poppendieck observed
that the expansion of charitable food allowed politicians to further dismantle the public
safety net. Abundant charities feeding the poor give the appearance that hunger is being
addressed. Critics argue that these charities cannot solve hunger with food because
hunger is a symptom of poverty. They call food charity a “Band-Aid” (Caraher and Furey
2017; Lakhani 2021; Wilmot 2014; Tierney 2014).

Some say food charity is not only palliative; it’s also corrupt. Anthropologist
Maggie Dickinson (2020) notes that even as U.S. social spending has actually increased
steadily since the mid-1980s, much of that money now goes to voluntary, private
organizations like emergency food providers that, unlike public entitlements, do not offer
poor people any enforceable rights. Anti-hunger leader Andrew Fisher (2017) contends

that ever-expanding emergency food operations have become a “hunger industrial
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complex” that depends on the existence of food-insecure people (see also Azadian et al.
2022; Caraher and Furey 2022). In his book Big Hunger: The Unholy Alliance between
Corporate America and Anti-Hunger Groups, Fisher (2017) argues that food charities
rarely take political stances on poverty-related issues such as the minimum wage because
they receive money, food, and board members from businesses that benefit from paying
low wages to an impoverished underclass of workers who in turn rely on that same
emergency food system. Corporations thus appear generous even as they shift the costs of
managing their wastes onto mostly unpaid laborers in the charitable food sector, who
transport, sort, and prepare unsellable food and then feed it to the poor (Vansintjan 2014).

Charitable food is thus undignified, according to its critics. It divides people by
class—and often by race, too—into categories of giver and receiver (Rosenthal 2020; de
Souza 2019). And it segregates the population into those who purchase proper food at
stores and those who are given surplus food at charities (Poppendieck 1998). A review of
20 studies on the experiences of those who receive food from food banks in high-income
countries found that they regularly report feeling shame and embarrassment as well as
disappointment with the selection and quality of foods (Middleton et al. 2018). The
screening process, sometimes called means-testing, humiliates impoverished people by
making them prove that they are poor enough to merit food assistance.

At worst, charity functions to discipline the poor (Mdéller 2021). Many religious
food charities have traditionally forced beneficiaries to pray to the god of the benefactor
or listen to a condescending sermon as a condition for being fed (Dachner and Tarasuk

2002; Sager and Stephens 2005). Poppendieck calls the proliferation of soup kitchens and
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food pantries a “retreat from rights to gifts” (1998, 12). Fisher writes that “individuals
have an inherent dignity, which cannot be met through charity. Charity is a gift” (2017,
35). The critics of charity seem to imply that receiving food for free or as a gift is itself
demeaning.

We argue that it is inequality, not non-market food distribution, that is
demeaning.? Outside of the unequal relationships of charity, most everybody seems to
appreciate receiving gifts of food. Free food is a typical tactic to spark attendance at any
event, and there’s some scientific evidence that it works (Segovis et al., 2007). People
appear to enjoy the giving side of non-market food, too: in the United States, “collecting,
preparing, distributing, or serving food” is the most common volunteer activity (U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2016) and food banks are now the top cause to which people
donate money (Barrett 2022). Charitable food’s critics blame the explosive expansion of
the emergency food system partly on the fact that it feels so good, and so obviously right,
to divert food from the garbage to hungry mouths (Poppendieck 1998).

Those who criticize charitable food distribution, for their part, argue that it should
all but cease to exist. They advocate for addressing hunger by guaranteeing food as a
human right rather than simply feeding people who lack access to food.® While some
anti-hunger activists critiqgue the commodification of food as such, many describe a

desirable future in which everybody has enough money to buy all their food and does

2 To be sure, the critical scientists and activists with whom we intend to converse here—Poppendieck,
Dickinson, Fisher, VValerie Tarasuk, Rebecca T. de Souza, Graham Riches, Kayleigh Garthwaite, and
others—would likely agree with this statement (see, for example, Poppendieck, 1998, pp. 305-307).
Several of them whom we reached by email indicated as much.

3 All the authors named in the previous footnote minus one, Tarasuk, are members of a Global Solidarity
Alliance that goes by the slogan #RightsNotCharity. See https://rightsnotcharity.org/theory-of-change/.
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exactly that (see for example Emery et al., 2013). They equate dignity with consumer
choice and economic independence (Martin 2021). If someone cannot access adequate
food through markets, they argue that the state should be the feeder of last resort,
preferably by means of vouchers for market food, such as food stamps. Charity’s critics
seem to imagine a food utopia that leaves little room for autonomous, community-scale
institutions that circulate meaningful amounts of food in ways other than selling it.

Several authors have, without negating these critiques, called attention to food
charities’ transformative potential as spaces of care where marginalized people
congregate to meet their needs and volunteers are often activists (Cloke et al. 2017;
Vansintjan 2014). Even the authors of books criticizing charity tend to include a section
on how food pantries and soup kitchens could form part of a dignified, effective
emergency food system (Dickinson 2020, 153-54; Fisher 2017, 232-35; Poppendieck
1998, 316-18). On a practical level, charities provide much-need nourishment to folks
who cannot avail themselves of government programs like food stamps because of their
immigration status (Mares 2013) or their failure to qualify for assistance (Dickinson
2020). To these tentative, partial defenses of charitable food, we contribute a perspective
that situates food charities within non-market food practices and institutions.
4.1.2 Non-market food practices and institutions

To separate food-related practices into market and non-market categories, we ask:
Is the food for sale or not? We chose to focus on food practices and institutions without
markets because markets—the places and practices of buying and selling—direct food

toward money rather than hunger and force farmers to prioritize financial viability over
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other goals (Bliss 2019b; White et al. 2022). Of course, many non-market practices
involve some element of exchange (Mauss, 1967 [1925]), just as some market exchanges
can be entangled in gift relations or encompass qualities associated with gifts (Herrmann
1997). Food economies are diverse and difficult to split neatly into alternative and
conventional (Sonnino and Marsden 2006; Wilson 2013). So, rather than make subjective
assessments of food’s proximity to ideal types like commodity and gift (Benson and
Carter 2008) or capitalist and non-capitalist (Koretskaya and Feola 2020), we divide
practices into two categories based on whether or not food is traded for money, in part
because it is a simple criterion to apply impartially. In so doing, we follow Clare
Hinrichs’ (2000) distinction between alternative markets and alternatives to markets.
Non-market food practices, then, are the production and distribution of food that’s
not for sale. These practices include (i) growing or harvesting food not intended for sale,
such as gardening, hunting, foraging, and gleaning, and (ii) transfers in which food is not
exchanged for money, for instance gifts or charity. Non-market food institutions?, for our
purposes, are just the groups and organizations that do these practices repeatedly, in
patterned ways, like a municipal community garden or a church-basement food pantry.
Note that we categorize practices and institutions, rather than the food itself, as market or
non-market, since since marketness is not a characteristic of individual food items. A
carrot, for example, is often grown for market and then becomes a gift or donation at

some point in its journey to being eaten.

# What we term “institutions” in this paper refers more closely to what are usually called “organizations,” in
that they are bounded groups with internal institutions such as shared norms or written rules (Hodgson
2006; Vatn 2007). We refrain from using “organization” as a catch-all for the groups represented to prevent
confusion, since many—mostly the non-profits—would self-identify as organizations, while others are
businesses or networks, entities that do not tend to go by “organization” in U.S. vernacular.
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This study deals primarily with non-market food transfers, which we also call
non-market food distribution. Our findings concern not only what differentiates non-
market from market distribution, but also dissimilarities among various forms of non-
market distribution. Below, we discuss how different practices interact with dignity and
other values one might care about. For clarity’s sake, we need to specify the logics
according to which non-market transfers work. Common words such as charity, barter, or
sharing each encompass a range of practices, and are thus too vague for our purposes.

Instead, we make use of a typology for distinguishing between distribution
practices. For this purpose, we adapt the four types of gift relationships that the late social
theorist David Graeber (2009) draws from his reading of the work of Karl Polanyi (1944)
and Marcel Mauss (1967 [1925]). In reciprocal exchange, what is given and what is
received tend toward equivalence in value over time, such as when friends take turns
buying each other dinner or neighbors give each other homemade items. The parties are
equals and can walk away from the relationship at any time if they are reasonably near
evened up.® In communistic sharing, people give according to their means and receive
according to their needs. This might entail treating food as a joint possession, as is often
the case within households, rather than as property to be transferred between individuals.
What is given and received do not necessarily even out, but communistic sharing partners
are in theory equivalently willing to give. In hierarchical relations, gifts are repeated, not
reciprocated. These include mothers breastfeeding their children and states extorting

“gifts” from their subjects’ grain stores via tax collection. Finally, heroic gifts are status-

° One might consider market transactions a form of reciprocal exchange that is denominated in money and
characterized by immediate reciprocation or calculated debt obligations.
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seeking games of one-upmanship in which rivals compete for prestige by trying to
bestow each other with gifts that cannot be reciprocated. The philanthropy that funds
food charities might fit in this category. Partitioning non-market food transfers into these
subcategories helps us make sense of the possibilities for, and limits to, making charity
dignified.

Charitable provision is far from the only non-market practice that feeds the
hungry. In the United States, people regularly give food to food-insecure neighbors
through informal networks (Dickinson 2020) and mutual aid groups (Lofton et al. 2022).
There’s some evidence linking food self-provisioning and sharing to improved nutrition
and food security (Morton et al. 2008; Niles et al. 2021c). In non-market societies such as
remote fishing villages or hunter-gatherer bands, food sharing tends to work in ways that
make sure everyone is fed, including by choosing recipients based on need (Nolin 2010;
Smith et al. 2019).

Yet, unlike charity, addressing hunger is not the goal but a byproduct of most
other non-market food practices. People who share food tend to say they do so because it
is joyful and sustains relationships in community (Jehli¢ka and Dan¢k 2017; Quandt et al.
2001). People meet more needs than just nutrition through non-market food practices.
Humans have been hunting collaboratively and sharing food for hundreds of thousands of
years, after all. Evolutionary biologists argue that these non-market food practices
coevolved with human cooperation, making us the social beings that we are (Jaeggi and

Gurven, 2013; Tomasello et al. 2012).
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Non-market foodways remain ubiquitous across countries and social classes, yet
in high-income societies researchers are only beginning to study them as legitimate food
systems and economic institutions in their own right (Bliss and Egler 2020; Gibson-
Graham 2008; Jehlicka and Dan¢k 2017; Saito et al. 2018). In Vermont, the state that
contains our study area, over half of households produce some of their own food (Niles et
al. 2021a). Around 40% received non-market food assistance in the first year of the
Covid-19 pandemic (Burke et al. 2021). By positioning charitable food within non-

market food, we fill a gap in both literatures.

4.2 Methods

To learn about non-market foodways in the Brattleboro area, we interviewed a
diverse group of actors in the networks through which non-market food flows. We
adapted methods used by Owen et al. (2021) in which semi-structured interviews with
key informants provide an in-depth assessment of local food systems.

4.2.1 Site

Brattleboro sits along the Connecticut River. The town had 12,184 inhabitants as
of the 2020 census. There were once over 170 farms in the immediate surroundings;
today there are about a dozen. C&S Grocers, a food wholesaler, operates a large shipping
and warehouse facility that is Brattleboro’s largest employer. Our study site also
encompassed neighboring, less populous towns including Dummerston, Guilford, Putney,

and West Brattleboro. Food was almost certainly not bought or sold at all in this region
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before colonization.® Market food has overtaken non-market food over the past four
centuries as settlers seized and enclosed the land (Cronon 1983; Larkin 1989).
4.2.2 Data

Twenty-five semi-structured interviews (Seidman 2006) were conducted over five
days from November 8 to 12, 2021. They ranged from twenty to ninety minutes. We
conducted interviews as a group; multiple researchers were present and asked questions
at each interview. We asked interviewees about where their food comes from and who
receives it, what they care about in their non-market food practices, how these practices
have affected their relationships, and what, if anything, is special about food that’s not for
sale. Our complete interview guide is included in Appendix I. After obtaining verbal
consent, we recorded audio at each interview. We used Otter.ai (Mountain View,
California) to transcribe our recordings.

We interviewed at least one worker or client at all five food charities in
Brattleboro, and at one out of five elsewhere in the study area. We also interviewed
representatives of six other institutions that give away food but do not self-identify as
soup kitchens, food banks, food pantries, or food shelves (the regional vernacular for
food pantry). In the tradition of Poppendieck (1998), we interviewed more staff and

volunteers than recipients in pursuit of understanding the “logics” according to which

& One of our interviewees, an Indigenous elder who serves as a liaison for the local Elnu Abenaki Tribe,
said, “Traditional societies had no money.” White men have long assumed that Native Americans used
strings of white and purple beads made from mollusk shells, called wampum, as a currency prior to
European contact (e.g. Ingersoll 1883; Szabo 2002). Really, it was colonists who, upon seeing that Native
people valued wampum so highly, started trading it for the things they wanted and eventually made it legal
tender in various jurisdictions (Slotkin and Schmitt 1949; Herman 1956). Before settlers started purchasing
land and furs from Natives with wampum, Indigenous peoples had used it not for buying and selling but as
a ceremonial gift, a personal ornament, and as a physical reminder of political agreements (Bradley 2011).
In any case, there is no evidence of wampum’s presence as far north and inland as Vermont before the
arrival of Europeans.
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these institutions work (Friedland and Alford 1991). Of the 19 interviewees who filled
out a survey with information about their demographics and participation in non-market
food practices, 13 grew vegetables at home, 8 did so at community gardens, 6 kept
chickens for eggs, and several hunted, fished, foraged, bartered, sugared maple, raised
other livestock, and dumpster-dived for food (interviewees’ demographic details and non-
market food practices are in Appendix I). Our small, convenience-based sample of food
self-provisioners and informal sharers sufficed to place charitable food in the landscape
of local non-market food practices and identify attributes that charity shares with other
practices (short profiles of each institution and practice we encountered are compiled in
Appendix I).

Our study’s sample is its main limitation. We did not talk to people who were
only minimally engaged in non-market food practices; they may see things differently.
And, while we did not measure interviewees’ food security, it is likely that many have
never experienced hunger, since we talked to more people on the giving side of charity
than the receiving end. One participant suspected that her lifelong privilege “probably is a
huge factor in why free food is fun versus stigmatizing for me.”

Participant observation informed our analysis as well (Walsh 2009). During our
time in Brattleboro, we took part in several non-market food practices, including
dumpster diving at a chain supermarket, preparing a food pantry community garden for
winter, and food warehousing and preparation at a soup kitchen. All members of our
research team have considerable experience in non-market food practices (see our

demographic information and participation in non-market food practices in Appendix ).
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4.2.3 Analysis

The research team reflected, together and individually, on the interviews and
experiences while walking and riding buses between field sites, over meals, and during
downtime. We identified and discussed emerging themes and contradictions. This
allowed for continual processing and iterative analysis of the data we were collecting, in
the tradition of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967). We chose whom to talk to
and what to ask them partly based on what emerged from previous interviews (see Small,
2009).

From our notes and these transcriptions, we created profiles of each non-market
food institution and practice we encountered (see Appendix I). We organized text from
the transcripts into themes and reorganized these themes collaboratively. The themes
ranged from patterns we perceived during the interviews to common threads that emerged
when revisiting our notes and the transcripts.

We also mapped the flows of non-market food between institutions using Gephi,
freely available network analysis software.” Our network diagram shows food flows
using directional categorized edges linking nodes, which represent institutions. The
direction of food transfer—who sends food to whom—is shown using arrows. The

diagram is a snapshot of this network in November 2021.

4.3 Results

The Brattleboro area’s non-market food network, like any food system, directs

food from farms to eaters through various intermediaries. Figure 4.1 is a network diagram

" It is open source, too: https://gephi.org/users/publications/.
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illustrating the flows of food between the institutions we interviewed (Table 4.1) and
other institutions from which they receive food or to which they send food (Table 4.2).
The diagram’s average path length is 2.55: in most cases, this represents 1.55 institution-
to-institution transfers within our study area and then a transfer to a household (the

“Community” node in Figure 4.1).
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Figure 4.1 Non-market food flows in the Brattleboro area

Each node in the network represents a farm, business, organization, or other entity that produces, receives, and/or
distributes non-market food. Each arrow, or edge, represents food moving from one entity to another, in the
direction of the arrow. The color of each arrow indicates whether food flows through market exchange, non-market
transfers, or both. Non-market food transfers, where food flows in one direction without money flowing back the
other way, are red. Market food flows, where institutions purchase food to then distribute for free, are green. If an
institution both buys and receives free food from another institution, the arrow is blue. The size of nodes
corresponds to the number of connections. Individuals are represented as a single node in the network, labeled
“community.” Thus, institutions that distribute food to dozens or hundreds of households appear less connected than
they actually are.



Table 4.1 Attributes of Brattleboro-area non-market food institutions interviewed

Institution Interviewed

Food Acquisition

Food Distribution

name type origin mechanism in-degree? destination mechanism  out-degree®
Agape Christian Everyone. "We don't say no
Fellowship Foodshelf church  purchased, donated = mixed 3 to anyone." non-market 1
Ames Brook Community members with
Community Garden  nonprofit grown non-market 0 garden plots non-market 1
Future goal: Abenaki tribal
Atowi Project nonprofit grown non-market 0 members non-market 0
Everyone. "Even if you're a
Edible Brattleboro nonprofit grown, donated non-market 1 millionaire" non-market 1
purchased from Everyone "negatively
Everyone Eats program  restaurants market 18 affected by COVID" non-market 24
purchased, Everyone. Record name but
Foodworks nonprofit donated, grown mixed 10 no ID or income verification non-market 2
Everyone. "Anybody who's
Loaves & Fishes church  donated, purchased  mixed 7 hungry" non-market 1
Nicole's Community Everyone. "100% free, no
Kitchen catering  purchased mixed 2 questions asked." non-market 1
purchased,
Putney Food Shelf nonprofit donated, gleaned mixed 6 Everyone. non-market 2
Everyone. Anybody can
Putney Mutual Aid  collective purchased, donated  mixed 1 make a request non-market 1
Retreat Farm grown, donated,
-- farmstand nonprofit purchased mixed 4 Everyone. mixed 1
Households on SNAP, WIC,
-- CSA nonprofit grown, purchased mixed 1 or free/reduced school lunch  non-market 1
St. Brigids Kitchen
and Pantry church  donated, purchased  mixed 4 Everyone. "No criteria" non-market 2
SUSU CommUNITY grown, gleaned, 35 BIPOC families in
Farm nonprofit purchased, donated  mixed 5 Windham County non-market 1
Vermont Foodbank gleaned, donated, Organizations in the
-- warehouse nonprofit purchased mixed 4 community mixed 6
gleaned, donated, Anyone can pick up,
-- Veggie Van Go  nonprofit purchased mixed 1 including for other families  non-market 1
Vermont Wilderness gleaned, wild
School nonprofit harvested non-market 0 Students, staff and families  non-market 1

a|n-degree is the number of other institutions from which the institution received food.

b Qut-degree is the number to which it transferred food.
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Table 4.2 Other institutions in Brattleboro-area non-market food network
Institutions known to give non-market food to or receive non-market food from interviewed institutions.

Restaurants Grocery Suppliers ~ Community Organizations Farms
Andrzej's Polish Kitchen Aldi Boys and Girls Club Big Picture Farm
A Vermont Table Brattleboro Co-op Brattleboro Area Middle School Circle Mtn. Farm
Bread from the Earth C&S Brattleboro Community Justice Center Full Plate Farm
Delightfully Delicious Cafe Hannaford Brattleboro Drop-in Center Harlow Farm
Dosa Kitchen Price Chopper Brattleboro Housing Partnership Rebop Farm
Elliot Street Fish & Chips  Putney Co-op Brattleboro Memorial Hospital Rusty Plow Farm
Fast Eddie's Shaw's Brattleboro Union High School Wild Carrot Farm
Hazel UNFI Bread of Life Food Pantry Wingate Farm
India Masala House Western Harvest Dummerston Cares

Jamaican Jewelz Farmers Market

Mama Sezz Groundworks

Newfane Market Guilford Cares Food Pantry

Pit Mistress Guilford Central School

Porch Too Hinsdale Welfare Department

Shin La Leland & Gray High School

The Works Marlboro Cares

Whetstone Station Marlboro Elementary School

Yalla Our Place Drop-in Center

Project Feed the Thousands

Putney Central School

The Stone Church

The Works

Townshend Community Food Shelf
Turning Point

West River Valley Mutual Aid
Winston Prouty Center

These paths tend to start at market food institutions. Supermarkets, restaurants,
wholesalers, and commercial farms either sell (green arrows) or give (red arrows) food to
non-market institutions. Volunteers glean surplus produce from local fields. Grocers and
bakeries donate what they cannot sell. Restaurants receive federal money for producing

meals to be distributed for free through a program called Everyone Eats. The Vermont
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Foodbank warehouses local donations and cheap commodities to give and sell,
respectively, to its partner organizations. Food pantries, church soup kitchens, and mutual
aid groups receive food from all these sources and give it away to community members,
in nearly every case without stipulations.

We identified 76 institutions through which non-market food flows in the greater
Brattleboro area. Subtracting the 34 commercial enterprises that function mainly as
donors, this is about one non-market food institution per 780 inhabitants in our study
area.® Even though this network diagram is not a comprehensive representation of the
area’s non-market food transfers,® it confirms the sheer magnitude of non-market food.

This snapshot of the local non-market food network looks different than it would
have just 20 months before, in March 2020. Interviewees talked a lot about changes in the
charitable food landscape in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. Mostly, non-market
food institutions multiplied in number and size. There was more hunger, more volunteers,
more funds, and, ultimately, more projects sharing more food. Charities reorganized to
distribute greater volumes of food with minimal physical contact. Newly unemployed
people both needed help and wanted to help. Both neighborly goodwill and federal
emergency-relief grants ignited new non-market food institutions, from mutual aid

collectives to a program that pays restaurants to make meals that then get distributed for

8 As of the 2020 Census, the combined population of Brattleboro, West Brattleboro, Dummerston,
Guilford, Putney, Marlboro, Townsend, Vernon, and Newfane, all in Vermont, plus Hinsdale, New
Hampshire, was 32,821. Our network diagram includes institutions in all these municipalities. Divided by
42, this is one non-market food institution per 781 inhabitants.

% Since the diagram’s nodes represent institutions rather than individuals or households, it lacks any
depiction of household-to-household food transfers, which are numerous. Moreover, the network diagram
certainly misses some institution-to-institution food flows too, since some institutions appear as nodes not
because we interviewed anyone involved with them, but because they were mentioned as non-market food
sources or destinations by people we did interview.
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free. The area’s major food assistance organizations started communicating with each
other more, coordinating their efforts to avoid waste and ensure that the community’s
food needs were covered. Folks from unincorporated operations and unsexy church
pantries complained that all the additional resources went to businesses and large non-
profits. These changes are consistent with findings from Vermont-wide studies (Burke et
al. 2021) and research elsewhere (Babbin et al. 2021; Carson 2020; Ollove and Hamdi
2021; Taylor et al. 2022).

Next we present the main themes from our interviews. First, we describe the
attributes of non-market food practices that differentiate them from markets. Then we
turn to the primary standard by which interviewees judged non-market food practices:
dignity. We identify three approaches to making non-market food dignified: distributing
high-quality food, emphasizing human equality, and imitating markets.

4.3.1 Non-market food is special

Interviewees described four main advantages of non-market food practices. These
are the values that are unique to situations where food is not for sale, those positive
attributes that markets cannot imitate. While writing that non-market food is “special”
feels unscientific, it is the most precise word we can use to indicate that non-market food
practices and institutions do things that market food practices and institutions do not do.

Participants, for their part, called non-market food magical. A gleaning
coordinator said that harvesting unmarketable crops with volunteer labor was a magical
act. “I feel like Santa Claus every day,” said a food shelf worker about giving food away.

A mutual aid organizer said some see her “as a miracle worker.” She insisted that she is
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not, but then inadvertently said, “It was like I parted the seas” when she would deliver
donated meals to her town. VVolunteers at one church food pantry said they were doing the
work that “God chose us to do.”

Several interviewees differentiated non-market food by articulating the
deficiencies of market-based food systems. The most obvious difference is that
commercial food systems do not feed people who cannot pay. One interviewee said,
“Business is going to go where the money is, not to the poor.” An Indigenous participant,
of Mi’kmaq and European heritage, pointed out that markets do not assign value to the
nutritional, cultural, and ecological roles that plants play. “I see money as a proxy for
power and control,” he said. “It’s no longer real. Food is real. Food cannot be thought of
in terms of money. It’s something we’re in relationship to.” Multiple participants
described buying and selling food as transactional, in that it creates relationships
designed to end immediately: money has been traded for goods and the parties can go
their separate ways.
4.3.1.1 Relationships

Participants said that non-market foodways, by contrast, create lasting and
nurturing relationships. “Connection” came up often: connection to people, to where food
comes from, to those who grow and prepare it, to ourselves, to the natural world. A
forager said that receiving food as a gift, whether from other people or directly from the
land, is an “invitation into an awareness of the chain of the web of relationships that
brought this nourishment to me.” He included relationships with non-human beings:

“Starting to relate to a plant as something that you can eat, that can sustain you, that can
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help you survive, is an entry point into relationship with that specific plant and with that
species.”

Care was another common sub-theme within relationships. Non-market foodways
consist of, paraphrasing our interviewees, caring for and about each other. A gleaning
coordinator said, “The only reason we're there is because the farmer cares to donate the
food instead of it going to waste. The volunteers care about helping to feed their
community, so they're donating their time.” Multiple people valued that non-market food
is given with care “even when it’s done poorly.”

The notion that relationships were more important than the food itself was a
refrain. Workers at non-market food institutions talked about the importance of kindness,
generosity, and fostering belonging. A woman who organizes a church soup kitchen said,
“You can burn the meal, forget to show up if you're a volunteer, do the wrong thing. But
those are not mistakes here. The mistake is if you mistreat somebody with lack of
dignity.”

