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Academic debates about consumption privilege the position of middle-class consumers in developed countries.  While affluent actors have greater incomes, and therefore the ability to consume more, this omission risks marginalizing the standpoints of non-elites.  My project investigates how the consumption of sustainable
 food is framed at two Northern California farmers markets.  Through participant-observation, a qualitative survey and interviews, I compare one market that promotes African-American and other minority farmers in a low-income, food-insecure
 neighborhood to an entirely organic market in a nearby wealthy area.  My preliminary findings show that important themes in the affluent market include support for environmentally sustainable practices, gourmet cuisine, and interpersonal interaction.  This is consistent with the discourses and scholarship of the sustainable agriculture movement.  The low-income market frames the consumption of food as anti-racist work promoting grassroots community development and human health.  Their frame parallels activist and scholarly work on environmental justice.  While they are not as prominent, sustainable agriculture concerns are indeed present in the low-income market and environmental justice concerns can be found in the affluent one.  This suggests that accessible, sustainable consumption may play an important role in bringing together issues of ecological health and human equity.

Race, Class and Consumption


Recent works on sustainable consumption have largely conceptualized it through the experiences of affluent U.S. Americans and Europeans.  Nearly all of the empirical chapters in Murray and Cohen’s (2001) Exploring Sustainable Consumption and Princen et al’s (2002) Confronting Consumption are based on this standpoint (but see Hayman, 2001).  Both volumes imply that this choice is logical because the “ecological footprint” of elite consumers is most responsible for ecological damage.  The omission of non-elite perspectives, however, further marginalizes low-income people and people of color from environmental debates.  

Scholars examining the sustainable agriculture movement have found that issues of race and class become invisible, in part, because of the movements’ focus on the economic survival of organic farms (Allen, 2004; Guthman, 2004).  However, if attention is paid to diverse communities and issues of access, sustainable consumption may become a pathway through which ecology and equity concerns can be brought together to work towards both justice and sustainability (Agyeman, 2005; Agyeman et al, 2003; Taylor, 2000).

Research Approach

Ethnographic research is particularly well suited to hermeneutic questions.  Because my research aims explore frames used to promote sustainable consumption, it relies heavily on participant-observation and interviews.  With regard to the former, I attend each market weekly in the role of regular customer and occasional volunteer, observing interactions between managers, venders and customers, and taking copious notes.  In-depth interviews with these actors allow me to further explore themes suggested by my observations.  I supplement my primary data with a qualitative survey of 100 customers from each market, meeting minutes supplied by market managers, and relevant media accounts of these and other farmers markets.  From my data, I then construct analytic categories relevant to scholarly debates (Glasser and Strauss, 1967).  

Preliminary Findings

I chose the two markets investigated in this study because both are explicitly dedicated to promoting ecological awareness and justice through the sales of high quality, organic food.  The varied neighborhoods in which they exist provides a broad, inclusive context.   My preliminary findings show that in the low-income market, race and class oppression functions as the primary frame.  Market managers promote African-American farmers, whose numbers are few due to explicitly racist USDA policies (Gilbert and Felin, 2002).  Supporting Black farmers is seen as anti-racist work and was cited by both Black and non-Black consumers as the most important reason to shop at this market.  Disproportionately high rates of health-related illnesses are framed as the result of racist redlining policies that keep grocery stores from low-income, African-American neighborhoods.  The market also provides a venue for African-American, home-based entrepreneurs to build their businesses, encouraging community development beneficial to residents.  Like environmental justice discourse, the market connects environmental issues to anti-racism and civil rights (Novotny, 2000; Capek, 1993; Bullard, 1990).  Evidence of the sustainable agriculture movement can also be seen through support for organic farming and natural products and an emphasis on buying local.

My second case is found in a largely white, affluent community with a long history of leftist politics and support for organic agriculture.  Located near several restaurants renown for employing local, organic food, venders and many customers are extremely knowledgeable about various fruit and vegetable varieties.  Customers are encouraged to get to know farmers in order to recover their lost connection to the places and people who produce their food. As is generally the case in the sustainable agriculture movement, support for small, local, organic farmers is the primary market goal (Barndt, 2002; Andreatta, 2005).  Customers and venders emphasize both the ethical imperative and economic hardships of organic farming.  While race is rarely explicitly mentioned, attention to access is not entirely absent.  I have observed customers objecting to the high prices because they ensure that food can be purchased only by elites.  In addition, the non-profit that manages the market also runs a program selling organic produce at reduced prices in low-income neighborhoods.  

Expected Contributions and Conclusions


There is general consensus among scholars that it is important to understand social phenomenon in ways that attend to the perspectives and experiences of people of various races, classes and genders.  This is ethically important because not doing so further marginalizes non-elites.  It also leads to better research because it allows scholars to attend to a phenomenon from multiple perspectives.  The major contribution of my paper is to examine sustainable consumption comparatively across race and class.  Not only will this attend give voice to a low-income community of color but it will add another dimension to our understanding of sustainable consumption. 


Several scholars have noted that traditional ecological and environmental justice concerns can be seen as complimentary, and might be brought together to inform a movement dedicated to both equity and sustainability (Agyeman, 2005; Agyeman et al, 2003; Taylor, 2000).  My paper begins to theorize a role for sustainable consumption in that project.
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� Debates about the socially constructed nature of what is sustainable are beyond the scope of this project.  I use sustainable food to indicate organic and locally produced produce, bread, fish, etc.  In this way, my work straddles what Murray and Cohen (2001) call the “realist/constructionist divide” by treating environmental benefits as real while attending to subjective meanings.


� A common definition of food security is a state in which all persons obtain a nutritionally adequate, culturally acceptable diet at