More than half of interviewees described the sense of community as something
that is special about non-market foodways. At a soup kitchen, before the pandemic,
“people were rubbing elbows and talking to each other and becoming a community,
which is really what these things are all about,” according to one volunteer.
4.3.1.2 Resilience

Seven interviewees commented on how these non-market foodways bring security
to individuals and communities. It is in part the relationships formed through food

sharing that protect community members through individual misfortunes or economic
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crises. “My concept of my own security in this community has increased just by knowing
that there are people taking care of other people, even if it's not directly me,” said one
participant. “I live in this place where if I had a need, then I would also be taken care of,
which is really, that's priceless.” Fishers, foragers, hunters, and gardeners described their
ability to harvest food from the local landscape as protection from the fragility of market
supply chains.

Few participants mentioned “resilience” explicitly. However, a food bank
employee said, “When you introduce diversity into a system, it becomes more resilient”
to explain his organization’s support for other non-market food institutions. Also, a
Black-stewarded farm delivered weekly “Boxes of Resilience” full of their non-market
produce and other local food products to 35 BIPOC families in Windham County, for
free. A volunteer at a food pantry, in reference to environmental and economic crises,
said that the commercial food system “isn’t necessarily the one that will help folks
survive.”
4.3.1.3 Rescue

Non-market institutions keep edible food from rotting uneaten. A new employee
at a food pantry said, “There's so much waste at these grocery stores ... that would
otherwise just get thrown away.” He would know. He had been working at a grocery
store until several weeks before. He pointed out that even if the government were to
provide enough food for everyone, there would still be tons of “still great” food that was

originally produced for market but cannot be sold profitably.
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The Brattleboro area’s extensive network of non-market food providers rescues
only a fraction of commerce’s excess. Our foray into the dumpsters behind a couple large
grocers and a Dunkin’ demonstrated that businesses generate more edible leftovers than
they donate. Another pantry worker who had come to charitable food from the grocery
industry expressed disbelief at the volume of supermarket surplus: “It’s hard for me to
wrap my head around, why so much production is happening. ... If something is a certain
item, and it's not selling, why would you continue to make it?”
4.3.1.4 “Food should be free”

Unprompted, six interviewees suggested that all food should be non-market. A
white fisherman stated, “What we know about Native Americans is they didn’t charge
each other for food. I also don’t think people should have to pay for food.” A volunteer at
a charity said, “It feels special to have free food but it should really just be normal. It’s
how it should be all the time in my opinion.” Another participant stated, “An ideal world
is one in which all food is non-market food and everyone has access to food they need
through mutually beneficial relationships in their community.” One person said simply,
“Food should be free.”

Producing and sharing non-market food enticed people to dream of worlds where
food is not bought or sold at all. Their utopian vision contrasts with that of charity’s
critics, who describe desirable futures in which poverty is eradicated and everyone

purchases virtually all their food.
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4.3.2 Dignity

Interviewees who were involved in giving away food ascribed importance to
doing so in a dignified way. They spoke of striving for dignity in response to critiques of
food charity. Strategies for making non-market food dignified encompassed three broad
approaches. We call them the dignity of quality, the dignity of equality, and the dignity of
commerce.
4.3.2.1 The dignity of quality

Dignity meant high-quality, healthy food. Interviewees often criticized the food
offered by other programs. One spoke of the “stigma growing up being a poor kid” in the
1980s, back when food stamps were monopoly money that you traded for low-quality
food. “Everyone deserves good food” captured a common sentiment. The dignity of
quality was unanimously important to respondents and did not explicitly contradict either
of the other conceptions of dignity.
4.3.2.2 The dignity of equality

The Brattleboro area’s non-market food institutions are fighting stigma in part by
treating everyone as equals, and equally worthy recipients. Only two of the 15
distribution projects in our sample imposed binding conditions regarding who could
receive food (see Table 4.1).1° Edible Brattleboro wants to feed not just food-insecure

people but everybody, “even if you're a millionaire.” Some groups are trying to blur the

10 Both were CSA-style programs in which households signed up to receive weekly boxes of free food. One
program required that participants qualified for some sort of government food assistance: SNAP (food
stamps), WIC (food assistance for women, infants, and children), or free or reduced school lunches. The
other program served exclusively Black people, Indigenous people, and other people of color. Other
programs had symbolic requirements to qualify to receive assistance, such as the stipulation that one had to
have been “negatively affected” by the Covid-19 pandemic, because these projects received government
funds that obliged them to means-test beneficiaries.
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line between givers and receivers, in the spirit of mutual aid. “I shop here all the time,”
said a volunteer at a church kitchen and pantry. Most institutions reported some overlap
between contributors and recipients, but the constraints that put people in the position to
need help often make it hard to give help.
4.3.2.3 The dignity of commerce

Institutions also strive to make their non-market offerings dignified by imitating
markets. Charitable food workers often referred to recipients as ‘“shoppers” or
“customers,” and explicitly rejected terms like “beneficiaries.” “Choice is dignity,” said
several interviewees. They described how charitable food has evolved from a “canned
green beans mentality” of “you should be happy with whatever food,” to an environment
where diverse dietary needs are met. During the pandemic, some food pantries have
preserved consumer choice as they shifted from indoor “shopping” to ordering systems.
Black and Indigenous interviewees talked about choice as culturally relevant food and
food sovereignty, which means community control of food systems (Wittman et al.
2011). But for most participants, choice meant something closer to supermarket shelves
or a restaurant menu.

Interviewees also associated dignity with anonymity, abundance, and aesthetics.
Some commended programs such as 24-hour free farmstands and the federally funded
Farmers-to-Families food boxes for providing non-market food in more anonymous
settings than small-town pantries. Other interviewees mentioned wanting to make food
feel abundant and telling participants to “take as much as you’re going to use” or “as

much as you need.” There was also emphasis on sharing beautiful food in beautiful
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spaces. A worker was repainting a church’s non-market farmstand during our visit, even
though the paint underneath was in good condition. Overall, many participants in our

study considered food distribution dignified if it was marketlike.

4.4 Discussion

Our interviewees identified benefits of non-market foodways that researchers
have found elsewhere. Across cultures, food sharing comes with relational intimacy
(Koster and Leckie 2014; Miller et al. 1998; Wang et al. 2021) and perceived resilience
in the face of environmental and economic disruptions (Anci¢ et al. 2019; Berkes and
Jolly 2002; Ferguson et al. 2022). Indeed, charity in the U.S. goes by the name
“emergency food” for its role in helping people withstand and recover from crises. By
meeting people’s nutritional needs with food that would otherwise be discarded, non-
market practices obviate the need to produce more food with additional land, labor,
water, fuel, and fertilizer (see, for example, Penalver and Aldaya, 2022). And the idea
that all food should be non-market food has been put forward by numerous social
theorists (for example Kropotkin, 1913) and utopian fiction authors (Mumford, 1966).
Poppendieck (2011) herself wrote a book arguing that school lunch should be free for all
students, not just kids from low-income households. This study’s contribution is
expressing these already-recognized attributes together, as services that non-market food
practices offer to society.

Interviewees also echoed critiques of charity from the literature, calling the
charitable food system a “local solution” and a “Band-Aid” that “doesn't fix the larger

problem.” One pantry worker said, “I’m really glad that food shelves exist but of course
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I’d like to see them not exist.” Another, by contrast, said they think food pantries “could
be a hub for advocacy for anti-poverty work.” In Brattleboro, like elsewhere (Wakefield
et al. 2013), charitable food institutions have implemented many of the best practices to
reduce stigma. For example, nearly every program lets recipients self-determine their
need rather than making people prove they are poor to get food. Yet, according to
Poppendieck (1998), these efforts reveal the limits to making charity dignified.

Perhaps charity cannot fully deliver what we are calling the dignity of equality
because charity is founded on inequality. In the eighteenth century, moral philosopher
William Paley (2002 [1785]) wrote, “I use the term Charity...to signify the promoting of
the happiness of our inferiors.” Charity has retained that meaning. Today’s charitable
food system distributes gifts with the expectation that they will be repeated rather than
reciprocated; this is the distinguishing feature of hierarchical gift relations in Graeber’s
(2009) typology. Economic inequality forces non-market food institutions to operate this
way: some people have little to give and unmet needs, while others have lots to give and
seem to need little.

4.4.1 The equality of commerce

Yet in a sense, the dignity of commerce is a dignity of equality (Sewell Jr. 2021).
Everybody pays the same prices and everybody’s dollar is worth $1. People who are in
quite unequal economic situations interact as equals. This is, to some, a source of
markets’ unfairness: many people cannot afford enough market food to meet their
nutritional needs while others pay to overeat, waste food, and direct crops to livestock

and biofuel production (Bliss 2019b). But, if equality begets dignity, commerce is
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dignified at the level of the individual transaction even as it generates an extremely
unequal world.

Perhaps charitable food institutions emulate commerce in part to feign
interactions between equals. For emphasis: our interviewees asserted that non-market
food is special and yet set up non-market endeavors to resemble their market
counterparts. Soup kitchens look like buffets or cafés (Garthwaite et al. 2015). Food
pantries are designed like grocery stores. In Europe, some “social supermarkets”
distribute fake money—some might call it a single-purpose currency—to clients, who
then use it to purchase foods with made-up prices.!* Conflicts arise when distinct
moralities clash in this mishmash between a gift setting, where people are expected to act
with gratitude and generosity, and a market setting, where the behavioral norm is to take
as much and give as little as one can—to seek “deals” and sell to the highest bidder
(Andriessen et al. 2022).

Other solutions to the problem of stigma involve actually selling food to the poor.
Most “social supermarkets” work with regular money, selling donated food to people in
poverty at reduced prices (Holweg et al. 2010). Fisher (2017) praises anti-hunger
“innovations” like operating market farmstands and giving businesses money to open
grocery stores in food deserts. While these initiatives cannot make food accessible to

people who have literally no money to purchase it, they do confer real participation in

11t is worth acknowledging here that all prices are “made-up” in the sense that price is not a physical
property of products. Even in the theoretical market of perfect competition, humans still determine prices.
We call these prices at the social supermarket “made-up” because “customers” pay for food with a special
currency that is destroyed at the moment of purchase (that is, the social supermarket does not in turn use
that special currency to pay workers or buy supplies) and so the prices are set to mimic prices at regular
supermarkets, to simulate a normal shopping experience, rather than in relation to any revenue needs of the
establishment.
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markets. In market society, purchasing food is the socially accepted, non-stigmatized way
to obtain it (Byrne et al. 2023).

When charities imitate markets in the name of dignity, however, they affirm that
buying food is the dignified method of feeding oneself. Celebrating anonymity reinforces
the narrative that receiving free food is embarrassing. Glorifying economic independence
entrenches the myth that paying someone for something does not mean depending on
them (Fineman 2000). Fetishizing consumer choice supports the notion that people
exercise their freedoms by picking from the products that agroindustry offers (Patel
2012).

Furthermore, when charities mimic markets, they diminish the unique benefits
they can offer as institutions that distribute non-market food—relationships, resilience,
food rescue, and alignment with a positive vision of a world where food is not bought and
sold. If, as our interviewees suggested, markets do not provide those co-benefits of food
distribution, then non-market institutions’ ability to provide them is presumably
hampered by acting like market institutions. Emulating markets means constructing a
psychological environment not just of anonymity, independence, and choice but of self-
interest, isolation, and calculation (Bowles 1991). In market settings, people act in ways
that they would consider unethical in any other setting (Falk and Szech 2013). Merely
prompting people to think about money in experiments makes them generally less

generous, cooperative, caring, and warm (Vohs 2015). It comes as no surprise that
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interviewees identified the relationships of care and resilience that emerged from their
projects as values specific to non-market foodways.*?

We are not arguing against selling food as such. We are cautioning against
pretending to sell food. When the fake-supermarket model includes prices and budgets, it
can reinforce stigmas about poor people not knowing how to manage their money
(Andriessen et al. 2022). What if, instead of mimicking markets, charities were to
emphasize their advantages as non-market distributors: caring relationships, community
resilience, waste reduction, and the notion that food should be free? And if charity is
founded on inequality, how might non-market food institutions transform to realize the
dignity of distributing food among equals?

4.4.2 The equality of sharing

Exchanging gifts as equals is not straightforward in an unequal world. Again,
when people’s roles are fixed as givers and receivers, gifts make hierarchies. It is
insulting to funnel surplus food exclusively to the poor. When volunteers and recipients
cook together or eat at the same table, they approach “the dignity of equality.” But it is
unrealistic to expect that people with large differences in means can engage in reciprocal
gift exchange, where what is given and received approach rough equivalence over time

(Graeber 2009).

12 To be clear, of course purchasing food connects the buyer to the seller, distributor, grower, and farmland;
our argument, based on our interviews and in line with Marx’s (1867) concept of “commaodity fetishism,” is
that markets tend to make these relationships ephemeral and invisible—the shopper need only see a product
and its price (Gunderson, 2014, argues that local, organic, and fair-trade markets exacerbate rather than
ameliorate this tendency).

13 Another way of thinking of about this issue is that reciprocal giving cannot help the poor, as those who
have little to give end up receiving little as well (Komter 1996b).
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Instead, non-market food networks can work toward equivalence in willingness to
give. This, again, is the defining characteristic of what Graeber (2009) somewnhat
provocatively called communistic sharing. Sharing is an everyday, non-ceremonial
resource conveyance that is not necessarily reciprocal and ideally does not come with
hidden obligations (Belk 2010). People tend to share resources in this way among family
and in mutual aid networks.

Rather than imitating supermarkets or restaurants, food charities can learn from
groups that practice non-hierarchical, communistic sharing. Indigenous peoples often
have norms that intentionally counteract concentrated social power, such as insulting the
meat shared by skilled young hunters to suppress feelings of superiority (Lee 2013, 56—
58). South American chiefs tend to have no authority to give orders but instead the
obligation to work nonstop to acquire gifts, often of food, for their clan (Clastres, 2010
[1974]). More relevant to modern contexts, mutual aid collectives exist to direct
resources toward unmet needs, typically without structures separating givers from
receivers. Food Not Bombs, for example, is a movement of “anarchist soup kitchens” that
share rescued food in public spaces of cities around the world (Giles 2021). Officially,
chapters make decisions by consensus. In practice, these groups work to empower anyone
involved to make operational decisions autonomously, encouraging folks to ask comrades
for advice rather than seek directives.!* To avoid infantilizing recipients, mutual aid

groups go beyond offering consumer choice, such as a menu from which to order, and

14 Disclosure: the lead author of this paper works with their local Food Not Bombs chapter. There’s no
citation on this claim because it is a finding from participant observation.
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instead invite all comers to participate in decisions like shaping the menu itself (Sbicca
2014). Tellingly, participants call mutual aid “solidarity not charity” (Spade 2020).

Might charitable food institutions transform into something like food recycling-
and-regifting depots where people of all social classes work, eat, and self-govern? Critics
of food charity, for their part, celebrate emergency food providers that reinvent
themselves as “community food centers” focused on relationships (Fisher, 2017, p. 35;
see also Poppendieck, 1998, pp. 315-317). What might it take to morph a culture of
charity into a culture of sharing or solidarity?

We can only eat excess as equals if everybody has some. Currently, most affluent
people would not think to eat what is on offer at the food pantry, soup kitchen, or
supermarket dumpster. That would mean choosing to have less choice and breaking the
social taboo around contact with waste (Barnard 2016). But what if those practices were
seen the same as foraging or buying what is in season? Marketing has trained consumers
to be suspicious of waste, but eating rescued food could, in principle, be considered
dignified because it is a public service and a frugal act, one that makes use of resources
that have already been spent. We hypothesize that if well-off individuals receive
salvaged, non-market food from the institutions that collect and distribute it, the
experience is less stigmatizing for all recipients.

But is there enough non-market food for more people to incorporate it into their
diets? Potentially, yes. Critics of food charity sometimes express concern that the streams
of surplus might dry up as farms and factories fix the inefficiencies that generate

consistent donations (Fisher 2017; Galli et al. 2019), but that has not happened: the
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nation’s largest network of food banks diverts four times more food waste than it did a
quarter century ago (Feeding America 2022a). This is still only 3% of the mass of U.S.
food waste, which is, in nutritional terms, more than 1,000 calories per person per day
(Buzby et al. 2014).2> Commercial food systems produce plenty of food that is good to
eat but not profitable to sell (Barnard 2016; Lindenbaum 2016).'% Because of the
enormity of excess, receiving free food need not mean taking it from the hungry.

Expanding non-market food while substituting charity with solidarity could
engender more of the benefits specific to food that is not for sale—relationships,
resilience, food rescue—but we do not mean to suggest that it is sufficient to address
hunger. Charity’s critics make an airtight argument that anti-poverty measures are the
best anti-hunger measures. They insist that local food sharing cannot end hunger because
hunger is caused by global political-economic structures (Allen 1999).

However, there is evidence that a culture of sharing can ameliorate the worst

effects of food insecurity (Adams 1993). In small-scale societies, sharing ensures that

15 Smaller-scale studies find that businesses donate less than 10% of their edible excess (Griffin, Sobal, and
Lyson 2009; Stuart 2009). About 8% of commodity crops planted in the U.S. never get harvested (USDA
2023a), and even small farms have to plow crops under for economic reasons and sort out produce that
does not meet aesthetic standards.

16 Activists claim that modern capitalism has to waste food because of overproduction (Barnard 2016).
Industrial agriculture produces enormous abundance but needs some degree of scarcity to keep prices up.
Meanwhile, capitalists hold wages down in pursuit of profit, and thus consumers cannot buy up all that is
produced anyway. More to the point, economic reasoning suggests that throwing food in the garbage is
profitable. Since food is a necessity, the demand for food is price-inelastic (Andreyeva, Long, and Brownell
2010; Green et al. 2013), meaning that when food prices increase, consumers decrease the total quantity
they purchase by less, in percentage terms, than the magnitude of the price hike. In other words, a 10%
price increase would result in less than a 10% decrease in demand. Thus, when the price goes up, total
revenue goes up too. Throwing away food does exactly this. So even if the cost of disposal is the same as
the cost of getting food to market (it's probably actually less), profits go up. Indeed, governments and the
food industry have repeatedly culled livestock and destroyed crops at outrageous scales to keep prices high
(see for example Poppendieck, 1986). Our analysis suggests that wasting food to increase profits is also an
invisible, everyday occurrence.
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nobody goes hungry unless everybody does. Whereas charity’s critics see a “retreat from
national standards to haphazard local provision” (Poppendieck 1998, 12), local groups
might respond that they are best positioned to witness and respond to local need with
local resources (and they would not be wrong; see Lentz et al., 2013). Large-scale anti-
hunger policies and community-level non-market food distribution are complements, not
competitors.

Moreover, food sharing can contribute to fighting poverty if it allows people to
interact as equals across classes. People who are not poor themselves may be more likely
to take part in anti-poverty activism when they see the poor as people like them, who
shall not be mistreated or discounted (for instance Miles, 2007). For that, folks need to
identify with the poor, not just serve them.

If anti-hunger work turns to food justice activism (Dixon 2015), the enormous
network of emergency food provision can shift toward food sharing that, while it may
alleviate hunger, does not pretend to solve it. The dilemma is that without the myth that
they are solving hunger, corporations and individuals would likely not donate so much
food, money, and time to maintain the food rescue-and-redistribution network that exists.

Regardless, we recommend, based on our findings, sharing food. Many cities
have prohibitions on public food sharing that limit the circulation of food to two
possibilities: a private affair or a market transaction (Giles 2021). Even without
prohibitions, market society enforces this norm. Charity challenges this paradigm by
giving away food on a large scale. Even though charity is stigmatizing at worst and at

best still not up to the task of ending hunger, it provides benefits that are specific to non-
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market foodways. Because of these benefits, we caution against throwing the non-market

baby out with the charitable bathwater, so to speak.

4.5 Conclusions

In Beginning to End Hunger, Jahi Chappell (2018) describes how the city of Belo
Horizonte, Brazil, cut malnutrition in half by setting up subsidized People’s Restaurants,
low-cost grocers, and local farmstands—all institutions that sell food (see also Lappé
2011). In a city rife with income poverty, one might think that food should be free to be
accessible to the poorest of the poor. Chappell, though, responded that in a market
economy, participation in the market means dignity.!” “Food with dignity” had become a
motto in Belo Horizonte.

In a sense, Chappell is right. In this unequal world, it is easier to create the dignity
of commerce than to give gifts as equals. After all, it was poor and hungry people, not
scholars or food bankers, who said originally that receiving free food is stigmatizing.
Lewis Hyde, in his book The Gift, called charity “a decoy, providing [the recipient] his
daily bread while across town someone is buying up the bakery” (Hyde 1979, 179-80).
Today’s critics of food charity add that it is a distraction from actually beginning to end
hunger.

But we contend that food charities, as today’s major non-market food institutions,
serve several functions that may be worth preserving. We found that non-market food
institutions strengthen relationships, foster local resilience, employ edible food that is not

profitably sellable, and align with an alternative, non-market vision of a desirable future

17 personal communication, September 14, 2018.
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foodscape. Some interviewees even ascribed magical qualities to food that is not for sale.
These are advantages specific to institutions that distribute food in ways other than
selling it.

So, how might society construct non-market food institutions that continue to
yield the relationships, resilience, food recovery, and values-alignment that interviewees
of this study described to us, but that do not depend on destitute people to eat up the
food? Our discussion points toward possibilities for reducing stigma by sharing food as
equals rather than giving it away as charity. Everybody can incorporate more non-market
food into their diets. We all eat. Directing free food only to poor people, even without

formal means testing, contradicts the equality implied by this universal need.
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5. NON-MARKET FOOD PRODUCTION CONTRIBUTES TO LONG-TERM,
RESILIENT FOOD SECURITY IN WAYS STANDARD INDICATORS MISS!?

Only market externalities make life possible—certainly, the welfare state
but also, and more importantly, the stuff of actual, nonmarket life. Family,
households, friends, neighbours, churches, gardens, ... the game of the
forests and the fish in the waters—the stuff of subsistence and the
everyday of the vernacular are what carry us through and are what, we can
hope, may one day form the basis for something better.
—James Murton, Dean Bavington, and Carly Dokis (2016),
Subsistence Under Capitalism

Abstract

Recent studies have found that growing or wild-harvesting some of one’s own food is
associated with improved food security in high-income societies. Yet this emerging
research measures household food security using standard indicators that assess only
access to market food in the past month or year. To disentangle how non-market food
production interacts with food security, we interviewed 26 key informants who play
central roles in communities of gardeners, hunters, fishers, foragers, and homesteaders in
northern New England, U.S.A. According to these informants and the literature, non-
market food production has an ambiguous relationship to short-term food access in high-
income societies where market food is cheap relative to wages. But these practices can
enhance all other commonly recognized dimensions of food security: availability,
adequacy, acceptability, agency, utilization, stability, and sustainability. Our informants
portrayed non-market food production as a skills-based safety net for reliably feeding
oneself from the landscape through personal and societal crises, from the distant past to
the climate-change future. This conceptualization aligns with accepted definitions of food
security, but not with standard indicators for measuring it. We contend, therefore, that the
nascent quantitative literature on this question understates the degree to which non-
market production supports household food security. We end by calling for the
development of new tools for evaluating food security.

! This manuscript has been submitted to the journal Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems. It is
coauthored by Sam Bliss, Sydnie Musumeci, Emily Belarmino, Scott C. Merrill, Farryl Bertmann, Rachel
E. Schattman, and Meredith T. Niles.
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5.1 Introduction

Do homegrown and wild-harvested foods contribute to food security in high-
income societies? Recent studies purport to find such a link in the United States (Algert
et al. 2016; Beavers et al. 2020; Carney et al. 2012; Smith et al. 2019). But to declare this
score settled skips over an essential preliminary question: Do we even have tools capable
of identifying the potential food security contributions of non-market food production
practices—gardening, hunting, gathering, fishing, scavenging, and keeping animals for
food? Researchers tend to determine households’ food security status using U.S.
Department of Agriculture survey modules that consist entirely of questions asking
whether the respondent’s household had enough money for food in the previous month or
year (USDA 2012a; 2012b). These questionnaires are, we argue, exceptionally poor
instruments for gauging the effects of acquisition methods that do not involve paying for
food. In this article, we draw on key informant interviews in northern New England,
U.S.A., to show that non-market food production interacts with food security in ways that
these survey instruments cannot capture.

First, some definitions are in order. Non-market food production refers to raising
domesticated organisms or harvesting wild organisms for food that is for home
consumption or sharing, not for sale (Kamiyama et al. 2016; Bliss 2019b). This same set
of practices also goes by food self-provisioning (Jehli¢ka et al. 2013), country food
(Collings et al. 2016), informal food production (Alber and Kohler 2008), and home food
procurement (Wirkkala et al. 2023) or production (Niles et al. 2021a). Food security,
according to the still-dominant definition agreed upon at the U.N. Food and Agriculture

Organization’s 1996 World Food Summit, “exists when all people, at all times, have
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physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets
their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO 1996; 2001,
149). Our argument is that non-market food production contributes to aspects of this
official definition that are not captured by standard measures of household food security.
Next we review previous research on non-market food production, food security
measurements, and their interaction. Following an explanation of our qualitative
methods, we explain how key informants described non-market food production’s effects
on several dimensions of food security. Then we discuss implications for measuring food

security and intervening to enhance it via non-market food practices.

5.2 Literature Review

Most research on how non-market production interacts with food security comes
from outside of high-income nations (Heim 2021; Mattsson et al. 2018) or from
Indigenous communities within them (Leibovitch Randazzo and Robidoux 2019; Skinner
et al. 2013; Smith et al. 2019). This body of scholarship suggests that for hundreds of
millions of people around the world, food security depends on gardening (Galhena et al.
2013; Issahaku et al. 2023), keeping livestock (Lehmann-Uschner and Kraehnert 2017),
and wild food harvesting (Asprilla-Perea and Diaz-Puente 2019; Bellon et al. 2022;
Nielsen et al. 2018; Ong and Kim 2017), and that interventions promoting non-market
production can significantly reduce food insecurity (e.g. Tesfamariam et al. 2018) and
improve dietary diversity (e.g. Schreinemachers et al. 2020).

But non-market production relates differently to food security in high-income

societies, where food is inexpensive relative to wages. The average U.S. household
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spends around 10% of their disposable income on food, whereas more than 50% of
consumer expenditure goes to food in countries like Bangladesh and Kenya (USDA
2023b; 2022). Still, both food insecurity and non-market food production remain regular
parts of ordinary people’s lives in much of the rich world. Estimates of food insecurity
rates in the U.S. vary from 10% (Coleman-Jensen et al. 2022) to 25% (Martinchek et al.
2023). About one-third of U.S. households have food gardens (National Gardening
Association 2014). In 2016, 14% of U.S. adults fished and 4% hunted (U.S. Department
of the Interior et al. 2018). In rural areas of high-income countries, non-market food
production practices are nearly ubiquitous (Brown et al. 1998; Kamiyama et al. 2016;
Teitelbaum and Beckley 2006; Vavra et al. 2018) and supply a considerable share of
people’s diets (Jehlicka and Danék 2017; Saito et al. 2020).
5.2.1 Non-market food production and food security in high-income societies
Gardening is the sole practice examined in much of the research on non-market
food production’s impacts on food security in high-income societies. Several studies
proclaim gardening’s food security benefits in their titles, but do not actually measure
gardeners’ food security status (Algert et al. 2016; Beavers et al. 2020; Kortright and
Wakefield 2011). Two reviews of research on urban agriculture’s relationship to food
security do not reveal any empirical evidence of such a relationship in high-income
societies (Eigenbrod and Gruda 2015; Siegner et al. 2018). One study did find that food
insecurity decreased from pre- to post-gardening among participants in a gardener

support program, but the intervention lacked a control group (Carney et al. 2012).
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Survey-based research has compared the food security of households who do and
do not engage in non-market food production practices. Yet, interpreting correlations
between non-market production and food security is less straightforward than is often
portrayed in the literature because causation can work in both directions at once, in
aligned and conflicting ways (see Figure 5.1). Among 42 surveyed residents of the
Flathead Indian Reservation in Montana, U.S.A., the more wild food procurement
activities one engaged in and the more species they harvested, the more food secure they
were, on average. This positive correlation was interpreted to mean that wild food
harvesting enhanced food security (Smith et al. 2019). But when non-market production
correlates negatively with food security, as research in northern New England found
during the COVID-19 pandemic, causation is postulated to point in the opposite
direction: food insecurity makes households more likely to produce some of their own
food as a coping mechanism (Niles et al. 2021a). Indeed, food-insecure people all over
the world turn to self-provisioning practices as coping mechanisms for managing food
insecurity (Anater et al. 2011; Chagomoka et al. 2016; Erskine et al. 2015; Skinner et al.
2013; Wood et al. 2007).

Still, we cannot in either case rule out the possibility that causation runs the other
way (Figure 1). When non-market food production and food security are negatively
correlated—that is, when non-market production is correlated with food insecurity—it
might not be only that producing one’s own food is a coping mechanism but also that
non-market production is bad for food security. In places like the U.S., obtaining market

food may be cheaper, more reliable, and less time-intensive than producing it oneself.
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Similarly, when non-market production and food security correlate positively, it might
not be only that producing some of one’s own food is good for food security but also that
food-insecure households, because they are poorer, are less likely to produce some of
their own food for lack of tools, time, knowledge, ability, or land. When researchers have
found that households in the lowest income bracket are least likely to engage in non-
market production, they have speculated that it is for this reason (Schupp and Sharp
2012; Smith and Jehlicka 2013; Teitelbaum and Beckley 2006). In Vermont and Maine,
people in food-insecure households report nearly all barriers to non-market production

more frequently than members of food-secure households (Angle et al. 2023).

Food self-provisioning
enhances food security

L AT

Food | O N

Self-provisioning

Food-insecure people face more barriers to
self-provisioning because they are poor
Food self-provisioning
diminishes food security

C ORRELAT

Food
Security

Food | O N

Self-provisioning

Food
Security

Food-insecure people self-
rovision as a coping mechanism

Figure 5.1 Possible causal relations between food self-provisioning and food security
Arrows represent causation that could explain positive (top diagram) and negative (bottom diagram)
correlations between self-provisioning and food security.
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Even where the ambiguity of correlation is resolved, though, another conundrum
remains: household food security measures are unfit for assessing the impact of non-
market production. This is the focus of the present article, which is part of a broader
research project designed to understand the relationship between non-market production
and food security in northern New England through the social and economic instability of
the COVID-19 pandemic. In a recent study, our group found that, among households that
experienced food insecurity in the first months of the pandemic, those that engaged in
non-market production practices were significantly more likely to have become food
secure a year into the pandemic than those that did not engage in self-provisioning
(citation withheld). Because of the cause-effect sequence and the presence of a natural
control group created via matching analysis, this finding plausibly suggests causation.
Yet we still measured household food security using the USDA household food security
survey module, which asks respondents if in the last 30 days or 12 months their
household ran out of money for food, couldn’t afford balanced meals, or ate less than
they otherwise would for lack of money to buy food.? These questions assume that
money is the unique key to unlock the food door.

5.2.2 Difficulties in measuring the food security effects of non-market production

The exclusive focus on food access mediated by money might make the USDA
modules inappropriate for assessing the interaction between food security and non-market
production. For example, somebody whose household relies heavily on producing their

own food might indicate that “the food that we bought just didn’t last, and we didn’t have

2 The USDA household food security survey modules can be accessed here (we used the 6-item
module): https: //www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance /food-security-in-the-u-

s/survey-tools/.
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money to get more” even if they are in fact well fed by self-provisioned food. Or they
might skip meals or eat less but not indicate that they did those things “because there
wasn't enough money for food” if they attribute these coping behaviors to failed harvests
rather than financial constraints. Granted, these are probably rare cases in high-income
societies, but they illustrate the weaknesses of the instrument for the task.

Furthermore, the USDA survey modules suffer from more fundamental
limitations that afflict all measures of household food security. Measures that are
commonly used outside of high-income contexts consist of questions similar to those in
the USDA modules, but instead of money they ask directly about not having enough food
or not being able acquire more because of “lack of resources” (Household Food
Insecurity Access Scale; Coates et al. 2007) or “lack of money or other resources” (Food
Insecurity Experience Scale; Ballard et al. 2013, 10-11). These experience-based
indicators measure households’ self-perceived ability to obtain foods that are presumed to
be available, and thus may not register supply disruptions or failed harvests. Other
indicators use dietary diversity as a proxy for food security, giving households a score
based on how many of 12 food groups their members have consumed in the last 24 hours
(Household Dietary Diversity Score; Swindale and Bilinsky 2006) or how many days
they have eaten from each group in the last week (Food Consumption Score; Wiesmann
et al. 2009). By focusing on the quantity and quality of foods consumed in the recent
past, all these indicators ignore the “at all times” and “meets their ... food preferences”

parts of the accepted definition of food security (FAO 1996; 2001, 149).
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To be sure, household food security is devilishly difficult to measure. This is
because it is a multidimensional unobservable abstraction (Barrett 2010; Vaitla et al.
2017). It is commonly agreed that food security rests on four pillars: availability, access,
utilization, and stability. Scholars have recently advocated for adding two more: agency
and sustainability (Clapp et al. 2022). A separate conceptualization breaks food security
into availability, access, adequacy, acceptability, and agency—the “5 As” (Centre for
Studies in Food Security 2023; Chappell 2018; Rocha 2007).

No single indicator that divides households into food-secure and food-insecure
categories can capture all these dimensions (Coates 2013; Headey and Ecker 2013). Nor
are such measurements typically meant to be holistic (but see Upton et al. 2016). They
exist to estimate population-level nutritional status, target assistance toward households
at risk of hunger, track changes over time, and signal other specific phenomena (Jones et
al. 2013; Leroy et al. 2015; Webb et al. 2006). Since none of the food security indicators
on hand were designed to evaluate the impacts of self-provisioning practices like
gardening and fishing, there is no a priori reason to believe that they are fit for that
purpose. They may miss entire aspects of food security that non-market food production

enhances or diminishes (Diekmann et al. 2020).

5.3 Methods

In this study, we took a step back and asked key informants (Gilchrist 1992),
open-endedly, how and when non-market food production contributes to and detracts
from food security in northern New England, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

We matched themes from informants’ responses with dimensions of food security from
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existing frameworks. In this, we followed a mixed-methods study from California that
demonstrated how gardening supported all 5 As of food security—availability, access,
adequacy, acceptability, and agency (Diekmann et al. 2020). Our interviewees talked not
just about their own experiences but also about their perceptions of broader dynamics in
the communities of gardeners, hunters, fishers, and foragers with whom they interact. For
this reason, we integrate evidence from the literature as another “key informant” directly
into the results section.

5.3.1 Study site

In the northern New England states of Maine and VVermont, where our study was
conducted, around two-thirds of households produce some of their own food (Angle et al.
2023). About half of households in both states grow food in gardens. Smaller shares hunt,
trap, gather, fish, harvest shellfish, and raise animals for milk, meat, or eggs. Unpublished
survey data suggest that 8% of household food consumption comes from these self-
provisioned sources.

The USDA reports that in 2021, food insecurity in Maine was not significantly
different from the U.S. average of 10% of households, while in Vermont 8% of
households were food insecure (Coleman-Jensen et al. 2022). But other sources have
consistently found higher incidences of food insecurity across study sites (Livings et al.
2023; Niles et al. 2021b). In representative surveys conducted by the National Food
Access and Covid Research Team (NFACT), more than a quarter of respondents in both
Vermont and Maine reported food insecurity in 2021 (Niles et al., 2021a), and more than

a third in 2022 (Angle et al. 2023). Even at the lowest estimates—and assuming no
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correlation—more than 100,000 Mainers and Vermonters live in food-insecure
households that procure some of their food through self-provisioning.® At higher
estimates, it could be as many as 500,000. And it is possible that many more are
marginally food secure only because they rely somewhat on homegrown and wild-
harvested food.
5.3.2 Interviewees

We interviewed key informants who played central roles in non-market food
networks as gardening educators, gleaning coordinators, game wardens, rural
homesteaders, and biologists in state agencies that regulate hunting and fishing. Some
worked in healthcare or charitable food. In northern New England’s non-market food
networks, often the specialist educator or public authority is also a passionate
practitioner, but we still interviewed several key informants who were not formally
employed in any work related to the activities about which they spoke. We made this
decision for two reasons. First, feminist critics of key informant interviews rightly
question the notion that recognized experts with official statuses hold more valuable
knowledge than ordinary people (Lokot 2021). And second, we spoke to some amateurs
because gardening, hunting, fishing, and so on are non-professional practices, after all.

We identified potential interviewees from among our research team’s network of
food-related professionals in the region and then engaged in snowball sampling to
consider key informants’ own connections within and knowledge about non-market food

networks. While this sampling method perhaps overrepresented the areas where we live

% The combined population of Vermont and Maine is just over 2 million. If half live in food self-
provisioning households, 10 percent of which experience food insecurity, that is over 100,000
people.
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and work, our team’s collective experience in the region allowed for a sample that covers
much of these two states’ geography and all major non-market food practices.
5.3.3 Interviews

Interviews were semi-structured. We asked key informants to identify how non-
market food production practices interact with food security and health outcomes, as well
as what are the barriers to engaging in these practices (our interview guide is available in
supplementary materials). The interviewer did not define food security for interviewees.
Instead, they were simply asked, “What links do you see between activities like
gardening, fishing, foraging, or scavenging and food security?” That question was
modified according to the specific non-market practices a key informant specialized in.

Interviewees were prompted to speak about both their personal experiences
engaging in food self-provisioning and their perceptions of the food self-provisioning
communities they work with and form part of. Interviews were audio-recorded,
transcribed, and then anonymized with the assistance of Otter.ai (Mountain View,
California), an automatic transcription tool.
5.3.4 Analysis

Two of this paper’s authors coded interview transcripts iteratively and
collaboratively using a grounded theory approach (Charmaz 2006). The two coders went
through all interviews together to build a codebook grounded in the data and then
separately re-coded every interview (codebook and frequency table are tables S1 and S2
in supplementary materials, respectively). Then we merged the two sets of coded

interviews to capture every instance of each code. While writing up the article, the lead
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author assigned the codes related to food security to dimensions from existing
conceptualizations: the pillars (Clapp et al. 2022) and the “As” (Centre for Studies in

Food Security 2023).

5.4 Results

We interviewed 26 key informants. In the previous year, 25 had tended a food
garden, 18 foraged, 13 kept livestock, 11 fished, 10 hunted, and 9 produced maple syrup.
The sample was overwhelmingly non-Hispanic white (80%), but still overrepresented
non-white respondents compared to the populations of the two states, which are both over
90% white (see Table 5.1 for key informant demographic information).

Our main finding is that non-market food production contributes to every
commonly recognized dimension of food security, according to our key informants (see
Table 5.2). They also pointed out ways that non-market production can detract from
several of these dimensions, which we acknowledge in the text. Again, interviewees were
not explicitly prompted to talk about any of these dimensions in specific; they were just
asked about non-market production’s effects on food security. Here we organize themes
from their accounts into these accepted aspects of food security: availability, access,
adequacy, acceptability, agency, stability, and sustainability. We draw from both the
pillars and the “As” because neither set of dimensions encompasses the full range of
themes expressed by our key informants on its own. We omit the utilization pillar
because dimensions from the two frameworks overlap, but we note in the text where

aspects of that pillar are mentioned.
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Table 5.1 Demographics of key informants on non-market food production (n = 26)

Sample Demographics Interviewees?
Gender
Female 15
Male 9
Non-binary 2
State of residence
Vermont 19
Maine 6
New Hampshire 1P
Age
20-29 3
30-39 8
40-49 5
50-59 5
60+ 5
Politics
Democrat 9
Republican 1
Progressive 4
Independent 2
Socialist 1
Not affiliated 8

Race & ethnicity
White, non-Hispanic
Black
Hispanic white
American Indian
Two or more races
2019 household income
$0-9,999
$10,000-24,999
$25,000-49,999
$50,000-74,999
$75,000-99,999
$100,000+
2 Some categories do not add to 26 because not every interviewee answered every question.
b One interviewee resided in New Hampshire but worked with gardening educators in Vermont.
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Table 5.2 Pathways through which non-market food production can enhance food security

Dimension Non-market food production can... Example quote
_make additional food available. Apples ... nowljlust grow in a feral state and just
carpet the place." -Anthony
Availabili D . -
v ...make substantial dietary "I don't think I've eaten red meat that didn't come from
contributions. venison that | or my family harvested in 10 years." -Nate
. . "There's not many times in my lifetime that I've ever
...provide foods that are expensive to R
Access been to the grocery store to buy meat. ... Which is nice
purchase. - =
because meat is super expensive." -Cooper
...provide protein, vitamins, and "The meat itself is highly nutritious. ... It's a good
minerals. protein source." -Agnes
Adequacy

...provide foods perceived safer than
purchased equivalents.

"You're less likely to be ingesting pesticides that were
used in the food production process.” -Nancy

Acceptability

...provide foods people prefer.

...provide culturally important foods.

...provide food that aligns with
people's values.

...provide foods that taste better than
purchased equivalents

"If you want something particular, you will have to
raise it yourself ... because [you] might not get it at the
grocery store, it just might not be there. " -Carl

"Types of tomatoes that people don't have access to in
the market. The garden can play a really important role
in access to some culturally specific crops.” -Tania

"A lot of people get into hunting for food to know
where their food came from, and know that it's healthy,
free range, whatever terms you want to use. " -Nate

"This is a chicken we buy at the store; this is a chicken
we grow on our own. There's a difference.” -Paul

...give people control over their food
sources.

"We know where our food comes from, which is really
nice. | don't have to worry about what kind of
preservatives have been put in it." -Jill

Agency
...generate feelings of self-efficacy in flt feels good t(})l have a fm}elal t?at you Con?pletely .
one’s food provisioning oraged, grew, | un_ted, ished for. - You Te a provider.
’ Yeah, you did it with your own skill." -Eli
. . "Recessions ... don't affect the people around here as
iﬁgggggﬁ?&;?L%??Qoﬂemds of much because ... they still grow their own food, they
' hunt, and they have chickens." -Patty
Stability _..provide food through periods of We both had gotten deer the year before. ... My freezer

low availability of market food.

...provide food year-round.

was full. ... For us there was just never worry about what
happens if the store is out of hamburger." -Jill

"I'm leaning toward storage crops. ... Food insecurity
in the wintertime is not a good feeling." -Judith

Sustainability

...provide food in low-impact ways.

...generate environmental values.

""[Foragers] are very, very conscientious of how much
you can safely take to not be destroying the ecosystem,
and they go out of their way to be responsible." -Ryan

"I think it helps people to see themselves ... within a
larger ecosystem. ... They in turn, inherently, probably
would be more open to making sure that that
community thrives." -Shawn
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5.4.1 Availability

Growing crops and raising animals produce edible organisms that otherwise
would not exist. Hunting, trapping, fishing, and gathering turn existing beings into
available food. For non-market production to meaningfully enhance availability, though,
self-provisioners need time, equipment, ecological knowledge, specific skills, able
bodies, suitable conditions, and access to land or fishing spots. Another interpretation
might say that wild food is always available and having the skills and tools to harvest it is
a matter of utilization, but this dynamic holds regardless of the pillar with which we
associate it. Any motorist can come upon a roadkill moose, but you need a pickup truck
and butchering chops to turn it into hundreds of pounds of red meat in your and your
neighbors’ freezers.

Whether non-market production contributes considerably to household food
supply depends on having what one needs to succeed, most importantly skills and
materials. Cooper, * whose family has hunted and kept livestock for generations, said,
“We never run out of meat here. You know, there's not many times in my lifetime that
I've ever been to the grocery store to buy meat.” But Nate, reflecting on novices who
hunted during the pandemic because they had more time and fewer other things to do,
said, “My guess is that they probably had a lower success rate than the other hunters, so I
don’t know that it had a huge impact on their food procurement, those particular people.”
Research on recreational fisheries bears out this hypothesized distribution: typically, a

few proficient, well-equipped anglers catch most of the fish (Baccante 1995).

4 All names are pseudonyms to protect the identity of interviewees.

202



Again, food-insecure households in northern New England encounter virtually all
the barriers to successful non-market production at higher rates than food-secure
households: pest issues, lack of supplies, inadequate knowledge, insufficient land access,
poor conditions, long travel distances, and not having enough money for equipment
(Angle et al. 2023). But this link between food insecurity and barriers to self-provisioning
may be a signal that poor households that overcome those obstacles are in fact much
more likely to report being food secure than those that do not. Paul said, “I’ve always
been, I’ve been very poor—being divorced, raising kids on my own—but ... we’ve
always had fresh eggs, the best meat, the best vegetables ... because we did it ourselves.”

Moreover, those who garden, hunt, fish, or forage with their food security on the
line are likely to do so with greater effort and more subsistence-oriented strategies than
those who self-provision mainly for recreation. Nate, a deer biologist, said, “In my
experience, you know, the people who really need the food—... the ones who don't, or
struggle to, find food, good food, healthy food otherwise—they put a lot of time in
hunting and they tend to be more successful than the person who, you know, it doesn't
really matter to them. They're going to kind of half-ass it.” Paul, a fish biologist, said,
“There are a lot of people that bring in buckets of yellow perch or smelt. And I see this
particularly, you know, poor people, older people, it's a large contribution in their diet. ...
It can certainly feed a lot of people, 50 fish in that bucket. And they might come every
day.”

The regulations and guidelines that govern non-market production can also

constrain those practices’ contributions to the availability aspect of household food
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security. Judith, a wild food educator, said, “Especially as far as food security goes ...
bad legislation on the wild food front would totally ruin my life.” She could be referring
to bag limits on game, hunting season lengths, the cost of hunting licenses, or rules about
where and when one can forage wild plants. Paul pointed out that the recommended
limits for safely consuming self-provisioned fish—for some species, just one serving per
month (Vermont Department of Health 2013)—were far more conservative than those for
retail fish, which often have higher levels of mercury. Evidence is mixed, however,
regarding the extent to which these recommendations affect consumption behavior
(Macdonald and Boyle 1997; Oken et al. 2003; Pflugh et al. 1999).

Indeed, informants spoke about families breaking the rules in response to hunger,
always in past tense. Eli, a retired game warden, said, “When I was in wildlife law
enforcement, some of my top clients—poachers—it really did go to their food security.”
Nancy mentioned people hunting at night, illegally, because of need. Chris said:

If you have an extra deer or two in the freezer to get you through the

winter, when the herds were large and healthy, | did not see that as a

deficit for the greater community in the State of Vermont. 1 am not

advocating breaking hunting and fishing laws of the state, but as a family

in survival, that is what we did because we were closer to the
environment.

In 2021, Mainers voted to approve Question 3, a referendum to change the state
constitution to protect individuals’ right to produce, harvest, and consume their own food.
Because the amendment does not override property rights, hunting and fishing
regulations, or municipal ordinances that might, for example, prohibit raising cattle in the

center of town, it is unclear how it actually affects food availability. But, according to one

204



of our interviewees, “Every individual in Maine now has legal standing to protect their
foodways in court.”
5.4.2 Access

In terms of food access, informants referenced all four possible causal pathways
presented in Figure 1. The lack of access to market food can both drive non-market
production and coincide with impediments to it, thanks to poverty. In the opposite
direction of causation, our informants also provided reasons to believe that non-market
food production can both enhance and detract from the food access dimension of food
security.

In the previous section, we suggested that food insecurity is a motivator for non-
market provisioning. Judith put it plainly: “Within the greater hunting-foraging
community, what definitely seems to be a big driver for people is feeding themselves,
feeding their families.” Carl added, “People who have less resources to purchase food at
the grocery store are absolutely going to be more inclined to get food security by feeding
themselves. Yeah, provisioning, gardening, hunting, fishing, you know, even trying to
produce something out of scraps.”

At the same time, some informants said that poverty—documented as the major
driver of food insecurity (Fisher 2017)—might prevent participation in non-market
production. Sloane referred to “the financial barrier of community gardening, like renting
a plot and buying seeds and starts and tools and infrastructure.” Jolene, who works in
charitable food, said, “The people that may benefit from it the greatest are ones that are

living in really crowded apartments, and don't have any space to have a garden. Or they're
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working three or four jobs and don't have any time it takes to garden.” This last statement
is the only one not backed up by data: among Vermonters and Mainers whose households
do not engage in non-market production, members of food-insecure households report
every possible barrier to participation more often that their food-secure counterparts
except disinterest and time scarcity (Angle et al. 2023).

As for whether self-provisioning helps or hurts food access, one way to evaluate it
is through economic analysis: do the food benefits outweigh all the production costs?
Some informants said that yes, self-provisioning could save money, as Tania put it, by
“growing a good chunk of the things that are expensive to buy,” namely fresh produce.
Hunting and fishing were also mentioned as sources of red meat and lean protein,
respectively, items whose prices can be prohibitively high.

But whether self-provisioning actually saves money seems to depend largely on
whether one counts the activity itself as a cost like labor or a benefit like leisure, which is
an open question (Danék et al. 2022; Southworth 2006). Paul said, “To raise a pig is
economic. It's much cheaper. You don't count your time.” However, Eli, who is an avid
hunter and gardener, said, “The amount of time and effort I put into getting some of that
stuff is crazy. | mean, it makes no economic sense. | could work at Hannaford [a
supermarket chain] and get way more food for my time.” He went on, “If I figured in
how many hours I go for ... a five-ounce woodcock, which is delicious eating, but | tell
you, yeah.” Indeed, cost-benefit analyses of food gardening in high-income societies find
that growing your own food tends to make financial sense only when no value is ascribed

to labor-hours (Csortan et al. 2020; Langellotto 2014). That is, the market value of food
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produced often exceeds material costs, but this “profitability” evaporates when one
counts working time, even at minimum wage. Then again, the opportunity cost of non-
market production is probably not often wage labor, since most workers’ employment
situations do not allow them to work additional hours whenever they please. In the end,
Eli said that hunters he knows “do it for recreation first, and the food is sort of the
bonus.”

Another way to gauge whether or not non-market food production supports food
access is through biophysical analysis. Weight-loss websites report that hunting,
foraging, fishing, and gardening all burn between 150 and 300 kcal per hour. Do they
produce more than that? When deer hunting is successful it is considered a self-
provisioning windfall in northern New England, but on average it probably fails to break
even: Nate, the state deer biologist, calculates that Vermont hunters spend around 300
hours (45,000 to 90,000 kcal) per harvested deer, which is typically around 30 kg of meat
(45,000 kcal, at 1500 kcal per kg of venison). Fuel use further tips the energy balance. Eli
put it this way: “I use a half a tank of gas getting up there and back and I hunt for two
days. [To] bring back grouse and woodcock is pretty bad.” As for vegetable gardening,
Tania the anthropologist said, similarly, “The caloric sort of contributions are probably
minimal.”

5.4.3 Adequacy

Food security is more than money and calories, however. Many of our informants

mentioned self-provisioning’s nutritional benefits. Mainly, they talked about protein and

micronutrients from meat, fish, fruits, and vegetables. For example, Shawn said,
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If you're going to grow a garden, what are you going to be eating? You're
going to be eating vegetables. If you're going to go out for foraging, what
are you going to be eating? Bitter greens and mushrooms and nuts and
berries. If you're going to harvest wild game, you're going to be eating
leaner meat. ... And if you're pulling fish out of Lake Champlain or out of
the Winooski River, you're going to be eating—and you can name the list
of trendy Omega-three labels ...

Researchers have found that gardeners eat more vegetables than nongardeners in
both surveys (Alaimo et al. 2008; Algert et al. 2016; Kegler et al. 2020) and randomized
controlled trials (Alaimo et al. 2023; Bail et al. 2018; Savoie-Roskos et al. 2017). And
wild food harvesters self-report that hunting, fishing, and foraging enhance their dietary
diversity and quality (Ahmed et al. 2022). In a high-income context, foods that provide
fewer calories but are more nutrient rich can be beneficial for a health-conscious
conception of food security (Benton 2016).

Interviewees also claimed that self-provisioned foods were safer than store-
bought foods, which might have been sprayed with pesticides or ultra-processed. (Note
that while food safety is part of “adequacy” in the 5 As framework, it also is a component
of the utilization pillar.) A few informants mentioned potential contamination from heavy
metals in soils or persistent pollutants in the bodies of game animals, but they mostly
figured that commercially produced food was worse. Ryan said that self-provisioning
supports their physical health “because I have health problems, that poor food, eating
food that | can afford to eat, bought from grocery stores—I can't eat anything with
chemicals in it.”

5.4.4 Acceptability
Another way non-market production supports food security is by providing food

that meets people’s dietary restrictions and preferences, including for culturally relevant
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foods. Many wild-harvested foods, like fiddleheads or moose meat, have cultural
importance but are not typically sold in stores—or if they are, they tend to be expensive.
Migrant gardeners, similarly, grow specific crops from home that are not available
commercially in Vermont or Maine (Mares 2019).

Several interviewees claimed the food they grow or wild harvest simply tastes
better than its commercially available equivalent. Paul said, “I certainly can taste a flavor
difference in the pork that I raise myself ... they are literally outside in the woods, tearing
down trees and eating, you know, bugs and stuft.”

For some people, non-market food production is itself a dietary preference, for
cultural or ethical reasons. Cooper, who called his seven-person household a “modern-
day Abenaki longhouse,” said, “We try to raise and grow as much as we can.” Hazel can
afford meat but will not purchase it, saying, “If we don't get a deer this year, there's
serious consequences for that. If we don't have food in the freezer, we're not going to go
buy commercially processed food.” For Anthony, practices like foraging and gleaning are
beautiful because they involve “trading personal preference for willing participation. ...
It's saying, ‘What's in abundance? And how do I learn to take this rather than to take
something else?’” In these cases, non-market production aligns with practitioners’ values.

Non-market production may also shift people’s preferences toward healthier
foods. This process sits at the intersection of acceptability, adequacy, and utilization.
Patty said, “I think about kids, they’re so much more apt to eat things they grow. They
really say, ‘Ew’ to that green bean that’s brought in from the store. But if they pick it,

they try it in the garden, so I think it really contributes to those healthy habits.” Studies
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consistently find that school gardening programs increase children’s preferences for
vegetables (Evans et al. 2012; Langellotto and Gupta 2012; Savoie-Roskos et al. 2017),
though some research suggests this has limited effect on their intake because children
have little influence on household procurement decisions (Triador et al. 2015).

5.4.5 Agency

Non-market production makes one an active participant in the chain of
relationships that feeds them. Our informants described providing for oneself as
satisfying in itself. Some appreciated learning about and connecting with the organisms
that become food, the ecosystems they live in, and the processes involved in transforming
those raw organisms into something edible or even delectable. Self-provisioning was said
to generate self-efficacy, which a few respondents related to food security. Carl said, “I
absolutely think food self-sufficiency is food security.”

Several informants remarked that producing foods one prefers in conditions of
their choosing gives them control over their food sources. Joseph, a white researcher who
works with Bhutanese-Nepali refugees in Vermont, called it “having more sovereignty
over your food choices,” linking non-market production to the notion of food sovereignty
(Forum for Food Sovereignty 2007). He also mentioned how practices that are not
economically efficient from a short-run, food access perspective might support longer-
term food security in part because of the agency they offer: “Even if it's expensive based
on the cost of inputs and the labor time that you put into it, just having that there and
knowing that you have an additional resource that’s largely under your own control, I

think that's a very physical aspect of security.” In other words, self-provisioning affords
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food agency that can in turn contribute to the availability and stability dimensions of food
security.
5.4.6 Stability

Self-provisioning produces punctuated abundances. Some are seasonal
cornucopias like August zucchinis and others are stochastic bonanzas like harvesting a
moose. Our informants described how, with the right knowhow and materials, households
can string together a considerable portion of their food supply year-round through ice
fishing, maple sugaring, potato growing, mushroom picking, hog raising, turkey hunting,
and canning garden surpluses, among many other seasonal activities. Joseph reported that
often the resettled refugees he works with “have multiple chest freezers full and ... tons
and tons of stuff dried.” Because we spoke mainly with expert practitioners, we take their
accounts to represent exceptionally successful cases, overall. Non-market production can
contribute to seasonal stability in household food supply in northern New England, but it
often does not.

Our key informants, however, talked much more about long-term stability,
especially through crises. When asked how non-market production interacts with food
security, they conceptualized food security as robust food access through diverse possible
scenarios, including job loss, economic downturns, natural disasters, and global
pandemics.

Some interviewees spoke of feeding their families through past hard times,
including the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic. Memories of family relying on

hunting and gardening for food security in the past shape northern New Englanders’
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contemporary conceptions of this relationship (Boglioli 2009). But more informants
referenced the future. “People we talk to in the garden kind of have this sense of, let's get
into doing this, because someday we might need it,” said Patty. Sloane said, “Those are
going to be the skills I think that are really needed and really called upon in my
apocalyptic vision of the future.” What is coming is unknown, but climate breakdown,
according to both our informants and the scientific literature, will bring extreme weather
events and economic disruptions (Collins et al. 2013).

Self-provisioning, thus, was portrayed as a skills-based safety net for feeding
oneself from the landscape, come what may, from the distant past to the climate-change
future. Carl said, “If I grow my own food or I know that I can go into nature and eat
what’s out there for me, I never have to worry about where my next meal is coming from,
which is what food insecurity is really all about.”

This skills-based safety net is a feeling of food security, according to several
informants. Eli said, “Psychologically, it probably helps with food security, because
you'd say to yourself, well, you know what, if things really went to the pot, | could
probably get a deer. Now | might not do it legally. | might not follow the rules. I might go
out at night with a light or put out salt or bait or you know, something, but | could. I
could get some meat.” Ryan added,

There's all these supply chain disruptions, all these issues going on that

affect people’s ability to procure food through traditional channels. ... The

ability to forage even if it’s for, say, something like the false Solomon’s

seal berries—Ilike yeah, not that tasty but edible ...—if there's a massive

power outage and every grocery store in town has to throw out all their
food, I'm not going to starve. And neither are the people | care about.
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But success is far from guaranteed in food production. Informants contradicted
themselves, saying both that non-market production gives them control over their food
supply and that it can be unreliable for reasons outside their control. Eli described the
success rate of hunting by saying, “There's a pretty high percentage of people that don't
bring any meat.” In 2021, just 19% of Vermont’s active hunters harvested a deer
(Vermont Fish & Wildlife 2021). Similarly, pests often destroy garden crops and foraging
trips can vyield little or no food. Extreme weather events can decimate non-market
harvests just as fully as the commercial food supply. The randomness of unanticipated
bounties—for instance a good fishing day—also limits their contribution to the stability
part of food security. Overall, it seems likely that in many cases, uncertainty diminishes
food self-provisioning’s ability to ensure food security.

5.4.7 Sustainability

With wild foods, there is a potential contradiction between short-run and long-run
food security: if enough people hunted like their food intake depended on it, the
populations of game species would eventually dwindle. The same could be said for most
fish and edible wild plants. But our informants tended to draw more attention to how
abundant most wild foods are, including species like deer that are overpopulated in some
areas for lack of predators. This is an area for further research: we hypothesize that most
game, fish, and foraged species would not last long if Vermont and Maine’s 2 million
people started to rely more heavily on wild foods.

Yet today’s industrial agriculture already attains short-run food security (for

some) via methods that undermine the land’s ability to produce food in the future
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(Campbell et al. 2017). And its consequences are elsewhere: markets allow Vermonters
and Mainers to eat from distant, damaged landscapes (Clapp 2015). Anthony articulated
how these contradictions might play out in a hypothetical relocalized food system: “If we
could live alongside our consequences, the possibility of the food security for future
generations is going to drastically reduce our current food security, perhaps.” Other
informants were more optimistic that non-market production is more sustainable because
it makes the effects of food provisioning more visible to eaters.

Throughout our interviews, informants shifted fluidly between immediate and
long-term food security, as well as between food security in normal times and during
exceptional crises. The “at all times” aspect seems essential to their conceptions of food
security (FAO 2001, 149), at least in relation to non-market production.

Several interviewees questioned this study’s individualistic framing of food
security as something households, or even species, could achieve in isolation. The
definition that emerged from the World Food Summit is unmistakably collective: “when
all people, at all times” have enough food (FAO, 2001, 149, emphasis added). Food
security in this sense cannot be achieved household by household, and maybe cannot
even be measured at that level. Chris and Anthony described non-market production as a

set of practices that could—or might not—be of service to a greater-than-human whole.

5.5 Discussion
Our informants’ accounts and the scientific literature demonstrate that non-market
food production can enhance every regularly recognized dimension of food security. This

result expands Lucy Diekmann and colleagues’ (2020) findings from gardening to all
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common methods of food self-provisioning, and from the “5 As” to the “pillars” of food
security. Even for households that have enough to eat, non-market food production may
improve their ability to meet nutritional needs or obtain culturally important ingredients,
as well as people’s sense of agency in their foodways. For households that do not
otherwise have enough to eat, non-market production can make the difference between
being hungry and being fed.
5.5.1 Non-market food production as resilience

Non-market food production can make food available and accessible when
markets cannot. When supermarket shelves or people’s bank accounts are empty, self-
provisioning becomes crucial. The early months of the COVID-19 pandemic brought
such crises of both food supply and food demand: on the supply side, many retailers and
restaurants closed and certain grocery items were scarce (Taylor et al. 2020); on the
demand side, more than a quarter of the U.S. labor force experienced income disruption
as a result of furlough, underemployment, or job loss (Groshen 2020). In Vermont, over
50% of survey respondents reported job loss or disruption (Niles et al. 2020a). It is no
surprise that measured food insecurity increased dramatically (McCarthy et al. 2022;
Niles et al. 2020a). Nor is it surprising that, in that context, engaging in non-market
production was associated with improved household food security from 2020 to 2021
(Niles et al. 2023). Several of our key informants expressed that self-provisioning kept
their households—and their neighbors’ households—food-secure during the pandemic.

When market food is insufficiently available or accessible, people around the world
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expand their food gardens (Schupp and Sharp 2012; Vavra et al. 2018) and turn to wild
foods (Gilbert et al. 2021; Redzi¢ 2010; Shackleton et al. 2011).

Non-market production thus supports food stability. Petr Jehlicka and colleagues
(2019) frame this as resilience. And they cast it in a positive light: not the defensive
resilience of coping strategies but a proactive resilience that insures food security against
future misfortunes. They draw on Amartya Sen’s (1981; 1983) entitlement approach,
which points out that one can acquire goods like food in three ways: through exchange
(purchasing it), transfer (receiving it as a gift or via food assistance programs), and
production. It is not that non-market food production is necessarily more disaster-proof
than commercial food production (though it may be; this is an empirical question). It is
that non-market sources diversify one’s dietary portfolio in a risky foodscape. Other
scholars in diverse contexts have argued that acquiring food from a mix of market and
non-market sources promotes resilient food security (e.g. Barthel and Isendahl 2013;
Bellon et al. 2022; Tatebayashi et al. 2018). Informants in the present study replicated
Jehlicka and coauthors’ (2019) discourse on self-provisioning’s preventative, future-
oriented contributions to food security.

For the rural poor, though, lacking food availability and access are more continual
conditions than periodic crises. One study found that in one-third of Vermont’s 15
poorest census tracts the average household was more than 10 miles from the nearest
food retailer bigger than a convenience store (McEntee and Agyeman 2010). Non-market
production may play a pivotal role in the food security of households that have little

money for food and nowhere nearby to buy it. A study of six low-income rural
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communities in Maine found that two-thirds of households gardened, hunted, or raised
livestock (Hartley et al. 2011).
5.5.2 Implications for measuring food security

Non-market production contributes to food security in ways that typical indicators
do not measure. This finding implies the need for new indicators of household food
security.

Most importantly, our results suggest that food security screeners should not limit
their scope to money-mediated food access. The USDA survey modules ask about having
enough money for food, rather than asking about food directly, because they are based on
defining food security as the “assured ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially
acceptable ways (that is, without resorting to emergency food supplies, scavenging,
stealing, or other coping strategies)” (Anderson 1990, 1560). In other words, they assume
that market food is socially acceptable, and non-market food is not—and thus obtaining it
is a way to cope with food insecurity rather than a way to achieve food security. Yet our
key informants suggested that self-provisioning is in fact socially acceptable, if not
downright celebrated, even when one really does need the food. Improved instruments for
evaluating household food security should allow respondents to determine which
procurement methods are acceptable.

Even then, experience-based indicators like the USDA modules measure little
more than the access pillar. Capturing nutritional adequacy, cultural acceptability, and
seasonal and interannual stability presents a formidable challenge. Fortunately, multiple

indicators can be used to measure the varied dimensions of food security (Clapp et al.

217



2022). Stability, however, is particularly tricky to gauge, since the future cannot be
studied empirically (but see Mude et al. 2009). To assess the sort of long-run food
security to which our interviewees referred, survey questions must ask about people’s
perception of their households’ food access in the past, present, and uncertain future.
5.5.3 Implications for achieving food security

Our findings suggest that the nascent body of evidence linking non-market food
production to household food security scarcely scratches the surface of the ways that
gardening, hunting, fishing, foraging, and home livestock support diverse dimensions of
food security. Moreover, these activities support food security “for an active and healthy
life” (FAO 2001, 149) not just through food acquired but via its acquisition. Informants
cited exercise, time outdoors, and myriad mental health benefits they associated with the
practices (see Online Resource 2). Research consistently finds that non-market food
production is good for mental and physical health (Clatworthy et al. 2013; Soga et al.
2017; Tu 2022; Tu and Chiu 2020; Wang et al. 2022; Wheeler et al. 2020).

There is no need to wait for better measures of food security to start taking this
conclusion seriously. Policies and programs can assist people who are already interested
in self-provisioning surmount the barriers to gardening, hunting, fishing, foraging, and
raising livestock. Such interventions could include building garden plots, providing
public transport to public lands and fishing access points, amending rules to allow wild-
food harvesting in more places where doing so makes ecological sense, expanding
educational programs like master gardeners and hunting apprenticeships, and offering

free equipment, seeds, and other materials to low-income individuals. Informants were
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clear that as people become more skilled and better equipped, non-market food
production becomes a more viable strategy to improve food security. And again,
members of food-insecure households report facing barriers to self-provisioning success
at higher rates (Angle et al. 2023). If we are to promote the growth of non-market food
production, there is also a need for feasibility studies to assess how much food can be

sustainably grown and wild-harvested from specific landscapes.

5.6 Conclusion

Vermonters and Mainers like to say that they were so poor they never noticed
when the Great Depression hit (Butterfield 1982; Judd 1978; Silverstein 1995). The
reality is that unemployment and poverty soared in the early 1930s, and northern New
Englanders got through hard times largely through self-provisioning and sharing,
practices that remain prevalent today (Sherman et al. 2004). Many households maintained
some semblance of food stability through the disruptions associated with COVID-19
much the same way, according to quantitative (Niles et al. 2021c) and now qualitative
evidence.

Informants depicted non-market food production as a safety net woven with skills.
They attested that self-provisioning can sustain long-run, crisis-resilient access to healthy,
preferred foods. This portrayal aligns with official definitions of food security but not the
standard indicators for measuring it. We therefore conclude that existing research
understates non-market production’s contributions to food security, and call for the

development of new scales that can measure the diverse dimensions of food security that
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may be supported by gardening, hunting, trapping, fishing, gathering, and livestock

raising.
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6. THE CASE FOR STUDYING NON-MARKET FOOD PRACTICES:
A SYNTHESIS OF CRITIQUES OF FOOD MARKETS!

The manner of buying and selling was no different from what he had
observed at the fairs in Scariff. Men trying to get the best of each other,
then spitting in their palms and slapping hands to seal a bargain.

—Peter Behrens (2006), The Law of Dreams

Abstract

Markets dominate the world’s food systems. Today’s food systems fail to realize the
normative foundations of ecological economics: justice, sustainability, efficiency, and
value pluralism. Drawing on empirical and theoretical literature from diverse intellectual
traditions, | argue that markets, as an institution for governing food systems, hinder the
realization of these objectives. Markets allocate food toward money, not hunger. They
encourage shifting costs on others, including nonhuman nature. They rarely signal
unsustainability, and in many ways cause it. They do not resemble the efficient markets
of economic theory. They organize food systems according to exchange value at the
expense of all other social, cultural, spiritual, moral, and environmental values. | argue
that food systems can approach the objectives of ecological economics roughly to the
degree that they subordinate market mechanisms to social institutions that embody those
values. But such “embedding” processes, whether through creating state policy or
alternative markets, face steep barriers and can only partially remedy food markets’
inherent shortcomings. Thus, ecological economists should also study, promote, and
theorize non-market food systems.

6.1 Introduction

Food production uses about 40 percent of the land on earth, releases a quarter of
all greenhouse gas emissions, and irrigates with nine-tenths of the world’s water
consumption (Foley et al. 2011; Vermeulen et al. 2012; D6ll and Siebert 2002). It drives
deforestation, toxification, eutrophication, freshwater scarcity, species extinctions, and
climate change, all of which threaten humanity’s collective ability to feed ourselves in the

future (Steffen et al. 2015; Siebert et al. 2010; Godfray 2011). Worse yet, global food

! This article was published in Sustainability as “The case for studying non-market food systems” (Bliss
2019b). | have made very minor changes for formatting, proofreading, and accuracy.
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systems do not even adequately feed humanity today. An estimated 821 million humans
suffer from chronic food deprivation and at least a billion more experience hunger
because of unequal distribution within households, high-activity livelihoods, seasonal
food insecurity, micronutrient deficiencies, or intestinal parasites that inhibit absorption
(FAO et al. 2018; Chappell 2018; Hickel 2016). Meanwhile, 9 percent of global crop
calories feed biofuel refineries and other industrial processes instead of humans. Another
36 percent feed livestock capable of digesting wild foods that humans cannot, who return
less than one-tenth of those crop calories back to humans in the form of meat, eggs, and
dairy (Cassidy et al. 2013). And around one-quarter of global edible food calories, or
one-third of the mass of food production, ends up wasted (Gustavsson et al. 2011;
Kummu et al. 2012). One-eighth of the world’s adults are obese while more than one-
fifth of children under five suffer from stunted growth as a result of undernourishment
(FAO et al. 2018). Hunger exists amid plenty, want amid waste. Food systems ransack
ecosystems and fail to meet a basic human need. They are rightly already a priority for
ecological economics research.

Markets govern much of global food systems. Moral philosopher Michael Sandel
(2012; 2013) calls for a public debate about where markets serve the public good and
where they do not. He argues that we need moral reasoning, not just economics, to decide
which social interactions and practices should be governed by market mechanisms. This
debate has dealt with whether markets should govern immigration, friendship, queues,
medical treatment, university admissions, and the distribution of human organs, wombs,

and blood (Hansmann 1989; Twine 2015; Titmuss 1971). Within ecological economics,
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lively disputes deliberate the ethics and effectiveness of using markets and market-based
instruments to address environmental issues, with particular attention to monetary
valuation of ecosystem services (Kallis et al. 2013; Gsottbauer et al. 2015; GOomez-
Baggethun and Muradian 2015; Farley et al. 2015). Jean-David and Julien-Francois
Gerber (2017) have argued that immunizing society from market dependence in
general—decommodification—should be a foundation of ecological economics. Yet,
whether markets for food serve the public good is a question that has been absent from
ecological economics’ research agenda. This article aims to spark this line of inquiry by
decisively taking the negative position.

Non-market food systems, similarly, have received little systematic attention as an
alternative. A meticulous online search yielded just 23 articles about non-market food
systems published in the journal Ecological Economics.? Other disciplines —

anthropology in particular (Berking 1999) — have studied non-market food systems,

2 Using Web of Science (in June 2020), | searched for Ecological Economics articles that had both the topic
“food” and at least one other topic keyword associated with non-market economies: “non-market” (1
result); variants of the words “gift” (gift*, 1); variants of “sharing” (shar*, 23); “subsistence” (13);
“informal” (1); “reciprocity” (1); “home garden” (1); “self-reliance” (2); and several other search terms that
returned zero results. | then read article abstracts to determine which focused primarily or partially on non-
market food systems. | discarded duplicates and research whose only contribution was to place imaginary
monetary values on non-market things. This yielded ten articles (Sierra et al. 1999; Bekele and Drake 2003;
Delang 2006; Franzen and Eaves 2007; Roessler et al. 2008; Calvet-Mir et al. 2012; Poe et al. 2015;
Michelini et al. 2018; Napitupulu et al. 2018; Nielsen et al. 2018). A Web of Science search using only the
topic “subsistence” (54 results) yielded five more articles about non-market food systems (Luckert et al.
2000; Berman and Kofinas 2004; Faasen and Watts 2007; Zhang et al. 2007; Halimani et al. 2010). |
identified three more articles via Google Scholar with the search terms “ecological economics,” “food,”
and “gift” (Trosper 2002; Reyes-Garcia et al. 2015; Generoso 2015). Searching for “ecological
economics,” “food,” and “sharing” produced one more (Barthel and Isendahl 2013). An Elsevier search of
Ecological Economics articles with “food” in the title yielded 66 articles, 4 of which focused wholly or
partly on non-market food (Church et al. 2015; Lysenko and Schott 2019; Paudel 2018; Schulp et al. 2014).
Of the 23 total articles identified, 12 focus on the Global South, 9 on the Global North (two of which study
Indigenous communities in the arctic), and 2 on past societies. Twelve look at wild-harvested food, 8 at
agriculture and husbandry, and 3 include some of both. Sixteen are empirical papers, 5 are reviews or
historical research, and 2 are modeling studies.
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mostly in traditional societies, somewhat disconnectedly from the critique of markets.
Yet people everywhere and at all times garden, hunt, fish, forage, and glean food that is
not for sale. Food sharing is a universal human trait (Gurven and Jaeggi 2015). Humans
share food within families more than any other mammal and between unrelated
individuals in complex patterns unique among all organisms (Kaplan and Gurven 2005).
Even in the cores of neoliberal capitalism, where markets mediate most economic
activity, people produce food to share, gift, and consume within the household. While the
emerging body of research on urban farming and local food has focused mainly on
commercial production and exchange (Hinrichs 2000; Tregear 2011; Artmann and
Sartison 2018), food systems based on reciprocity, redistribution, and self-production are
nearly always local. Some of these non-market food systems may serve the public good
better than markets, or as a complement to markets. Others may not. Non-market food
systems deserve careful study to learn, together with their participants, about how they
might promote the public good. This article, then, also makes the case for studying non-
market food systems.

| begin by offering a definition of markets and reviewing some typologies of
markets. Ecological economists, | speculate, have neglected to question markets for food
or study non-market food systems because food is inherently rivalrous, made excludable
by coercive institutions, and produced for sale in global, complex, path-dependent,
power-laden systems. Yet these reasons do not suffice to make market food systems
desirable; nor do they warrant omitting non-market food systems from the research

agenda of ecological economics. | draw on diverse literatures to argue that markets
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inhibit progress toward justice, sustainability, efficiency, and pluralism—the normative
ends of ecological economics—in food systems. Next, | critically examine common
proposals to remedy the shortcomings of food markets: regulating or supplementing
markets through the state and constructing alternative, “ethical” food markets. I argue
that food systems can approach the objectives of ecological economics roughly to the
degree that they subordinate market mechanisms to social institutions with other logics
and values. Therefore, food systems entirely without markets are, at the very least,
worthy of consideration. By way of conclusion, | propose some preliminary, imprecise
outlines of a program for empirical investigation, practical action, and theory building in
the realm of non-market food systems.
6.1.1 On markets

A market is an institution that enables buying and selling with prices. This
institution can be a physical space, a shared ritual, a set of norms, or any combination
thereof. The preceding definition combines all three ways that theorists have defined
what a market is (Rosenbaum 2000): based on what it looks like (prices, in this case),
what it does (enables buying and selling), and what institutions or assemblages underlie it
(a physical space, shared ritual, and/or set of norms). Myriad other definitions based on
different observational, functional, and structural factors exist.®> There is no “correct”
definition of a market. Any delineation is valuable only insofar as it is useful for the
purpose at hand. Mine will work well to distinguish market from non-market food

systems because prices imply specified, generally repeatable terms of trade. This

3 Many market theorists, however, somehow neglect to define the thing they study (see Rosenbaum 2000;
Lie 1997).
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excludes communal sharing, many centralized redistribution systems, non-simultaneous
reciprocal gift exchange, and, | suspect, most barter.*

There are many types of markets. Many typologies of markets, in fact.
Neoclassical economics treats markets as relatively homogenous institutions. Economics
textbooks tend to distinguish between types of markets based only on how they deviate
from the theoretical ideal of perfect competition in a self-regulating market system
generating socially optimal equilibria. Markets are “distorted” in the case of natural
monopolies, common-pool resources, public goods, and the ubiquitous benefits and
harms to others not involved in the transaction. Heterodox economists and other social
scientists have proposed further market typologies based on completeness of contracts,
the roles of participants, and other aspects that make real markets differ from market
theory (Bowles 1991; Aspers 2007). By contrast, classical political economists such as
Adam Smith (1776), David Ricardo (1821), and Karl Marx (1859) differentiated their
theorizing about markets based on what was being bought and sold: goods, land, labor,
and credit have different characteristics and different people buy and sell them in much
different contexts and through different institutions.

Echoing these thinkers’ concerns, Karl Polanyi (1944) argued that labor and land
could never be governed entirely by markets because real people and ecosystems are not
produced for sale and have needs that markets cannot meet or account for. But this

arrangement is exactly what was desired by early 19th-century capitalists, who needed

4 Note that the conceptual definition proposed in this paragraph differs from the operational definition |
have used in the empirical sections of this dissertation. The definition used here is meant to apply
consistently across time and space, and need not be communicated quickly and effectively to laypersons in
interviews.
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steady access to workers and inputs, and by economists, who urged the establishment of
these markets for factors of production in order to discipline the poor and organize
society in service of industry (Townsend 1971 [1786]; Malthus 1798; Ricardo 1821).
Classical economists theorized and promoted an all-encompassing self-regulating market
system even as they admitted that land, labor, and money differed in important ways from
other commaodities. Polanyi called these fictitious commaodities. He and other scholars of
economic anthropology also conceptually separated external markets for trading between
communities from internal markets for trading within them; societies without all-
encompassing market systems do not have the latter, internal type of markets, but instead
rely on systems of reciprocity, redistribution, and self-production to meet needs and
desires within communities (Sahlins 1974; Graeber 2009).

Polanyi saw a fundamental distinction between markets embedded in social
institutions and the disembedded markets of an all-encompassing market economy that
can only work properly—that is, self-regulate according to economic theory—when all
other cultural and political governance mechanisms are subordinated to it. That is, the
market system requires disembedding markets from social institutions, such that the
market itself provides the set of rules guiding economic behavior and decision making.
States intentionally disembed markets by forcibly creating markets for labor, land, and
most everything else. Yet people and other beings fight back against full subjection to the
whims of the market. Fully disembedded markets would destroy society and nature,
Polanyi argues. So societies regulate, constrain, modify, and escape markets to retain the

influence of non-market norms and values. This re-embedding counter-movement thus
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subordinates the market to other social institutions. One could inexactly place all markets
on a spectrum between embedded and disembedded (see Figure 6.1). Since markets can
be thought of as patterns of behavior that follow institutionalized rules, markets
embedded in non-market social institutions are extremely diverse, while increasingly
disembedded markets more and more closely resemble the ultimately unrealizable
theoretical ideal of the self-regulating market system. This suggests that the
disembedded—really less-embedded—markets of a market economy represent a purer
form of market, freer from the muddying influences of particular cultures, places, and
non-market institutions.

Markets for foods are in many ways their own type (van der Ploeg 2016). Food is
a human physiological necessity, without which we do not exist. Foods are organisms
that comprise the ecosystems of which we form part. Food is the basis of rituals in every
culture. Markets for other things that are essential, ecological, or culturally important
share some of the characteristics of food markets I describe below. Some aspects of food
markets apply to virtually all markets. Therefore, many of the hypotheses and contentions
I make below can inform a research agenda questioning whether markets serve the public
good in the case of not just food but any chosen good or service, especially other
essential, ecological, and culturally important resources such as housing, water, or
medicines.

Food markets are also quite diverse (van der Ploeg 2016). Again, diversity
corresponds with embeddedness: local, weekly (embedded) marketplaces each have their

own norms and quirks, while (disesmbedded) markets for agricultural commodities like
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wheat are global and rather homogenous. But even market food exchange that is highly
embedded in social relations—farmers selling raw milk at negotiated prices to their
neighbors, for example—cannot necessarily be considered a spontaneous or fully
autonomous phenomenon because internal markets for things like food exist only where
states have turned land and labor into commodities by enclosing commons and destroying
social institutions of reciprocity and redistribution (Polanyi 1944). Yet ecological
economists have tended to treat food markets as essentially inevitable. Why have food
markets hardly been questioned? How have non-market food systems escaped careful
consideration?
6.1.2 Food markets seem inevitable

Ecological economists have neglected to systematically evaluate the desirability
of food markets or develop any coherent body of knowledge on non-market food systems
for sets of reasons that overlap considerably. Therefore, 1 combine my conjectured
motives for omitting these two areas of inquiry—or lacks of motives for studying them,
as it were—into a single list.

First, food is a private good according to economic theory (Samuelson 1954).
This is because food is rival and excludable. It is rival because you cannot eat food | eat.
It is excludable because legal institutions backed by the threat of violence can prevent
you from taking food that is my property. A systematic review of English-language
academic texts since 1900 found nearly 50,000 references to food as a commodity or
private good and just 179 to food as a commons or public good (Vivero Pol 2017b).

Authors overwhelmingly referred to “food as” a commodity, commons, or public good
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but wrote that “food is” a private good, suggesting that scholarly understandings of food
have been dominated by neoclassical economic thinking. According to economists,
private goods should be traded in markets. Supposedly costly non-market governance
mechanisms should be “saved” for things that are non-rival, non-excludable, or both.
Moreover, the study of economics in general has confined itself to the study of markets
(Lie 1997).

Second, food is actually produced for market, unlike labor, land, money, and most
ecosystem services (Polanyi 1944). Fellow ecological economists write, “Following
Polanyi's scheme, some commodities are not fictitious; they are produced for sale and
exchange. There is no problem with valuing tomatoes with money” (Kallis et al. 2013,
101). Food itself and most factors required to produce it can be and have been private
property (De Schutter et al. 2019). In fact, history suggests that the fictitious
commodification of land and labor (which are not produced for sale) triggered the
widespread development of food markets. Thus, food itself is produced for market at
least in part because of the creation of markets for things that are not.

Third, ecological economists may believe that markets are the least bad of all
options for governing food systems. Food systems are complex, and markets simplify
exchange and obviate continual deliberations. Coordinating production and distribution
across space and time is difficult without markets (Kallis et al. 2013). Markets have
existed before and outside of capitalism (Polanyi 1944). This all contributes to the
seemingly pervasive belief that markets and central planning are the only two options for

coordinating economic activity in large-scale societies (Lindblom 2001). Maybe scholars
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are unable to imagine widespread, desirable, non-market, non-state food systems, and
thus discount existing examples as uninteresting or not useful in thinking about systemic
alternatives. Or maybe they can envision such systems but consider them unrealistic or
bound to fail.

Fourth, the omission may be pragmatic. The hunger and ecological destruction in
the food system are urgent and economic institutions exhibit considerable path
dependence (Ghezzi and Mingione 2007). Authors may feel compelled to propose
remedies that can be implemented in today’s capitalist world. More to the point,
researchers may be trying to come up with solutions that are attractive to actors in
positions to enact sweeping changes; they may be pandering to people in power with
politically palatable reforms. Ecological economists tend to carry out research that is
relevant to designing government policies and programs. Findings about non-market food
systems will often seem relevant only to their participants.

Finally, the beneficiaries and proponents of market food systems have political
power in the academy and in society. Some parts of this phenomenon feel rather
innocent. Market exchange of food eludes examination perhaps because buying and
selling food feels natural; most people trade money for food in the marketplace almost
daily in the urban areas where universities are located. Similarly, non-market food
systems might be cast as hobbies or marginal sources of nutrition because this is how
prominent scholars experience them. Research tends to reflect the worldviews researchers
have been trained to accept and adopt, both in their academic formation and through life

experience (Chilisa 2012). Ignoring non-market food systems, for example, reinforces the
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marginalization of unpaid, reproductive work in capitalism. | explain below how market
food systems serve and reinforce the dominant systems of power, which play an outsize
role in determining research agendas—and, indirectly, findings—through state and
philanthropic disbursement of funds as well as the institutions that assign academic
prestige. Social facts cannot be separated from values (Spash 2012), and interrogating
market food systems or exploring non-market ones may well uncover facts that threaten
the values of those in power.

To sum up: food is a rival good that political institutions make excludable. It is
produced intentionally for sale in markets that would be quite difficult to abolish or
replace. These are necessary but not sufficient criteria for justifying the ecological-
economic desirability of market food systems. They in no way refute the call to
systematically analyze, encourage, and theorize non-market food systems. Indeed, the
role of uneven power relations in setting research agendas suggests that ecological
economics’ purported normative orientation toward justice might by itself motivate
studying food systems without markets.

Table 6.1 proposes a rubric for determining the goods, services, and resources for
which markets can serve the public good (these criteria are elaborated and refined in Bliss
and Egler 2020). This scheme loosely draws on the criteria for deciding whether to accept
monetary valuations of resources or ecosystem services proposed by Kallis and
colleagues (2013). Ecological economists to date have concentrated on the first four
criteria—rivalry, excludability, non-fictitiousness, and complexity. They have also

frequently supposed, often without stating so, that the corruptness criterion is met, by
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assuming that governments are the only available non-market institution for managing
economic systems and that they would generally do so less desirably than decentralized
market coordination. The desirability criterion is novel; it adapts Sandel’s conception of
serving the public good to the normative foundations of ecological economics. In the
remainder of this article, 1 will argue first that disembedded food markets do not meet this
desirability criterion, and then that ecological economists should study non-market food
systems to reflect on when and where they can, or do, perform more desirably than

market food systems.

Table 6.1 Criteria for assessing whether markets serve the public good

Criterion Markets should govern the production and exchange of something if...
Rivalry ...Its consumption subtracts from it or prevents others from consuming it
Excludability ...institutions can prevent specific actors from accessing or consuming it
Non-fictitiousness  ...it is produced for sale
Complexity ...itis produced and exchanged in complex networks of actors
Desirability ...markets can promote justice, sustainability, efficiency, and value pluralism
Corruptness ...non-market institutions would do so undesirably
6.2 Methods

In what follows, | assess the desirability of market-based food systems according
to a set of objectives derived from Daly and Farley’s (2011) three goals for ecological

economics—justice, sustainability, and efficiency>—plus another foundation of the

51 invert Daly and Farley’s (2011) order of the first two of these objectives, placing justice before
sustainability, to facilitate the flow of my argument and to reflect an emerging shift in the priorities of the
young scholars who will become next generation’s ecological economists. The graduate students funded by
the Economics for the Anthropocene project, a three-university research and training initiative in which |
am a student, have continually pushed for greater emphasis on justice in the program’s curriculum and
mission since its inception in 2014. To be sure, Daly and Farley’s focus on sustainability reflects an ethical
obligation akin to justice toward future generations and non-human beings.
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discipline: the weak comparability of values (Martinez-Alier et al. 1998; Spash 2012).
For the latter, I examine markets’ effect on the plurality of values in food systems; since
values are incommensurable, governance must take each into account separately. |
occasionally use the term “desirable” in this article as a shorthand for just, sustainable,
efficient, and value-plural. In the spirit of pluralism, I do not contain my arguments to
single definitions of justice, sustainability, efficiency, or pluralism itself, but instead
explore how market mechanisms interact with multiple conceptions of each of these
foundations.

My argument is decidedly one-sided. The reader interested in reviewing the
theoretical advantages and well-rehearsed defenses of markets should consult any
elementary economics textbook, or marketing materials from food-related firms like
grocery stores or packaged snack manufacturers. My purpose is to synthesize theory and
evidence from diverse disciplines to call food markets’ desirability into question. Some
of the arguments to come refer to characteristics and consequences specific to the
disembedded markets of a market system. If we suppose that markets have some
generalizable properties, functions, or at least regularities beyond the content of the
definition | have proposed, then it follows that markets would exhibit these
characteristics in proportion to the extent that a society subordinates other institutions to
the rules of markets. The disembeddedness of markets vaguely corresponds to the
“marketness” of food systems, or of society (Block 1990). We see evidence for the
generalizability of markets in the fact that capitalist markets in the neoliberal era, when

seemingly everything is for sale, display far less variability than those of traditional
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societies, where markets are limited to special purposes and are subject to strict norms
regarding what can be traded, when, where, how, between whom, how much, and at what
terms of trade. Thus, this assessment refers mainly to the generalities of the former.
However, since no market fully realizes the impossible ideal of disembeddedness,
my contentions capture tendencies in the disembedding process. That is, as non-market
social institutions are increasingly subordinated to markets, those markets increasingly
resemble the markets | describe in the next four sections (on justice, sustainability,
efficiency, and value pluralism). Because neoclassical economic theory portrays
imaginary, perfectly disembedded markets, my assessment draws several insights from it.
Yet | rely more on the critical conceptions of markets from heterodox schools of thought
and other social sciences. In actually existing market economies, unlike in theory,
markets have money and they include not just producers and consumers but participants
whose sole aim is to increase their initial stock of money through buying and selling—
merchants, capitalists, and speculators, namely (Kurien 2015). Because markets are
political and cultural institutions involving interactions between real human beings, |
incorporate understandings of markets from political economy, history, anthropology,
evolutionary biology, psychology, sociology, and behavioral sciences.® Market food
systems necessarily involve human-ecosystem interactions; so the following sections also
employ findings from agroecology, earth systems science, political ecology, conservation

biology, and other environmental sciences.

¢ Interestingly, though, markets in experimental settings — which might be as close as science can get to
studying a fully disesmbedded market — somewhat corroborate neoclassical theory’s much-maligned
assumptions about human economic behavior: markets do make people self-interested, calculating, and
insatiable.
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My approach is one of critical realism. This meta-theoretical position in the social
sciences calls for identifying and illuminating the structures and mechanisms—those of
markets, in this case—that play a part in producing phenomena of interest, such as the
injustice and unsustainability of the world’s food systems (Lawson 1997). The
responsibility of markets for creating, or at least facilitating the creation of, the
undesirable state of today’s food systems has been severely underestimated, or at a
minimum underexplored. As a preanalytic vision, critical realism posits an objective
reality that humans can know, but never with full accuracy or certainty (Spash 2012).
This assessment of food markets is transdisciplinary because molecules, cells, brains,
organisms, societies, ecosystems, earth systems, and so on are ontologically different, and
so must be studied by a plurality of sciences. Moreover, different, at times incompatible,
ways of knowing, approaches to inquiry, and even beliefs about reality can each be useful
for forming tentatively reliable understandings of diverse facets of a world that is
ultimately unknowable. They can challenge or substantiate each other’s truth claims, or
create new knowledge together. The research agenda | propose thus encompasses plural
philosophical perspectives. Multiple methodologies are needed to study if, when, where,

why, and how market and non-market food systems serve the public good.

6.3 Results

6.3.1 Food markets are unjust
Markets are procedurally unjust because they give actors say over economic
decision making in proportion to their purchasing power and access to capital for

investment. This allots power to the wealthy. Markets warp food systems, and entire
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economies, toward what rich people want. They are political institutions. Where
economic inequality exists, markets are undemocratic since they operate on the principle
of one dollar, one vote. They remove collectively important choices from the realm of
public deliberation and decision making, handing the reins directly to property owners
(Cohen and Rogers 1992). Additionally, market power, incomplete contracts, non-
clearing markets, and other conditions can make one party to an exchange dominant over
another (Bowles 1991). These power imbalances can undermine the voluntariness of
exchange (Sandel 2013). In the case of food, exchange is rarely fully voluntary: one
cannot choose to refrain from eating, and non-market options are often limited. Food
producers cannot choose to refrain from selling, either. They must accept market prices in
exchange for their produce to maintain their livelihoods and pay for inputs: land, water,
labor, chemicals, seeds, and labor, in the case of farming. In economic terms, the
bargaining power of parties with perfectly inelastic demand or supply is functionally
eliminated. Involuntary exchange is ripe for exploitation.

Markets create distributive injustice, too. They channel benefits to actors in
proportion to their purchasing power, which does not accurately reflect their needs, their
equal share, or even their contributions to society.” Markets do not distinguish between
luxury and sufficiency; food goes to whoever can and will pay the market price. This
systematically punishes markets’ poorest and most marginalized participants. Many
people cannot afford enough market food to meet their basic nutritional needs.

Meanwhile, others pay to overeat, waste food, and direct edible crops to livestock and

7 These correspond to the three most typical principles of distributive social justice: need, equality, and
equity (Folger et al. 1995).
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biofuel production (De Schutter et al. 2019).8 Not just the quantity but the quality of food
is distributed unjustly: the world’s urban poor eat addictive, unhealthful, ultra-processed
food-like products manufactured from cheap cash crops, when they eat at all (Monteiro et
al. 2018)

Markets tend to exacerbate economic inequality over time, making distribution
increasingly unjust. Economies of scale favor bigger farms, distributors, retailers, and
input producers over smaller ones. These big players consolidate their power through a
self-reinforcing feedback loop: large retailers prefer to source from large wholesalers,
who buy from large processing firms, who contract with large commodity traders, who
buy from large industrial farms, who get their inputs from large transnational chemical
corporations. This simplifies administration and decreases the costs of regulatory
compliance. It also puts up barriers to market entry for smaller enterprises, who must
compete with oligopolies and oligopsonies of transnational corporations. Independent
producers get squeezed at both ends by powerful megafirms, constraining smallholders’
revenue and farmworkers’ wages (De Schutter et al. 2019). Power dynamics in
bargaining favor wealthier actors. Farmworkers, for example, risk being fired when they
demand decent pay and humane working conditions. Historically, income inequalities
have risen sharply when protections have been removed from market economies, such as
during the neoliberal era of the last four decades (Coburn 2000; Piketty 2014).

Inequalities within countries are at levels not reached since the early 1930s, and

8 Note that biofuels can be produced from non-food crops. In this case, the use of agricultural land for
energy crops instead of food crops can still have perverse consequences for justice and sustainability.
Nevertheless, food production often produces wastes that are useful as biofuel feedstock and not very
useful for human nutrition.
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inequalities between countries remain high despite, or perhaps because of, the
globalization of markets (Atkinson 2015). Finally, market settings might make people
more comfortable with distributive injustice than they otherwise would be. Across
cultures, framing economic experiments as markets leads participants to quickly
converge on highly unequal equilibria (Roth et al. 1991).

Market settings promote behavior that produces injustice by forcing people to try
to maximize what they get and minimize what they give (Spannos 2012). This
encourages an antagonistic ethic. Merely prompting people to think about money makes
them offer less help to others, ask for less help from others, and be generally less
cooperative, caring, and warm in experiments (\Vohs et al. 2006; Vohs 2015). In market
settings, people tend to reallocate their time and effort from relational investments like
trust and community to general investments like their own education (Bowles 1998).
Markets can even trigger moral decay. Some research suggests that markets make people
act more selfishly (Kirman and Teschl 2010). Market settings seem to enable people to
justify actions that in other settings would be unjustifiable (Strutton et al. 1994; Schotter
et al. 1996). The pressures of competition, in particular, can bring about a proliferation of
unethical behavior (Shleifer 2004). In an economic experiment involving lab rats, auction
markets made people significantly more willing to let a rat die for a given sum of money
compared to an individual, non-market condition (Falk and Szech 2013). In the real
world, nearly everyone purchases market food from industrial systems that brutalize
domesticated animals, drench ecosystems in poison, and undercompensate vulnerable

humans working in often appalling conditions. None of this should be surprising. In a
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market that resembles that of economics textbooks, such as buying fruit from one of
many vendors, actors are in a psychological environment characterized by anonymity,
self-regard, mobility, independence, isolation, and calculation (Bowles 1991). Some
sociologists suggest, after all, that markets are to some extent a performance of economic
theory (Callon 1998). Markets affect behavior beyond the marketplace, too, because they
are cultural institutions. Our activity in markets contributes greatly to making us who we
are. Markets create people (Graeber 2006).

Markets create people who are more likely to tolerate and generate injustice.
Markets reduce local material interdependence, social solidarity, and practices of
generosity, since buyers and sellers need not know or care about each other or remember
previous transactions (Simmel 1990 [1900]; Weber 1978 [1922]; Graeber 2006). To the
extent that markets’ extrinsic rewards affect people’s motives to act responsibly, they
probably crowd out intrinsic motivations (Hirsch 1976; Frey and Jegen 2001; Rode et al.
2015). Because the tasks we perform influence the people we become, the fact that
markets ask so little of us ethically suggests a reduction in both the salience of moral
concerns and the capacity for moral reasoning (Bowles 1991; 1998). Indeed, experiments
have found that institutions that align individual and collective incentives—as markets
do, in theory—create a barrier to learning altruistic behavior and moral reasoning
(Frohlich and Oppenheimer 1995). It is not necessarily a good thing to economize on
solidarity, empathy, communication, generosity, and collective decision making. These
are not scarce, rivalrous resources but muscles to be trained (Sandel 2013). Markets

contribute to their weakening. “If gifts make friends, friends make gifts,” wrote Marshall
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Sahlins (1974, 186) of his experiences in tribal society. If strangers make market
exchanges, then market exchanges make strangers, added Sam Bowles (1991).

Markets might make societies more unjust for evolutionary reasons as well.
Natural selection has acted on human evolution at the group level primarily, including by
promoting cooperative cultural adaptations (Wilson and Wilson 2007). Human social
groups transmit culture via sets of norms regarding what is and is not acceptable behavior
(Sober and Wilson 1998, 150). Economic institutions can affect cultural evolution in two
ways: rewards and conformism. In theory, the presence of market institutions leads to a
lower equilibrium population frequency of cooperative, prosocial traits (Bowles 1998).
The more marketness an economy exhibits, the more strongly forces of natural and
cultural selection select for individuals who are self-interested or competitive. Increasing
marketness also reduces the frequency of repeated pair-wise interactions, which makes it
more difficult to sanction violations of norms and reward good behaviors with reputation.
Moral economies that exist to make sure no one goes hungry unless everyone does
eventually break down or wither away (Polanyi 1944; Scott 1977). If market elites
emerge, they use their status to entrench and expand markets (Bowles 1991; Lindblom
2001). If society must protect itself from the harmful consequences of markets, then these
counter-movements, to the extent that they are successful, further entrench markets by
making their effects more acceptable (Polanyi 1944; Jones et al. 2017). Practices that
promote injustice root themselves into the social fabric.

Markets legitimate unjust social relations, too. Across cultures, mythologies

surrounding value tend to conceal the collaborative nature of its creation (Graeber 2006).
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Markets and market-centric economic theory devalue and invisibilize the unwaged labor
of women and non-humans that supports all production (Federici 1975; Daniels 1987;
Perkins 2009; Moore 2018). Markets degrade the unpaid work that sustains them. It is
market economies’ magic that they can pretend to be about something other than making
people and social relations (Bowles 1991; Graeber 2009). Moreover, markets make
inequality and exploitation appear as spontaneous results of countless voluntary
economic interactions, rather than as the outcome of any organized decision-making
process. Thus injustice can feel justified or inevitable. This phenomenon might explain
the finding that people are more willing to consent to injustice in market environments.
Producers in food markets, for example, struggle to provide both adequate wages for
farmworkers and affordable food for low-income families. These two objectives
contradict each other. To farmers, this conundrum could feel like an iron law of
agriculture rather than an attribute of a specific economic institution.

Markets create further distributional injustice when accounting for
nonparticipants. Markets facilitate and reward imposing costs on third parties (Kapp
1950; Vatn and Bromley 1994). Competition drives market actors to shift costs onto the
public (Martinez-Alier and O’Connor 1996). This process most affects those without the
political or economic power to prevent others from taking resources from and dumping
wastes on their environments (Martinez-Alier 2002). The world’s poorest people are the
most dependent on the ecosystems that the global food system pollutes and degrades
(Dasgupta 2005). They are also the least able to afford artificial substitutes to ecosystem

services, to the extent that those exist (Farley et al. 2015). And, as suggested above,
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market participation might make people care less about resultant injustice, because
markets diffuse responsibility (Latané and Nida 1981) and evoke selfish, materialistic
values. The ways that markets enable, normalize, and entrench injustice mutually
reinforce one another.
6.3.2 Food markets are unsustainable

Markets enable and reward environmentally harmful practices. Market food
producers must make their operations financially viable to exist. They have to produce at
a cost lower than the market price. Likewise, markets direct agronomic research,
breeding programs, and technological innovation toward money-making rather than
alternative objectives. These incentives for cost-cutting in fact encourage high-input
production methods because machinery and chemicals are cheaper than labor and land. A
barrel of oil can do the work of 20,000 hours of human labor. Fertilizer can replace
leaving fields fallow for fertility. Society bears many of the costs imposed by machinery,
fuel, pesticides, antibiotics, fertilizers, and irrigation systems, in the form of pollution,
resource depletion, and the degradation of ecosystems on which humanity depends. As
more producers adopt cost-cutting—more accurately cost-shifting—practices,
competition drives down food prices and all must adopt these practices. If many succeed
in increasing production, the oversupply pushes prices down as well (De Schutter et al.
2019). Farmers, fishers, and foragers must produce ever more cheaply to stay afloat,
forever prioritizing short-term financial viability over long-run environmental

sustainability and other goals (Magdoff 2015). Over time, market mechanisms have
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facilitated the industrialization of the food system, which has wrought havoc on
ecosystems around the world.

Markets facilitate the surpassing of sustainable scale, moreover. By continually
motivating and delivering productivity increases, competitive markets free up labor and
resources to produce an ever-greater array and quantity of goods and services. Wave
upon wave of workers flock to cities as food production becomes more labor-efficient,
constructing industry and services on top of an economy’s agricultural foundation.
Increases in material efficiency beget growth that ultimately overwhelms those efficiency
gains, increasing overall resource use (Jevons 1865; Polimeni et al. 2008; York and
McGee 2016). Likewise, yield increases have not spared land from agricultural
encroachment (Rudel et al. 2009; Ewers et al. 2009). Deforestation in fact tends to
increase as production per hectare increases or rural population decreases (Perfecto and
Vandermeer 2010; DeFries et al. 2010). That productivity gains make farming
temporarily more profitable leads to more land in production (Matson and Vitousek
2006). Then, as prices fall in response to oversupply, farmers need to increase production
further to make enough income to support their livelihoods (De Schutter et al. 2019). At
the macro level, increasing land and resource productivity backfires—that is, leads to
greater overall land and resource use—Dbecause these efficiency gains drive growth.
Cheaper food leaves consumers more money to spend on everything else.

Markets also enable economic growth by making exchange itself more efficient;
they decrease transaction costs relative to sharing and gift exchange, which require

established social relationships, some degree of trust, and often cumbersome rituals.

244



State-instituted markets enable trade between strangers and over distance, allowing for
increasing specialization and consequently greater economic efficiency at the macro
level. All these efficiency gains make food cheaper and more abundant, increasing real
incomes and human population, the twin components of growth. Cheap food and raw
materials drive profits as well, increasing the expansion of capital that propels growth in
the long run, pushing human environmental stressors past biophysical thresholds of
sustainability (Moore 2015; Kallis 2018). Some might protest that these are effects of
capitalism, not markets as such. Yet, in the sphere of agriculture, the two are inextricably
intertwined. World-ecological theory traces the origins of capitalism to market-oriented
plantation agriculture, whose slaves were in some instances forced to live by purchasing
market food with wages (Moore 2017). Similarly, political Marxist theorists argue that
capitalism first arose from the genesis of market dependence (Marfany 2012) and market
imperatives (Wood 2009) in the livelihoods of peasants. Once households rely on market
exchange for their social reproduction, the pressures of external competition force them
to “improve” the production process systematically and continually. In sum, the actions
that food system actors, individually and collectively, must take to survive and succeed in
market settings align with neither local environmental protection nor planetary
sustainability.

Yet markets fail to punish the surpassing of sustainable scale. They rarely signal
scarcity or degradation of ecosystems that freely provide resources and services essential
to humanity’s survival. To be sure, policy can create artificial market mechanisms that

govern the use and maintenance of ecological systems whose benefits to humanity are not
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tradable private property. Yet treating ecosystem structures and functions as market
goods is a risky abstraction because ecosystems provide a complex multiplicity of
interrelated attributes that benefit people in critical ways we often cannot comprehend
until they fail (Polanyi 1944; Vatn and Bromley 1994; Norgaard 2010; Murton et al.
2016). At the very least, economic actors will respond to market-based environmental
policy by perpetually shifting costs elsewhere, onto nature or people that have little or no
market value. A literally all-encompassing market system—one in which all of nature’s
benefits and costs to people are bought and sold, or artificially priced—would greatly
extend the injustices of markets that I described above: individuals’ environmental
preferences would count in relation to their purchasing power and poor people would be
forced to cut consumption to reduce their already-meager environmental impact while the
rich simply pay to pollute (Farley et al. 2015). Such an arrangement, internalizing every
externality, is not remotely possible, anyway, since many of nature’s values are neither
compatible with property rights nor straightforwardly quantifiable, much less
commensurable with dollar values (Martinez-Alier et al. 1998; Spash 2012). Monetary
valuation of environmental goods and services can never capture all of the relevant
information for decision making (Vatn and Bromley 1994). Some scholars, furthermore,
argue that the market system would fail if capitalists were to have to pay the full social
costs of production (Moore 2015). The earth’s life-support systems will likely fail first,
perhaps irreversibly, if the environment is protected in relation to its imputed market

value, since most individual components of ecosystems are valuable in their functional
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relations to the whole, not because of their specialized, separable properties, much less
any attributes that individual consumers can enjoy.

Markets, by promoting specialization, make food systems more vulnerable to the
environmental disturbances they contribute to causing. Commercial production of cash
crops and standardized livestock have displaced and eliminated countless crop varieties
and animal breeds that provided stable subsistence but not profits through sale (Upreti
and Upreti 2002; Fu et al. 2010; Jacobsen et al. 2013; Khoury et al. 2014). The loss of
agrobiodiversity, including genetic diversity within varieties, robs humanity of genetic
resources from which to breed new foods fit for a changing global environment (Harlan
1972; van de Wouw et al. 2010; Bonnin et al. 2014; Akhalkatsi et al. 2017).
Specialization of land use and labor means monoculture and mechanization, which
reduce local biodiversity and preclude labor-intensive agroecological farming techniques.
Since densely populated single-species landscapes tend to host more pests and diseases
than biodiverse ones (Arneberg et al. 1998; Keesing et al. 2006), pesticide use becomes
indispensable. This speeds up pest evolution: resistant insects, weeds, and bacteria
typically appear within a decade of new insecticides, herbicides, or antibiotics, sometimes
sooner (Palumbi 2001). Superweeds and superbugs threaten to destabilize an increasingly
homogenous global food system. And specialization has produced an increasingly
urbanized human population that fundamentally depends on large-scale, highly
productive agriculture.

Market food systems have produced a particularly confounding sustainability and

resilience predicament related to nutrients. Urbanization breaks the nutrient cycles in
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which humans participate. Nitrogen and phosphorous leave fields via harvests and
leaching, never to return. Potentially valuable nutrients become unwanted waste in cities
and on industrial farms. They create massive dead zones in aquatic and marine
ecosystems. Farmers must continually apply fertilizer, mostly from non-renewable
sources. At this point, synthetic fertilizer manufacturing alone produces almost twice the
estimated sustainable limit for adding nitrogen to the global environment (FAOSTAT
2020; Steffen et al. 2015). Yet suddenly subsiding fertilizer production could condemn
hundreds of millions to starvation, since synthetic sources now account for about half of
the nitrogen in the proteins that make up human bodies, according to one estimate
(Erisman et al. 2008). These results of specialization are historically contingent and
cannot be attributed to markets exclusively, yet it is clear that the imperatives of a market
economy and food system—increase productivity and decrease the proportion of the
workforce dedicated to feeding the population—restrict the option space for addressing
the breakdown of nutrient cycles.

Market food systems might make societies less resilient overall. It is clear that
extreme specialization will hinder societies’ ability to recover from, and react to, the
global environmental changes and concomitant civilizational catastrophes that earth
systems scientists foresee (Barnosky et al. 2012; Steffen et al. 2018). Peer-reviewed
comparative case studies show that diverse, ecologically complex farming systems
sustain less damage than simplified ones in extreme weather events like hurricanes (Holt-
Giménez 2002; Philpott et al. 2008). Labor specialization has left much of humanity

deficient in the sorts of food-related skills and ecological knowledge that may be
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necessary to survive and thrive in a changed climate (Albala 2013). Market-mediated
economies deprive communities of the intimate social relations and spirit of mutual aid
that can ensure collective food security in times of crisis or shortage (Fleming 2016).
What is more, markets actively obstruct society from effectively addressing
environmental problems. Markets cut off exchange of all information between production
landscapes and consumption centers other than commodities’ price, quantity, and
observable characteristics (Clapp 2015). City dwellers purchase food whose production
may be invisibly unsustainable (Swiader et al. 2018). Yet demand from consumers and
profit-oriented food manufacturers guides production decisions more than the intimate
ecological knowledge of farmers, fishers, and foragers. Cognitive, institutional, and
ethical lags separate initial, proximate benefits from eventual, distant costs, breaking
feedback mechanisms between production, distribution, and consumption (Princen 1997).
Placing responsibility for, and addressing, unseen damage wrought by many hands in
service of the market poses substantial challenges (Dauvergne 2008). Plus, markets
impede the cooperative attitudes and behaviors necessary to address humanity’s
sustainability challenges. Only international cooperation can solve global public goods
problems like climate change and, to some extent, hunger (Vivero Pol 2017a). Yet
individuals and nation-states stand to benefit by acting in their own self-interest. These
are prisoner’s dilemmas (Farley et al. 2015). To address such issues, society must create
economic institutions that promote cooperation and altruism, not antisocial behavior

(Nowak and Highfield 2011).
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Finally, markets for food might inhibit the formation of environmental values.
Interacting with the living world and experiencing the negative effects of environmental
degradation tend to correlate with pro-environmental attitudes, worldviews, and
behaviors (Soga and Gaston 2016; Mohai et al. 2010; Knight and Messer 2012; Arias-
Arévalo et al. 2017). Markets, however, distance consumers from both the ecology of
food production and the environmental damage it causes (Clapp 2015). Those with the
most purchasing power—the actors whose preferences essentially design market food
systems—will also tend to be most protected from the environmental consequences of
their decisions, which presents not only a barrier to developing pro-environmental values
but also a major problem of moral hazard. Some studies suggest that egoistic motivations,
which markets promote, reduce environmental concerns (Steg et al. 2011). Thus, market
mechanisms in food systems not only contribute to creating environmental problems and
impede societies from resolving or dealing with them; they also make it easier for people
not to care about the environmental consequences of their food.

6.3.3 Food markets are inefficient

Markets for food are inefficient because price signals frequently fail to elicit
allocation responses as theorized by welfare economics. During times of shortage, a rapid
price rise does not necessarily constrain excessive consumption. In the short run, food
demand is inelastic because it is largely determined by habits, culture, and necessity. Rich
people do not cut consumption much in response to price escalations because food
expenditures comprise a tiny share of their incomes (Seale et al. 2003; Regmi and Meade

2013; Farley et al. 2015; Mendes 2018). Thus, when food prices increase suddenly in
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response to, say, a failed harvest, limited supplies of staple grains end up allocated to
large livestock and processing companies while food insecure households are forced to
purchase less for lack of money. Price spikes cannot easily spur increased food
production, either. It takes at least a growing season for producers to increase the quantity
of crops supplied to market. Moreover, individual farmers do not always produce more in
response to higher prices, since their incomes increase just by producing the same
amount; peasants, in particular, exhibit such satisficing behavior when they can support a
decent livelihood with less work (Chayanov 1926). And barriers to entry, notably access
to land, prevent new farmers from quickly ramping up production.

Markets for food are unstable as a result. Since supply and demand do not quickly
adjust, small disruptions to food production can cause wild price escalations. Speculators
purchase food when prices begin to rise, knowing they will keep rising. This further
increases food prices, in turn begetting more speculative demand (Tadesse et al. 2014;
Minsky 1977). Even in local markets, merchants and farmers can hoard food when it
begins to seem scarce, exacerbating shortages into crises (George 1977). Price spikes
make the poor not just hungrier but poorer, in terms of real income. This holds for poor
farmers, who are often net buyers of food (lvanic and Martin 2008). Putting all the food
access eggs in the market basket, so to speak, may make society more vulnerable to food
price shocks, which are becoming more frequent in an increasingly changed climate
(Raleigh et al. 2015). Markets’ instability undermines their ability to efficiently guide

resource allocation toward food production and distribution.

251



Market efficiency evaporates entirely if we allow minimal interpersonal
comparison of utility. At the margin, markets tend to allocate essential, non-substitutable
resources like food to those who least need them (Farley et al. 2015). As a person nears
starvation, food’s contribution to their well-being becomes immeasurably large (Limburg
et al. 2002; Farley 2008). Yet markets send the marginal unit of food to well-fed, or
overfed, people for whom its value is miniscule if not negative. This happens because
undernourished people tend to have little purchasing power (Lentz and Barrett 2013). If
they had sufficient money, they would be able to buy sufficient food. Thus, reallocating
food from overnourished to hungry people will increase total utility.® Vilfredo Pareto, one
of the founders of welfare economics, forbade comparing subjective satisfaction of
subjective desires but prioritizing physiological needs over psychological preferences
feels ethically defensible, if not imperative.

Markets do not even efficiently satisfy any set of predetermined preferences
weighted by purchasing power, because they shape people’s preferences (Bowles 1998).
Markets are cultural institutions. Preferences become increasingly endogenous in relation
to the marketness of society. “It is uncomfortably circular to justify a set of market
arrangements on the grounds that they promote the satisfaction of preferences if those
preferences are themselves substantially the result of the very market arrangements under
question,” writes Sam Bowles (1991, 15). Ecological economists have made the same
point (Daly and Farley 2011).

Markets are not entropically efficient, either, to the extent that they motivate

substituting energy-intensive inputs and machinery for human and ecosystem work.

9 The law of diminishing marginal returns make this obvious.
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Modern, market-oriented food production systems turn energy inputs into edible calories
much less efficiently than traditional and subsistence farming methods (Giampietro 2003;
Pimentel and Pimentel 2007; Infante Amate and Gonzalez de Molina 2013). Massive
amounts of food end up wasted because actors receive no reward for ensuring that edible
food ends up feeding people. If we redefine food system efficiency with human
nourishment in the numerator and ecosystem services sacrificed in the denominator, then
market allocation fails spectacularly. Given that the pursuit of certain agronomic
efficiencies has to some extent enabled the explosion of food waste, the escalation of
obesity, and the surpassing of sustainable scale, the ambiguous goal of efficiency itself
should be questioned (Benton and Bailey 2019). Really, food system actors continuously
balance the pursuit of different efficiencies and other values, some of which contradict
each other.
6.3.4 Food markets suppress value pluralism

Markets organize food systems according to exchange value, neglecting food
systems’ cultural, spiritual, physiological, and ecological aspects. Values are the things
people consider important. Food systems, like the environment writ large, are sites where
conflicting values and interests compete (Martinez-Alier and O’Connor 1996). The
communities and stakeholders that hold competing values also compete: conservation
organizations might prioritize biodiversity and recreation, while farmers might struggle
for material ecosystem services and the aesthetics of a working landscape. Decisions,
then, distribute different goods and bads across groups, through space, and over time

(Robbins 2012). Above, | made the case that markets give disproportionate decision-
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making power—and thus disproportionate benefits—to the wealthy. But even in a
hypothetical scenario with perfect economic equality, markets systematically distort
decision making toward certain values, undermining others. This is because markets
value things in monetary terms, when in reality values are weakly comparable and
therefore not commensurable via any single, common metric (Martinez-Alier et al. 1998).

Markets seek to commensurate incommensurable values into prices, denominated
in dollars or any other currency. Imagine a food producer is choosing whether to plant an
apple orchard or a rotation of cereal crops on a plot of land. Cereal crops would produce
more food in the first five years while the apple trees mature, yet the orchard would
produce far more calories over a 40-year period. But cereals are easy to store and
transport; they require less water and fewer pesticides; and they provide more protein,
complex carbohydrates, essential minerals, and B vitamins than apples. On the other
hand, apples are a better source of vitamin C, vitamin K, and potassium. And orchards
can host more plant diversity and better bird habitat than fields of grain. They need not be
tilled, but still typically require more human labor than cereal crops, which are more
easily mechanized. Each option performs better on some values and worse on others;
many are context-specific (see Table 6.2). Some cultures might ascribe beauty to amber
waves of grain, while others might organize festivals around harvesting apples and
pressing cider. There is also an aspect of uncertainty: the apple trees, for example, could
be invaded by pests and die before producing at all. Clearly, there is no “right” decision
or objective basis on which to decide between apples and grains. No solution optimizes

all criteria at once. A compromise solution depends on the values that food producers,
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and society, place on these different attributes. These diverse values lack a common unit
of measurement—material, ecological, energetic, or otherwise (Martinez-Alier et al.
1998). Markets cut through this complexity by boiling all values down to money, in the

form of prices.

Table 6.2 Performance of cereals versus apples on various values
Check marks correspond to the crop that does better, not more, on a given variable

Criteria Cereal grains Apple orchard
Calorie production in first 5 years v

Calorie production over 40 years 4
Storage costs
Transport costs
Labor costs

Water consumption
Pest pressure

Plant diversity v

Bird habitat v
Cultural value

Aesthetics :

Alcoholic beverages beer & whiskey ?  cider & brandy
Protein per hectare per year v

Complex carbohydrates
Essential minerals

B vitamins

Vitamin C

Vitamin K

Potassium

Sugar

AN N NI NN

ASRNEN

AN NN

Markets force farmers to make these sorts of decisions based on profitability;
monetary exchange value is used as the de facto common denominator, even though
people are neither cognitively nor ethically comfortable with transforming a complex of
relations into the single metric of money (Vatn and Bromley 1994). Value pluralism, by

contrast, seeks to understand the diverse ways that humans give importance to things,
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recognizing that these values often conflict, are incommensurable, and cannot be reduced
to any ultimate value (Arias-Arévalo et al. 2017). A community would probably want to
have both orchards and fields of grain on their landscape, but in a market environment it
is likely that every farmer would have to choose the more profitable option, since the
price of land is based on the highest potential revenue one could earn from it.

Markets inhibit justice, sustainability, and efficiency in part by suppressing the
values important to achieving these goals. Even though different values and aspects of
food systems are not commensurable, there can be hierarchies of values (Martinez-Alier
et al. 1998).1° One might consider crop production for meeting human nutritional needs a
higher, more important value than for making automobile fuels. Yet markets frequently
prioritize the latter; it is lucrative to sell crops to powerful refining corporations set on
meeting a demand for biofuels backed by the purchasing power of the vehicle-owning
American middle class. Market farmers must care for plants and animals according to
what is profitable or feasible in terms of monetary value, not what is desirable according
to incommensurable values like religious beliefs, political ideologies, aesthetic
preferences, or personal morals (Graeber 2009; Fridell 2007; Hudson and Hudson 2003).
Markets for food can only operate where participants regard certain aspects of reality
such as crops, livestock, water, land, and even time as commaodities rather than as sacred
entities or kin (Vatn and Bromley 1994).

Markets thus turn living beings and labor into things, useful toward the self-

interested pursuit of gain yet alienated from their social and ecological relationships. This

10 This article, for example, is based on prioritizing the values of justice, sustainability, efficiency, and
pluralism.
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promotion of instrumental values, as described in the sections above, corrupts non-market
norms, motives, and principles worth caring about: love, duty, care, peace, reciprocity,
mutual obligation, informal exchange, and so on (Hirsch 1976; Bowles 1998; Sandel
2012; 2013). These are examples of relational values, which concern the relationships
and responsibilities that connect people to one another and to non-human nature (Chan et
al. 2016). These values include the fundamental conditions of existence and cultural
conceptions of the good life. Some scholars categorize instrumental values within
relational values, since they too emerge from relationships—i.e. between subject and
instrumental object (Muraca 2016).1! But it is the set of non-instrumental relational
values (hereafter simply relational values) that reflect the intuitive ways that most people
understand the world, make decisions, and tell right from wrong (Klain et al. 2017).
These values, despite being ignored and repressed by market logic, are held by diverse
people around the world and do motivate action to protect ecosystems (Gould et al. 2015;
Cooper et al. 2016; Arias-Arévalo et al. 2017; Klain et al. 2017; Himes and Muraca
2018). Many worldviews root their cultural identities, notions of the good life, and well-
being in relationships. Prominent scholars hold that nature’s relational values underlie
environmentalism, and that the heavy focus on conserving biodiversity (nature’s intrinsic
value) and ecosystem services (nature’s instrumental value) is eroding the movement
(Chan et al. 2016). Others argue that relational values are the only ones fit for an

environmental ethic and aesthetic that addresses the twenty-first century’s crises (Muraca

1 To philosopher Samuel Alexander, all values “arise through the combination of mind with its object”
(1920, 2:244).
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2016). Relational values integrate and invigorate intrinsic and instrumental values: it is
the orchardists’ relationship to the orchard that makes it both sacred and satisfying to her.

Markets discount relational values because they each correspond to different
languages of valuation. Relational and instrumental values coexist in economic systems
(Jones and Tobin 2018). But markets, as value-articulating institutions, capture exchange
value, not the fundamental interdependence that constitutes everyone or the eudemonistic
relationships that constitute the good life. They reward food producers and distributors
for fulfilling others’ instrumental values, which incorporate relational values only to the
indirect, limited extent that people’s purchasing preferences reflect them. Even if some
policy mechanism endeavored to assign all relational values a monetary worth and
include these in market prices, the reflection would remain partial because markets
change the character and meaning of relations, in part by making all things substitutable.
Market-based frameworks for protecting the environment reduce complex relational
values to their subset of instrumental values, which treat ecosystems and food systems as
simply means to meet human preferences, interchangeable with other means toward that
end (Muraca 2016). It is doubtful that any market value could pretend to approximate the
intangible, unquantifiable values through which food systems promote real well-being:
connectedness, community, cultural identity, sense of place, and other psychological
relationships. Not without corrupting or instrumentalizing them, at least.

Markets even seem to degrade relational values over time. Food markets replace
producing and sharing non-market food, practices that connect people to each other and

to ecosystems. The broad relational value of subsistence from an ecosystem transforms
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into the purely instrumental value of sustenance from a store, interchangeable with
similar food from anywhere, produced however. Connection to place and local
uniqueness have been lost as crops, livestock breeds, recipes, even microbes have been
standardized for instrumental reasons. Market food systems threaten to strip the social
and cultural significance from eating, degrading it to mere feeding (Albala 2013).
Organic foods provide an example of markets reducing relational values to instrumental
ones. Organic certification schemes and labels were originally conceived to create a
separate market for capturing the value of farming practices that nourish the soil, care for
non-human beings, and enact other relational values between the land, farmers, and urban
consumers. Yet now organic food is overwhelmingly marketed as a way to protect the
consumer’s body from harmful agri-chemicals and supposedly dangerous genetically
engineered crops, reflecting purely instrumental values. When people believe they are
purchasing a personal protection against environmental danger, they become less
motivated to act to protect the environment or address its destruction (Szasz 2007).
Markets might not just amplify but also breed instrumental environmental values
that see nature as nothing but a useful stock of resources, sinks, services, beauty, and
recreation opportunities (Himes and Muraca 2018). | argued above that markets constrain
the emergence of environmental values. Market food systems at their most disembedded
prevent consumers from witnessing and participating in the transformation of living
beings into food. By disconnecting eaters from the landscapes, ecosystems, and
farmworkers that produce their nourishment, markets constrain the development of

relational values that underlie the continual struggles of communities to preserve the
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conditions of common existence and, if possible, pursue the good life together. Values
influence decisions and behavior (Ives and Kendal 2014), which in turn determine the

justice, sustainability, and efficiency of food system and ecosystem outcomes.

6.4 Discussion

As markets approach the disembedded ideal of economic theory and neoliberal
practice, they also tend to approach the unjust, unsustainable, inefficient, instrumentalist
archetype described in the previous subsections. | have shown that proposals to remedy
some of these problems can worsen others. Incorporating ecological costs into prices to
improve sustainability, for example, reinforces instrumental environmental values (Himes
and Muraca 2018) and intensifies the injustices of markets (Farley et al. 2015). Increasing
incomes until everyone can afford sufficient market food, in the name of justice, would in
turn accelerate the surpassing of planetary sustainability boundaries (O’Neill et al. 2018).
Ecolabels and alternative “ethical” markets—organic, fair-trade, and the like—seek to
value plural values like justice and sustainability, typically through price premiums, yet
in so doing restrict virtuous choices to affluent people seeking green status (Guthman
2003). At worst, they enable consumers to reproduce unjust social relations while
believing that they are undermining them (Gunderson 2014, 116).

Yet some of the justice- and efficiency-related problems of markets could be
unambiguously assuaged by radically reducing economic inequality through the
redistribution of existing income and wealth, including land. As a society approaches
perfect wealth and income equality, “one dollar, one vote” comes to resemble an

equitable economic democracy. More-equal societies outperform less-equal ones on all
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sorts of indicators of social, psychological, and physiological health (Wilkinson and
Pickett 2010). But reducing inequality is unlikely. Stanford historian Walter Scheidel
(2017) finds that established inequalities have been flattened in the past only by mass-
mobilization wars, transformative revolutions, state collapse, and catastrophic epidemics.
French economist Thomas Piketty (2014) has partially replicated these findings in
wealthy countries over the past several centuries. He also showed, as mentioned, that
market economies tend to exacerbate inequality over time. Even where better-intentioned
states have attempted to redistribute land and enact other progressive reforms, more-
powerful foreign interests have often forcibly imposed capitalist development, providing
ideological justifications for intervention through departments of economics in
universities and government. The MIT Center for International Studies in 1957 proposed
“deeper military involvement in rural development so that peasants would be less
inclined to support ‘internal insurrections’” (George 1977, 84). Those whom inequality
favors control the distribution of wealth. They did not ascend to their elite positions
through generosity. To be sure, reducing inequality is a worthwhile perennial effort not
just as a means to make food systems and markets more desirable but for its own sake —
that is, to achieve distributive justice and egalitarian societies. | leave it aside here as a
separate struggle that is on its own insufficient to resolve the undesirable qualities of
market food systems described above. Yet subordinating markets to egalitarian social
institutions can make societies more equal even in the absence of income or wealth

redistribution. In societies whose markets are more embedded in institutions that treat
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individuals as equals, a given level of economic inequality will correspond to less social
inequality.

Societies can make their food systems generally more desirable by embedding
markets in desirable social institutions. My argument, in other words, is that societies
limit the injustice, unsustainability, inefficiency, and value monism their food markets
perpetrate and facilitate by intentionally subordinating market mechanisms to alternative,
non-market logics, values, customs, and rules. This embedding strategy, of course, works
to the extent that the non-market institutions within which markets are embedded embody
values of justice, sustainability, efficiency, and pluralism. In traditional and tribal
societies, embedding is ubiquitous; all markets are rooted in the institutions that comprise
the general fabric of social life. In market societies, this subordination of the market
manifests in counter-movements to protect people and the rest of the web of life from its
devastating encroachment (Polanyi 1944; Block 2008). This counter-movement can take
several forms. | will describe each of these forms—reforms through the state, alternative
markets, and non-market systems—and the barriers to achieving them. | argue that each
of these counter-movements is an important but insufficient piece of efforts to align food
systems with the normative objectives of ecological economics.

6.4.1 The limits to regulating markets

First, counter-movements can be reforms enacted through the state. These reforms
change the rules of markets in ways that deviate from the self-regulating market system
of economic theory, such as by constraining certain types of transactions or manipulating

prices such that they are not entirely determined endogenously through supply and
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demand. This might include, for example, laws that limit or forbid speculating on
agricultural commodities, to lessen the magnitude of food price shocks during times of
shortage. Or it could consist of anti-hunger government programs like the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, or food stamps) in the United States, which
provides limited-purpose money to low-income people with which they can purchase
market food. Policies and programs that improve wages and working and living
conditions for farmworkers or other food-system laborers also constitute a counter-
movement against the disembedding of markets. Social movements for sustainable
agriculture are part of the Polanyian counter-movement, too, to the extent that they push
policies and food systems toward embodying non-market values (Barham 1997).

Yet the realities of political economy limit the likelihood of achieving desirable
food systems through such measures alone. Once markets exist, it is quite challenging to
prevent indexes, derivatives, futures markets, and other speculative instruments from
materializing (Kaufman 2012), including illegally. Even the recent global financial crash
did not lead to regulatory limits on finance. More troublingly, states use hunger for social
control and as a rhetorical justification for their own interventions; thus they do not want
to fully eradicate its threat (George 1977). The SNAP program provides too little to
afford a healthy diet (Mulik and Haynes-Maslow 2017; Waxman et al. 2018), does not
vary benefits with food prices, and exists as part of the U.S. farm bill, whose subsidies
favor large-scale industrial agriculture (Bruckner 2016) and reduce the price of foods
whose consumption is associated with greater cardiometabolic health risks like obesity

and high cholesterol (Siegel et al. 2016). Powerful corporate interests spend massive
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resources opposing effective regulations to protect labor and the environment (Mazzucato
2018). Even well-intentioned policies often perpetuate injustice and unsustainability,
especially in their effects beyond national borders. Any social and environmental
protections achieved must be defended in perpetuity. Plus, changing rules and incentives
constrains rather than transforms the fundamental logic of markets; it is hard to imagine
how policy could curtail instrumental values like selfishness or the drive to shift costs on
others in market food systems. The counter-movement to subordinate food markets to
other social institutions and values through the state, like the drive to reduce inequality, is
necessary but not sufficient and faces steep odds. Below, | elaborate further on the
fundamental barriers to achieving desirable food systems through state action.
6.4.2 The limits of alternative markets

A second type of counter-movement involves constructing self-contained
embedded markets, separate from the dominant commodity food system. These
“alternative food networks” include farmers markets, consumer cooperatives, and direct
sales from producers to institutions or local businesses (Maye and Kirwan 2010; Wilson
2016). They also encompass standards-based certification schemes like labels of origin
(Barham 2003), organic, and fair trade (Mutersbaugh 2005). Alternative embedded
markets can provide effective protections against certain undesirable features of food
markets, through formal and informal rules. Relational values related to justice and
sustainability motivate many participants (Lee 2000; Sage 2003). In alternative local

markets, producers set prices with regard for more than market forces (Barbera et al.
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2018). Local and urban food production tends to support justice and sustainability better
than conventional agriculture for commodity markets (Artmann and Sartison 2018).

Yet alternative food markets’ contribution to creating more desirable food
systems is complicated. Many scholars question whether the values and structures
underlying alternative markets actually correspond with improved outcomes in terms of
justice and sustainability (Mutersbaugh 2002; Renard 2005; Thompson and Coskuner-
Balli 2007; Alkon 2008; Alkon and McCullen 2011; Tregear 2011; Leifeld 2012).
Alternative-market producers must still prioritize financial viability and enact
instrumental values, after all (Hinrichs 2000). Price premiums instrumentalize relational
ethical values. Moreover, alternative markets are marginal: just 1.2 percent of the world’s
farmland is certified organic (Willer and Lernoud 2018); the global fair-trade market is
one-tenth the size of organic (Fairtrade International 2017); and direct markets to
consumers, institutions, or local businesses account for just over two percent of food
sales in the United States (USDA 2014). Scaling up alternative food markets often means
compromising their embeddedness in local social institutions or non-instrumental values
(Sage 2003; Kirwan 2004). Corporations have watered down certification standards and
followed their regulations but not their principles, leading to contradictions like
“industrial organic” farming (Buck et al. 1997; Guthman 2004; Jaffee and Howard 2010;
Darnhofer et al. 2010). On the other hand, alternative food networks provoke change in
part through their relation to the dominant market food system, such as by pressuring

major corporations to change their practices. Alternative food markets are one aspect of
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comprehensive movements, such as food sovereignty and agroecology, that seek to
transform global food systems.
6.4.3 Alternatives to markets

Protective policies and alternative markets make progress toward justice,
sustainability, efficiency, and pluralism by constraining the reach of the market system
into food systems. Another type of counter-movement is not regulating or embedding
markets but creating non-market food systems. This can be done through the state,
charities, or self-organization.

States, for their part, can centrally plan and organize food systems. In theory, they
can govern all production and exchange of food above the level of the household without
markets, as in the ideal of state communism, or they can administer small food systems or
subsystems separately from the market, such as organizing food production and
distribution for the military. In practice, neither of these examples tend to be fully non-
market food systems according to my definition, since buying, selling, and prices are
typically present. The Soviet Union and communist China, for example, both purchased
the output of farms—whose operations were partly governed by the central planner—at
prices set by the state, and then sold these products in state stores at another set of
predetermined consumer prices; these were market food systems with the state as
monopoly intermediary (Johnson 1982). Social programs to feed the poor or the military
often involve the state purchasing food either at commodity prices or from contracted
producers, and then either gifting that food or selling it at preset subsidized prices. Thus,

actually existing state-run food systems are best characterized as markets that are highly
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embedded in authoritarian or bureaucratic social institutions. Regardless of whether by
replacing markets or embedding them, though, state food systems can prioritize desirable
values. Food rationing can contribute to justice by giving precedence to needs over
wants, and to sustainability by limiting consumption (Theien 2009; Cohen 2011). State
contracts that pay price premiums for agroecological farming can contribute to
sustainability (Graziano da Silva et al. 2010). Centrally planned economies, unlike those
based on the private accumulation of capital, need not grow, at least in principle (Boillat
et al. 2012; Kallis 2017). Centrally planned price schemes can make food markets
incredibly stable, and also enable, by subsidy, the simultaneous realization of adequate
remuneration for producers and affordable food for consumers.

But centrally organized state food systems have not performed desirably and may
not be able to. China’s horrific famine during the Great Leap Forward illustrates the
worst possible injustices of state-planned food systems. From 1958 to 1961, 16-30
million people died prematurely—the greatest loss of human life to hunger in recorded
history—mostly because of systemic failures in central planning: expecting implausible
increases in productivity, China’s government diverted resources from agriculture and
procured too much food to send to cities, leaving farmworkers famished and unable to
produce enough to feed their rural communities (Johnson 1998; Li and Yang 2005). For
achieving not just food security but also sustainability and efficiency, state bureaucracies’
centralized knowledge is far less useful than the local, ecological knowledges of food
system participants spread across the landscape (Lentz et al. 2013; De Schutter et al.

2019). Productivist centrally planned economies in the Cold War years dedicated more
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resources to agriculture than market economies yet output remained less than desired
(Johnson 1982). In Cuba, the farms with the most autonomy over production decisions
tend to fare better agroecologically—producing greater output from fewer inputs—than
those subjected to central planning (Boillat et al. 2012). Moreover, the movement for
food sovereignty is based on the premise that communities have the right to govern their
own food systems (Forum for Food Sovereignty 2007). Without mechanisms like the
market that enable participants to express and respond to needs and offers in a
decentralized fashion, large-scale food exchange networks become woefully inefficient at
allocating resources and nourishment to those who most need it.

There is reason to doubt that state-run food systems would ever be just even if
planners were to have perfect information. Political elites tend to attend and respond to
the desires of other elites, not ordinary people (Gilens and Page 2014). Those in positions
of power leverage their status to personally benefit, consolidate their privilege, and
extend it to those in their empathic circle (Blaug 2010). They are hardwired to ignore
risks that threaten less-privileged others or their own individualistic worldview, including
their self-serving belief in meritocracy (Kahan et al. 2007). Regardless of technical
advances or economic system, elites eat first, even as marginalized people live on the
edge of starvation (George 1977). States are history’s only strict, fixed, extractive,
bureaucratic social hierarchies (Scott 2017). When states produce or procure food to give
away or sell at subsidized prices, even in market economies, it is the bread of “bread and
circuses,” provided to the hungry populace to quell unrest and manufacture consent. Food

remains frequently used as a weapon of war in foreign policy (Provost 1992; “When
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Food Is Used as a Weapon” 2017); it is an incredibly effective tool of coercion in a world
of hungry humans. State grasps for power over domestic food systems should be seen in
this context. What is more, markets are themselves a social institution like any other.
Since states institute all markets, even market food systems are to a great extent planned
(Vitiello and Brinkley 2014). Therefore governments are largely responsible for the
injustice, unsustainability, inefficiency, and value monism of real-world market food
systems too. States did not have to create market systems that approach the disembedded
ideal of economic theory. But this what they have tried to do, despite undesirable
outcomes.

To be sure, state policies and programs are potentially effective means for
working toward desirable food (and economic) systems, precisely because state
governments have so much power. Historically, pressuring states to feed the hungry and
generally improve social and environmental conditions has worked, especially when such
pressure has organized itself in disobedient, leaderless mass movements with ambiguous
demands (Marshall 2010; Scott 2012; Graeber 2013). Moreover, many policymakers,
bureaucrats, and others in government truly do have good intentions; they care about
justice, sustainability, efficiency, and even honoring the plural values of constituents.
What is remarkable is that in spite of declared noble intentions, hunger and poverty have
never before been greater relative to the world’s collective capacity to eradicate them
(Hickel 2018). They persist mainly because powerful elites have, deliberately or not,
instituted economic systems that channel resources to themselves. International

governance institutions like the United Nations continually tweak measurement methods
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and retroactively fabricate baselines to make it appear as if poverty and hunger are
decreasing when they are not (Hickel 2016). As ecological economists, devising policies
to tweak markets or programs to supplement them is an important part of our work;
policymakers pick from available ideas. Striving for better markets and better states is
striving for a better world. But what if there are actions that common people and
marginalized communities can take to make food systems—and economies—more just,
sustainable, efficient, and plural? What if they can avoid the pitfalls of markets and the
state entirely? This is my argument for serious inquiry into the nature and potential of
food systems outside of markets and states.

The call for regulated or embedded food markets misses grander opportunities for
a more desirable world. Food is rarely traded in markets at all in contemporary and
historical societies whose markets are embedded—that is, societies that do not
subordinate social life and institutions to the market (Sahlins 1974; Berking 1999; Jaeggi
and Gurven 2013). Internal (within-community) food markets arise when land and labor
become commodities (Polanyi 1944). If, following Gerber and Gerber (2017), ecological
economics founds itself partly on freeing life from full determination by markets, we
might do well to focus on freeing food—an essential, ecological, cultural good with
unique characteristics that undermine many of the benefits of markets (Bliss 2019a).
Think of food like healthcare. Economists have long struggled to reconcile market theory
with the fact that general equilibrium cannot be reached if participants’ survival is not
guaranteed by some initial endowment (Kurien 2015). A Nobel prize-winning economist,

unable to find a satisfactory specification that did not assume death by starvation for

270



those whose resources were insufficient, once conceded that the market model “would be
found best suited for describing a society of self-sufficient farmers who do a little trading
on the side” (Koopmans 1957, 63). Or any society whose nourishment is assured by non-
market food systems, | would add. In addition to alternative markets, food activists and
scientists should consider alternatives to markets.

But the fact that markets mostly fail to produce justice, sustainability, efficiency,
and value pluralism does not automatically entail that other economic arrangements for
food systems can or will. Whether, and how, non-market food systems can succeed where
markets fail is the key question around which to organize a research agenda on the topic
for ecological economics. This is the final criterion of my rubric for assessing whether
markets serve the public good, which I called “corruptness” in Table 6.1. Disembedded
food markets fail the desirability criterion, | have argued, and embedded markets can
approach desirability only partially and with great difficulty. Ecological economists must
study how non-market food systems perform with respect to the normative foundations of
our discipline. Figure 6.1 visually summarizes my argument.

Of course, directly comparing market and non-market food systems, or different
types of non-market food systems with each other, is tricky because all else is never
equal. Yet learning about how non-markets food systems function can point the way
toward an understanding of their role in transformation toward more desirable food
regimes. Through empirical analysis, ecological economists can determine what sorts of
non-market food systems to promote based on their performance or potential with

relation to justice, sustainability, efficiency, pluralism, or the values that participants
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themselves hold. Theoretical work can then contemplate how such systems might

replicate themselves or come together in desirable assemblages of coexisting food

systems.
Market food systems Non-market food systems
Desirable
4
v
Undesirable
Embedded » Disembedded ?

Embeddedness of food market

Figure 6.1 The possibility of desirability in market and non-market food systems
The gray areas represent possibility spaces for market and non-market food systems. Market food systems
become increasingly homogenous and more necessarily “undesirable” (unjust, unsustainable, inefficient,
value monist) as they are more disembedded from non-market social institutions. Non-market food systems
can in principle be even more diverse than the most embedded markets, but they require further study to
assess their desirability.

A subsequent article reviews research on non-market food systems and suggest an
agenda for ecological economists studying them (Bliss and Egler 2020). My purpose is
not to propose a blueprint for desirable non-market food systems, but to suggest that
ecological economists examine those that already exist in every society on earth, as |
have done in this dissertation. Here, | conclude by reviewing the broad outlines of the
research agendas | have proposed for critically assessing the desirability of food system

institutions and plans to transform them.
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6.5 Conclusion

Overall, today’s global food systems are unjust, unsustainable, inefficient, and
value-monist. Yet the primary institution for governing them, markets, has hardly been
questioned as such. | have argued that markets bear much responsibility for the
undesirable nature of food systems. In so doing, | have proposed a rubric of sorts for
assessing the ecological-economic desirability of markets for food, and I put forth several
contentions and hypotheses intended to initiate research and incite debate around this
question. Researchers can and should adapt this agenda for considering consistency with
the normative foundations of ecological economics to any economic institution, not just
markets, and any good or service. | focused on markets because of their ubiquity and
acceptance, and on food because of its status as an essential, ecological, and culturally
important resource.

To evaluate the desirability of markets as such, | argue that one should pay
attention to markets that are disembedded from other social institutions. To sum up:
markets allocate food to its most lucrative uses, not the hungriest humans. People act
selfishly and accept injustice in market settings. Market pressures force food producers to
shift costs onto the public and ecosystems. Market prices rarely signal environmental
degradation. Market competition in food systems drives the economic growth that has
pushed resource use and waste generation past planetary thresholds of sustainability.
Markets for food are unstable and unlike the efficient markets of economic theory. They
revolve around monetary value, neglecting food systems’ cultural, spiritual, and

ecological attributes. Because social facts and values are inseparable, this article
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unavoidably criticizes not just market-based food systems but also the idea that markets

are compatible with desirable food systems. May the ensuing debate bear fruit.
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7. HOW DID WE GET HERE?
FOOD MARKETS’ RISE TO DOMINANCE IN VERMONT

For the greater part of human history, and in places in the world today,
common resources were the rule. But some invented a different story, a
social construct in which everything is a commodity to be bought and
sold. The market economy story has spread like wildfire, with uneven
results for human well-being and devastation for the natural world. But it
is just a story we have told ourselves and we are free to tell another, to
reclaim the old one.

—Robin Wall Kimmerer (2014), Braiding Sweetgrass

7.1 Introduction

In the beginning, all food was non-market food. The flowers never charge the
bees for taking pollen. Chimpanzees do not pay each other for bananas passed their way.
When herbivores drop manure on grassland, it is not payment-in-nutrients to the grass
that fed them but rather a gift in the patterned cycles of generalized reciprocity that
scientists taught us to call ecosystems. We know that this is the case because the prairie
does not withhold its grass from ruminant mammals in the absence of manure
disbursement. Human beings probably lived, ate, and died for hundreds of thousands of
years without ever trading money for food, at least not habitually. Even once markets
emerged, non-market economies of reciprocal gifts, ritualized redistribution, and
household-level self-provisioning remained the norm nearly everywhere until just a
couple centuries ago (Polanyi 1944).

Today, markets dominate food systems in Vermont, and in most other places.
Most food we eat, we purchased (see chapter 3). Most food produced is produced for

sale. Markets dominate how we perceive food production and distribution, too. When

275



scholars write about food, they overwhelmingly describe it as a commodity or private
good (Vivero Pol 2017b). Colloquially, “farming” means commercial farming; if you are
not selling anything, it is a garden or a hobby. Officially, the United States Department of
Agriculture defines a farm as a place from which at least $1,000 of agricultural product is
sold each year (USDA 2019). This has not always been the case.

The story frames itself as a fall from Eden: money, the proverbial root of all evil,
infected humanity’s earlier economic innocence. The exit from the garden is more than a
metaphor: at least a tenth of the land on Earth has transformed from vibrant, diverse
“garden” to simplified, homogenous plantations,! in large part thanks to markets
disciplining production toward scalability and interchangeability (Tsing 2017). This
ongoing land use change and the subsequent farming release close to a quarter of all
greenhouse gas emissions (Smith et al. 2014). Earth’s plant and fish biomass have each
fallen by half (Bar-On et al. 2018) as commercial producers have turned life into food
and food into money. Meanwhile, mammalian biomass has quadrupled, and 96% of it is
humans and our livestock (Bar-On et al. 2018). Yet more people suffer from hunger than
ever before (Hickel 2016). Markets cannot feed those who do not have the purchasing
power to command food in their direction (Farley et al. 2015).

There is no counter-factual world in which food markets never arose against
which to compare this one. One cannot ascribe a precise portion of the damage wrought

by food systems to the markets they are organized to serve. Feeding 8 billion people

! Cropland makes up about 11% of the planet’s ice-free land area, and agriculture as a whole is nearly 40%
(FAOSTAT 2023). Even with the most generous assumptions about the ecological complexity of grazing
lands and orchards—and the most cautious assumptions about the ecological qualities of prior land cover—
the amount of land that has been highly simplified, say from forest to row crops or from prairie to pasture,
must be at least 10% of Earth’s terrestrial area.
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without markets would certainly involve a great deal of damage too; maybe a non-market
world would be worse. But one can reconstruct the transition to a market-oriented food
system. How did we get here?

While this dissertation has thus far endeavored to explain the persistence and
importance of non-market food practices, | want to bring it closer to conclusion by
recounting the relatively recent rise of markets for food. From the standpoint of deep
history, buying and selling food are the anomalies in need of explanation. Fortunately,
many scholars have devoted empirical and theoretical attention to the origins of markets;
my purpose here is to synthesize that literature. In what follows, | reconstruct a Vermont-
specific version of how markets have overtaken non-market food practices. First, though,
a word on definitions of markets.

There are as many published definitions of markets as there are authors who have
tried to define the term (Rosenbaum 2000). | added to this cacophony by proposing a
theoretical definition in section 6.2. However, the operational definition of markets that |
used in the empirical part of this dissertation—simply trading money for food or other
entities—does not work to identify early markets in Vermont because identifying money
is not straightforward; many different substances served as mediums of exchange in
colonial America: coins, skins, grain, wampum, and other seashell products (Herman
1956; Bradley 2011). Americans continued to conduct commerce in a “bewildering
variety of foreign coins” and in kind, via barter, well into the 1800s (Larkin 1989, 38). In
recounting the history of food markets in Vermont, therefore, | deem food transfers to be

market exchange whenever parties trade food for something considered equivalent in
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value, whether through simultaneous exchange or credit accounts.? In studying
contemporary Vermont, | made sure to use a definition that included what Vermonters
call barter in non-market practices, whereas in this discussion most barter would count as
market exchange. To relieve confusion, wherever possible | describe exactly how
exchange functioned—food for goods, food for coins, food purchased on credit
accounts—rather than relying on “market” as a shorthand. In section 7.3, | demonstrate
that when and why scholars believe markets first appeared depends somewhat on their

definition of markets.

7.2 The emergence of food markets in Vermont, 1600-1800

When Europeans first began to settle in Vermont in the eighteenth century, food
had likely never been sold there. At that time, around 6,000 Abenaki people inhabited
semi-permanent villages in the Champlain and Connecticut River Valleys, and smaller
numbers of Mohawk and Mahicans lived in what is now southwestern Vermont
(Haviland and Power 1994). Their ancestors had fished, hunted, and gathered seasonal
bounties from that land for 12,000 years. They had grown beans, maize, squash,
sunflowers, ground cherries, and Jerusalem artichokes since around 1100 A.D.
(Mathewson 2011; Wiseman 2019). They had never come to wholly depend on
agriculture because the growing season was too short (Albers 2000). Instead, they would
regularly trade their abundant furs for the agricultural surpluses of corn and beans

produced by Natives of southern New England, where fur-bearing mammals were scarcer

2| could instead develop a nuanced definition of money that encompasses alternative mediums of exchange
and standards of value, but that would further complicate an already-intricate discussion.
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and summers were longer. These exchanges were mostly articulated in the language of
gift giving (Cronon 1983, 92). Within villages, too, items like maize and venison moved
between households as gifts.

It is unlikely that Indigenous Vermonters had markets prior to colonization
because they did not have money. White men have long assumed that Native Americans
used strings of white and purple beads made from mollusk shells, called wampum, as a
currency prior to European contact (e.g. Ingersoll 1883; Szabo 2002). Really, it was
colonists who, upon seeing that Native people valued wampum so highly, started trading
it for the things they wanted and eventually made it legal tender in various jurisdictions
(Slotkin and Schmitt 1949; Herman 1956). Before settlers started purchasing land and
furs from Natives with wampum, Indigenous peoples had used it not for buying and
selling but as a ceremonial gift, a personal ornament, and a physical reminder of political
agreements (Bradley 2011). In any case, there is no evidence of wampum’s presence as
far north and inland as Vermont before the arrival of Europeans.

The earliest white settlers would not have bought or sold much food either. They
arrived to a Vermont that was 95% forested (Albers 2000). The land abounded in game
(Cronon 1983). French soldiers stationed on the shores of Lake Champlain in the 1740s
cultivated personal gardens and received generous non-market transfers in the form of
rations: peas, bacon, salt meat, and a pound and a half of bread each day (Albers 2000).
English settlers may have traded for some food upon arrival, since clearing land to farm
took time, but once they got established they were for the most part self-sufficient

homesteaders who produced everything they needed and little more. In his classic study
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Changes in the Land, Bill Cronon (1983) wrote that markets in colonial New England
“were hemmed in by municipal regulations, high transportation costs, and medieval
notions of the just price” (76).

Yet Cronon argued that the seeds of a market economy had already been sown
among New Englanders. Towns and colonies taxed farmers’ landholdings, which in
many cases forced them to produce a surplus and sell it (Cronon 1983). Women worked
nonstop to not only keep their families fed but also make and market cheese, butter, and
other products. They vended on market days and also peddled door-to-door for cash or
trade in kind (Snow 2003). Markets shaped colonists’ relationships with nature. “The
existence of commerce, however marginal, led them to see certain things on the land as
merchantable commodities”—namely fish, trees, and fur-bearing mammals (Cronon
1983, 77).

Markets for fur transformed Native economies, too, in ways that ultimately forced
them to rely on purchasing food. Prior to contact with Europeans, Indigenous Vermonters
had never had reason to kill more animals than they needed to clothe and feed themselves
(including by sending furs to southern villages in exchange for corn and beans). But once
prices existed at which pelts could be converted into specific quantities of wampum or
other high-status goods, individuals could gain prestige by overharvesting. As Natives of
northern New England came to specialize in hunting animals whose furs were
commodities, they began to trade those furs for “not only wampum and the preferred
European tools, but food as well, including corn, bread, peas, prunes, and alcohol”

(Cronon 1983, 104).
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By the beginning of the nineteenth century, Natives and colonists were hardly
able to hunt for subsistence. Together they had nearly eradicated beavers, elk, bear, lynx,
moose, deer, and many species of bird, in all but the farthest northern reaches of Vermont
(Williams 1794; Dwight 1969 [1821]). The settlers had reduced these animals’ habitats as
they cut down forests for lumber, fuel, and open fields in which to grow crops and graze
livestock (Larkin 1989). Both wild and domesticated animals were sent to metropolitan
meat markets that proved insatiable (Cronon 1983). Commercial fishing was rampant,
too, and many species of fish became scarce (Johnson 1980, 162).

Cronon (1983) attributed the transformation of New England’s ecology to the
market mentality. People treated nature as a bundle of interchangeable commodities one
could trade for personal gain. An English landscape of fields replaced an Indian
landscape of forests as settlers took the land from its original inhabitants through
violence, disease, and purchases—which the Natives sometimes misunderstood because
of their unfamiliarity with private property. English settlers were already accustomed to
buying and selling when they got to the Americas. Native peoples quickly learned these
practices through their interactions with Europeans. But why were the Europeans used to
markets? Explaining food markets in Vermont ties back to a longer history of their

origins.

7.3 How food markets generally come to be

Scholars have not reached anything resembling consensus on when, how, or why

people first created markets or started using them to buy and sell food. Elsewhere, I
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present a stylized version of one possible story (Bliss and Egler 2020). Here | convey
academic debates and uncertainties more intricately.

Neoclassical economists allege that money emerged from barter. They imagine
that humans have always traded things in pursuit of gain and that eventually someone
invented money to smooth exchange (Samuelson 1948). To some extent, the belief that
markets are built into human nature creates its own reality. Economists frequently fail to
specify what markets even are (Lie 1997; Arrow and Hahn's 1971 textbook admits the
omission). Gary Becker (1976; 1991) famously formalized intimate social spheres such
as marriage and childbearing as though they were competitive markets for consumer
durables. Biologists have even modeled non-human animals’ selection of mates and
cooperators as if they were markets (Hammerstein and Noé 2016). By expressing all
outputs in monetary terms, economists studying peasant societies have conjured food
markets where they do not exist (Chayanov 1926; Ahn et al. 1981). Alternatively,
analysts admit that non-market production and distribution exist but assume that
constraints like transaction costs must be the reason for markets’ absence (Janvry et al.
1991; North 1977). By portraying humans as invariably self-interested maximizers, these
formalists easily mistake moneyless economies of reciprocity for proto-markets.

In economists’ defense, barter may well predate money because it takes place in
many societies that do not use money (Chapman 1980). Relevant to my purpose here,
barter often involves food (Marti and Pimbert 2007). Sometimes individual goods have
come to serve as mediums of exchange or standards of value for such in-kind transactions

(Polanyi 2014 [1950]; Demps and Winterhalder 2019). These commodity-moneys are
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normally things like grain, oil, or cacao beans, which are ubiquitous, useful, uniform,
divisible, and transportable. The fact that prices have been denominated and sometimes
paid in such goods suggests that money and money-mediated markets may indeed have
originated from barter (Melitz 1974).

Yet others argue the opposite: that barter economies emerge from monetized
markets, which would suggest that money is older than markets (Graeber 2011). Barter
nearly always consists of “minor, infrequent, or emergency transactions” within
economies dominated by other institutions for transferring things (Dalton 1982, 188). It
tends to become dominant only where people who are accustomed to market exchange
lack access to money, as in post-Soviet states (Humphrey 1985) or perhaps, for that
matter, colonial Vermont. Outside of these contexts where barter clearly substitutes for
buying and selling with money, people engage in such in-kind exchange primarily
between communities, not within them (Sahlins 1974).

Such external trade is far older than money or writing, but is it necessarily market
exchange? Archaeologists often postulate the existence of markets from evidence of
long-distance trade, spatial dissemination of similar objects, and central sites of exchange
(Hirth 1978; 1998; Demps and Winterhalder 2019). But archaeological methods cannot
rule out non-market methods of distribution (Feinman and Garraty 2010). And, pertinent
to the question at hand, they tend to unearth evidence only of trade in durable goods, not
food (this is because evidence of food tends to vanish into the Earth, not because the
absence of evidence has anything to do with evidence of absence in this case). Food

transfers between communities likely initially took the form of plunder or gifts on
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journeys to obtain items that were not locally available (Polanyi 1944). Like | said before,
the Indigenous people of precolonial Vermont engaged in furs-for-food exchange with
more southerly peoples, but Bill Cronon (1983) claims these were described as gifts, not
trades. The sorts of tit-for-tat exchange we would call barter occurred most often between
enemy groups, either unceremoniously and distrustfully (Chapman 1980) or in rituals that
feigned hostility (Graeber 2011).

All that said, some pre-Columbian societies in the Americas already had elaborate
marketplaces or monetized economies when European explorers first reached them
(Feinman and Garraty 2010). Several groups in northern California used dentalium shells
as money that could purchase just about anything, including the right to harvest food on
another household’s hunting, foraging, or fishing grounds (Goldschmidt 1951).
Archaeological signatures that match those of well-documented cases of food markets
could be used to infer the presence and organization of food markets in earlier,
undocumented contexts (Feinman and Garraty 2010, 178). Evidence may yet demonstrate
that markets, including for food, existed more and earlier than is believed today.

Where evidence is sparse, though, we should refrain from assuming much. The
peoples of what is now northern California are a unique case. They may be the only
recorded hunter-gatherers with private ownership over natural resources (Goldschmidt
1951). It is possible that they adopted institutions like money and property from
missionaries or explorers. Yet Graeber and Wengrow (2021) argued that these tribes
developed their individualistic culture of moneymaking and stinginess in purposeful

contrast to their northern neighbors, the Northwest Coast Indians, whose power-hungry
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monarchs regularly gifted and destroyed enormous riches in competitive displays of
opulence and waste (see chapter 2). In any case, the California Natives’ routine use of
money underscores that human groups organize their economic lives in wildly diverse
manners that cannot be reliably inferred from context.

Even so, selling food was probably quite infrequent in these Californian societies.
They had no specialization other than in magic and medicine. Each household produced
its own subsistence. Seasonal surpluses were used for rituals, feasts, and gifts. Wealthy
men would share extra food with others in times of shortage (Posinsky 1957). Hunter-
gatherers with property, money, and accumulation are indeed an aberration, but the
relevant puzzle in this discussion is why, even with these proto-capitalist institutions,
they did not seem to have much in the way of markets for food.

Karl Polanyi (1944) and his followers, the substantivists, might claim that it is
because markets for everyday necessities like food tend to arise only with external
coercion. Polanyi was concerned with price-making markets, in which numerous buyers
and sellers, through competitively negotiating terms of trade in many transactions,
ultimately determine a price at which supply and demand balance in a decentralized and
spontaneous manner. These are what I called “disembedded” markets in chapter 6.
Polanyi held that early, “embedded” markets were characterized by complementarity, not
competition, because premodern people traded for items they could not otherwise access,
either from distant lands or between town and country. And he claims that markets were
highly regulated; prices were set by custom or decree, not supply and demand. Scholars

of this tradition stress that a market economy can only emerge once states have taken
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away people’s direct access to their means of subsistence and eradicated non-market
institutions for taking care of one another (Murton et al. 2016). Ordinary people are then
forced to sell their labor for wages with which to purchase food, shelter, clothing, and so
on. Polanyians would argue that competitive markets for food materialize with
capitalism.

Other economic historians contend that Polanyi understates the presence of
markets throughout history (North 1977). Ancient city-states in Mesopotamia did have
price-making markets, according to at least one scholar (Silver 1983). Central American
civilizations like the Aztecs and Maya may have had quite commercial economies
(Dahlin et al. 2010). Some archaeologists lament that these premodern markets receive
insufficient scholarly attention today thanks to the lasting effects of the substantivist
Polanyian tradition (Feinman and Garraty 2010), which started as a reaction to formalism
having gone too far but later became a vision-narrowing orthodoxy itself.

Markets for food may have been widespread in the early Roman Empire, too
(Schoenberger 2008). We know that travelers purchased food, and farmers sold produce
at market prices. Temin (2001) marshals two pieces of evidence demonstrating that there
were price-making markets at that time. First, a decree to control prices in 301 A.D.
suggests that prices were variable enough to need controlling. Second, an inscription
celebrates a benefactor having sold food below market prices when soldiers were in town,
which implies that prices had risen in response to increased demand. The existence of
price-making food markets in turn suggests that buying and selling food were common

practice.
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A broader theory than that of the Polanyian substantivists suggests that states
entrench markets for various projects, not just for instating capitalist social relations
(Schoenberger 2008). In ancient Rome, it was imperialism that made markets a normal,
unremarkable part of life. Full-time legionaries stationed in distant lands could not easily
be fed in kind, so they were paid in coin instead. Meanwhile, Roman taxes were mostly
charged in money, not grain; thus all taxpayers had to sell some of their surplus for
currency to pay the taxman (Hopkins 1980). This match made food markets: occupying
soldiers had cash and needed food to subsist, while occupied smallholders had food and
needed cash to pay their taxes. Formerly non-commercial economies were reorganized to
feed legionaries via markets. In the Dark Ages, markets and money declined in Europe
along with the Roman Empire. But commerce returned in the Middle Ages as
mercenaries and crusaders fought longer and more distant campaigns, and thus needed to
purchase provisions on the front lines (Schoenberger 2008). It might be that organized
violence begets the sort of market economies in which people buy and sell their daily
bread.

Another theory of markets’ emergence centers on property and debt. Certainly,
people cannot buy and sell things with money unless alienable private property is
established. With property privatized, households have to look after their own
subsistence, rather than sharing in common with a group that assures them a minimum
level of sustenance (Wray 1993, 10). When one household’s production is insufficient in
a setting with private ownership, they borrow from the accumulated surplus of a

neighbor, according to this story. Eventually debt bondage gave way to in-kind
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repayment of loans, which necessitated interest to compensate lenders for assuming the
risk that borrowers would not be able to repay them (Heinsohn and Steiger 1989). Some
wheat now for more wheat later, for instance (Wray 1993, 13-14). Temples came to
serve as a neutral witness and clearinghouse for these credit relations. They developed
standard moneys of account—first grains and then stamped precious metals—to avoid
needing to transport and store large stocks of particular goods like barley and cattle. From
there, indebted property owners, whose titles were on the line as collateral, started selling
things in order to pay back principle plus interest (Heinsohn and Steiger 2013). Prices
were at that time mostly set by agreement or decree rather than by market forces—which
is to say: these were not price-making markets. But settling debts is indeed most likely
the origin of market production, as in producing specifically for sale (Wray 1993, 41).
Marketlike exchange certainly preexists this phenomenon, but people were probably just
trading their surpluses rather than producing explicitly for exchange. For adherents to this
debt-centric theory, markets cannot exist before or without money. Nor have markets
existed in the absence of property rights (Heinsohn 2009).

One could interpret this property-based theory to suggest that food markets arise
in conjunction with agriculture. Apart from outliers like the Native Californians, property
and agriculture tend to come as a package. People in ancient times would not do all the
work of farming, which was often more onerous than foraging, without some guarantee
that they could reap what they sow and keep what they reap (Bowles and Choi 2019).
And the fact that agriculture—other than flood-retreat agriculture in certain delta

regions—was more work than hunting and gathering leads some scholars to believe that
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in most places humans did not become full-time farmers until some higher authority,
namely the incipient state, forced them to (Acemoglu and Robinson 2009; Scott 2017). If
states strong-armed their populations into farming, and if farming tends to emerge jointly
with private ownership over land and its fruits, then this idea that property and debt
spawn markets may extend rather than contradict those other theories positing that state
coercion gives rise to markets for food. What is more, this narrative aligns with Polanyi’s
claim that enclosure brings about markets. It just points to much earlier instances of
enclosure than those of England during the Industrial Revolution.

Yet another version of this story emphasizes that markets proliferate in
individualist cultures that value personal responsibility and restraint. Max Weber (1905)
famously argued that capitalism, and the market economy that comes with it, could only
emerge in a society that permitted the individual accumulation of wealth and encouraged
its use for productive purposes rather than pleasure or opulence. But again, the Natives of
northern California, whose culture Walter Goldschmidt (1951) likens to Weber’s
“protestant ethic” of hard work and self-denial, probably did not have much of a market
for food. This suggests that individualism, asceticism, and social mobility based on the
accumulation of property may be necessary but not sufficient conditions for food markets
to arise. Nevertheless, the English colonists who first settled in Vermont were protestants,
including Puritans. Their ethos may have provided a fertile substrate for propagating
market culture.

Much of the theorizing | have reviewed here strikes me as clever speculation

based on extremely limited evidence. Archeology can tell us when objects traveled long
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distances and early civilizations sometimes documented how such external trade worked.
“Internal trade,” on the other hand, “generally is so little documented that hardly anything
is known about its past,” as Dorothy Davis (1966, xi) wrote in A History of Shopping.

Nevertheless, we can divide these stories about the origins of markets into
bottom-up and top-down theories, which map roughly onto their respective sides of the
debate between formalists and substantivists in twentieth-century economic anthropology
(Kaplan 1968). Bottom-up theory holds that people cannot help but buy and sell and will
make markets wherever transaction costs or legal barriers do not prevent it. Top-down
theory, by contrast, argues that buying and selling remain auxiliary or even non-existent
parts of economic life until some external authority imposes a market economy through
enclosure or taxation. My reading finds reason to believe that for food, specifically,
people do not tend to make markets spontaneously, but the odd marketlike transaction has
probably occurred in most times and places. The science is far from settled.

The early history of food markets in Vermont could be read from either of these
perspectives. Bottom-up theorists would see Indians and colonists freely engaging in
mutually beneficial trade. Top-down theorists would see colonists, who might have
immigrated to the New World after enclosure violently forced markets on them back
home, in turn forcing markets on Native peoples who in some cases did not even
understand what they were agreeing to. Both readings hold at least a kernel of truth. The
further entrenchment of a market food system can similarly be understood in both ways.

The bottom-up reading is that economically rational Vermonters exercised their agency
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in pursuit of material prosperity, and the top-down one is that peasants and proletarians

did what was necessary to survive in an increasingly capitalist America.

7.4 Transition to a market economy, 1800-1900

While Cronon (1983) blamed markets for the degradation of New England’s
landscape, Percy Bidwell (1916) blamed the lack of markets for the sorry state of New
England farming at the turn of the nineteenth century. At that time, at least 90% of
households farmed. That figure includes most storekeepers, carpenters, sawyers, lawyers,
doctors, millers, cobblers, and other artisans. In towns of self-sufficient, jack-of-all-trades
farmers, there was not enough effective demand for anyone to practice a specialized craft
full time. And since everybody farmed, there was no market for selling their produce.

Bidwell’s (1916) argument was that with no way to make any money in
agriculture, farmers in the early 1800s had no reason to put in extra work to scrape
additional sustenance from the land. Observers at that time had agreed that the land was
under-worked, under-capitalized, under-fertilized, under-cultivated, and generally under-
utilized. But most blamed this inefficient agriculture on farmers’ ignorance, their
resistance to change, or the cheapness of land and high cost of labor. Bidwell, studying
the situation a century later for his doctoral dissertation, conceded these points. But he
argued that if there were revenues to be earned, farmers would have eagerly educated
themselves, changed their practices, and carried out additional tasks like applying the
manure that was already on the farm to their depleted fields. Plus, access to markets
would have raised land values and allowed farmers to invest in better implements and

buildings.
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The only way Vermont farmers could sell food in the early nineteenth century
was to get it to distant urban centers. In the fall, southern Vermonters would make a
weeklong trek to Boston to sell their surplus and then purchase groceries for the year,
loading their carts with coffee, tea, spices, salt, molasses, cod, and rum for the return trip
(Opal 2008). Some farmers would drive “fatted cattle” as far as New York City or
Philadelphia (Dwight 1821b, 458). Goods were moved by rivers, too, especially once
canals had been built to circumvent falls. Small boats carried grain, beef, flax, and potash
down the Connecticut River to Hartford, and rum, salt, molasses, and tea were
transported back up it (Bidwell 1916). Northwestern Vermont floated its surplus
northward into Canada via Lake Champlain (Albers 2000). Overland, only cheese, butter,
maple, livestock, and sometimes salt meat could be profitably carried more than 20 miles
to market because the roads were so shoddy. Even for those products, transport costs ate
up much of the profits (Bidwell 1916). Vermont in the early 1800s had a mostly non-
market food economy out of necessity.

Yet many New Englanders kept account books with written records of everything
they owed each other. These ledgers were denominated in precise monetary terms even
though money was often too scarce to settle up. Some Southerners, accustomed to
untracked reciprocity between neighbors, felt that this careful record-keeping
demonstrated distrust. But it may have arisen simply because rural Northerners were
likely to have learned arithmetic in school. Farmers at that time would also keep a tab at
the country store rather than exchange money each time they purchased or sold food there

(Larkin 1989, 37-38).
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Neighbors were not coldly calculating with each other in all contexts. They
regularly came together for tasks of mutual assistance, called “bees” or “frolics,” which
they did not charge on their account books (Larkin 1989, 268). Barn raisings and
quiltings are the classic examples. But communities also gathered for food-related work
parties to husk corn, spread manure, pick rocks from fields, or even harvest a crop
belonging to someone who was sick or short on hands (Pierce 2014). Questions like
whether bee participants could expect help in return at a later date or whether they were
merely compensated with a meal were resolved according to unwritten, flexible, context-
specific rules that everyone involved understood (Wilson 2022).

| suspect transfers of food among friends frequently escaped tally in their account
books, though evidence of such gifts or sharing is sparser for the very reason that they
were not written down. Neighbors would often take turns slaughtering animals and split
the meat among households, since a family could only reasonably eat a quarter beef or
mutton before it went bad (Bidwell 1916). A traveler during that era noted Vermonters’
hospitality and conjectured that the demands of such a rugged existence provoked people
to help each other out according to need, given that everybody would pass through hard
times eventually (Dwight 1821b). Barter, cash, credit, and gifts coexisted.

By the mid-1800s, self-sufficiency was giving way to a commercial economy
(Albers 2000). Farmers were replacing diversified, semi-subsistence agriculture with
specialized production for urban markets. Efficiency-obsessed agricultural reformers
urged farmers to end ritual cooperative work like corn huskings, where some participants

would shirk and most would get drunk. Many rural New Englanders obliged. With
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increasing access to cash and bank accounts, people were giving up the account books
with which they had tracked neighborly exchange (Larkin 1989). In short, economic life
was becoming less embedded in social interactions like visiting one’s neighbors or
communal work parties.

It was a market for fiber, not food, that drove Vermont’s first major agricultural
specialization. A U.S. tariff on imported wool made domestic wool more competitive,
triggering a merino sheep craze. Farmers denuded mountains for pastureland. By 1840,
there were 1.6 million sheep in Vermont, six times the human population. The tariffs
were soon relaxed and the sheep trend ended abruptly. Vermonters killed around two-
thirds of their sheep between 1846 and 1850. It was hoped that railroads connecting the
state to new markets would avert the bust, but the greater effect of the railroads was
connecting New England buyers to cheaper wool produced in the West (Albers 2000).

Many farms failed once cheap food and fiber from elsewhere could reach
Vermont. From 1850 to 1900, the portion of Vermont’s population in agriculture dropped
from half to just over one-third. From 1860 to 1900, the price of wheat dropped 60% and
its production in Vermont fell by 92% (Albers 2000).

It was the farmers who had maintained their mixed subsistence practices that
managed to survive the ensuing difficult years. American farmers tended to continue
producing in part for self-sufficiency long past the point where specializing in marketable
commodities would have served their immediate self-interest (Merrill 1977). In the end,
diversified farming proved good for Vermont farmers’ longer-term self-interest. For

instance, farmers had often spared maple trees from the axe of deforestation (Pierce
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2014), and maple sugaring helped many a hill farm stay afloat in the late 1800s (Albers
2000). Non-market production for home consumption kept rural families fed as well, as it
always had.

Wild foods were hard to come by, however. Dams on the Connecticut River had
eradicated once-abundant runs of anadromous salmon and shad by 1814. More wildlife
disappeared when Vermont was deforested for sheep grazing. By 1850, beavers, fishers,
moose, and wild turkey no longer lived in the state (Johnson 1980). Deer were so scarce
that hunting them was made illegal from 1865 to 1895. In 1870, about two-thirds of
Vermont’s land was “improved,” which means cleared (Albers 2000). Exposed hillsides
eroded into waterways. Without wetlands to slow down and filter water, streams filled
with silt and sawdust, slashing fish populations.

Dairy farming took off in the 1880s with the advent of refrigerated train cars that
could transport fresh Vermont milk to markets in Boston and other cities. Farms started
to specialize in raising dairy cows. For many Vermont farmers, this was likely the first
time they had produced food specifically for market, rather than simply selling their
surplus. By the end of the nineteenth century, Vermont was the nation’s leading producer
of both butter and maple sugar. Farms also specialized in apples, potatoes, turkeys, and
other commaodities. Still, 2,500 farms closed in Vermont between 1880 and 1900 (Albers

2000). Specialization also meant more and more Vermonters were not growing food.

7.5 The subsistence of subsistence, 1900—present

These trends continued into the twentieth century. Hundreds of Vermont farms

closed up shop every year. By 1930, there were fewer than 25,000, a 25% drop since
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1900. The portion of Vermonters in agriculture was down to a quarter. Acreage in staples
like wheat, barley, potatoes, onions, and corn harvested for human consumption had all
fallen precipitously, suggesting that Vermont’s farmers were producing specifically for
market and then purchasing their daily bread, so to speak (USDA 1930).

Non-market food practices persisted, though. Of the 24,808 Vermont farms
recorded in the 1930 census of agriculture, 20,972 (84%) reported growing vegetables for
home use only—and we can assume that the several hundred commercial vegetable farms
in existence at that time also ate and gifted some of their product (USDA 1930). | would
surmise that most “non-farming” households had food gardens as well, given that there
were just 3,500 acres in the production of vegetables for sale then—the exact same
amount as in 2017, when Vermonters also had access to veggies for sale from California,
Florida, and other distant places (USDA 2019).2 Bidwell, writing in 1916, claimed that
New England neighbors still slaughtered their animals and shared the meat on a rotating
basis. He called it one of the few surviving forms of neighborly cooperation (Bidwell
1916). In remote pockets of Vermont, self-sufficiency probably continued as before: 90%
of households in Pomfret still farmed for a living in 1920 (Clifford 2003).

A study of the diets of 50 Vermont farm families from 1928 to 1930 found that
more than half the food they consumed was produced on their farms. This study was
made possible by homemaking women’s meticulous weighing and record-keeping of

everything they purchased or produced for home consumption for a year or more. After

3 Of course, Vermonters probably eat more vegetables today than a century ago. First, because the
population has increased from 350,000 to more than 600,000. Second, most accounts describe Vermonters
as having a fairly meat-and-potatoes diet in the past (Albers 2000). Still, I believe the acreage dedicated to
non-market food gardens was greater then than now.
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valuing the farm-produced food at retail prices to make the market and non-market food
comparable, it was found that these households purchased 46% of their food and
produced the other 54% on the farm. Among the 50 families, the portion of self-produced
food varied from 26% to 72%. By weight, the farms produced 78% of the vegetables they
consumed, 64% of fruit, 81% of potatoes, 88% of eggs, 22% of sugar, 21% of butter and
other fats, and 95% of their milk, cream, and cheese (Muse and Gillum 1931).

A similar study in the following decade found that the monetary value of
purchased food had surpassed that of home-produced food in the diets of farm families in
northwestern Vermont. For 12 months from 1935 to 1936, the food consumption of 538
farm families was 44% home-produced and 56% purchased, though the change may have
been in part caused by a method that assigned lower values to homegrown food than the
earlier study.* The sample of 299 families that lived in villages, by contrast, home-
produced just 6% of their food, and received 2% as a gift or in-kind pay (Britton 1941).
Given that 34% of Vermont’s population lived on farms at that time (USDA 1935, 23),
and heroically assuming that these farm and village families represented average farm
and non-farm households in the state, | estimate that 21% of all food consumed was
acquired from non-market sources: 19% non-market production and 2% non-market
transfers. These figures seem low, but | do not know of other data sources.

Both farm and village families put up prodigious amounts of food for winter: on

average, they canned 89 and 52 quarts of vegetables, respectively; 38 and 16 quarts of

4 Virginia Britton (1941), who conducted the study, wrote, “For the most part home-produced food eaten by
the farm family was valued at what it would have cost had it been bought from a neighbor, a price usually
somewhat less than that charged by nearby retail stores™ (13).
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fruit; plus jellies, jams, pickles, relishes, poultry, meat, and sauerkraut. More than half of
households said that most of what they canned was home-produced (Britton 1941).

So non-market production made up about half of the food consumed by
Vermont’s farm families well into the twentieth century, according to these studies.
Subsistence practices helped them get through the Great Depression (Sherman et al.
2004). But these were still commercial farms, and dairy was what they sold. Of the 50
farms in the study by Marianne Muse and Isabelle Gillum (1931), “dairy was practically
the only source of income on 33” (6). External pressures made life continually harder for
these commercial dairy farmers.

After World War 11, they were forced to mechanize to compete with larger
producers elsewhere. New food safety regulations required dairies to put in concrete
floors and steel bulk tanks. Many old timers simply shut down their small farms when
they could no longer comply. Those who stayed in business needed to sell more to pay
off the necessary capital investments. The resultant milk glut led to low prices, which
necessitated even greater production to make ends meet. In 1953, when the first steel bulk
tank was installed, Vermont’s 10,637 dairies averaged 25 cows per farm. By 1970, there
were 4,153 dairy farms and their average herd size was 60 (Albers 2000).

Forests returned as farms were shuttered, allowing Vermonters to harvest more
non-market wild foods. Vermont shifted from producing its own staples and cattle feed to
buying grain mostly from the Midwest, and from 1945 to 1965 the portion of the state’s
5.9 million acres in agriculture dropped from nearly two-thirds to just one-third

(Governor’s Commission on Food 1976). Forest cover increased from less than 40% in
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1900 to about 75% in the late twentieth century, where it remains today (Foster et al.
2017). As the state reforested, people could rely more on wild edibles and game again.
The Vermont State Fish Hatchery has been stocking streams and lakes for anglers since
1891 (Albers 2000). The deer population had exploded by the 1950s. Canada geese,
fishers, and wild turkeys were reintroduced in the 50s and 60s (Rogers 2017). Markets
developed for some wild foods, like fiddleheads (ostrich fern, Matteuccia struthiopteris;
Pierce 2014), but the fruits of foraging, hunting, and fishing remained overwhelmingly
not for sale.

In 1976, what was then called the State Department of Agriculture published a
report on proposals for Vermont’s food future (Governor’s Commission on Food 1976).
Food prices had been rising 10% per year and people were worried that the era of cheap
food in the U.S. was over. Reading the two-volume report, one gets the feeling that its
authors were happy to milk that justification for their proposals to make the state more
self-sufficient and bring back small, diversified family farming. At the time, 90% of
Vermont’s commercial agricultural output was dairy, nearly all of which left the state.
“The contribution of Vermont agriculture is primarily to the State’s economy, not to
feeding its people,” they wrote (Governor’s Commission on Food 1976, 1:2).

The number of subsistence farms had dwindled over the 1950s and 1960s, as
marginal farms were sold to expanding dairy farmers or to city people as second homes.
Two types of subsistence farmers remained, however, according to the report. One was
the elderly farmer who just hangs on to what he knows because he sees no alternative.

The other was the back-to-the-lander, an idealistic young farmer who wants a diversified,
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labor-intensive farm just as self-sufficient as one in the 1800s. Some of the latter type
were communes.

Institutionalized non-market food transfers were widespread by 1976. The
commission reported that the mothers of 42% of children under 4 received food from the
federal Women, Infants and Children Nutrition Program, and that 77% of school children
participated in the National School Lunch Program. The Governor’s Commission on
Food presented ideas for getting Vermont-produced food into food assistance programs.

Non-market production was also a theme in the commission’s proposals. Though
the report included no estimates of how many people produced how much non-market
food at that time, it stated with confidence that food gardening had been on the rise in the
1970s. This trend was attributed to concern ab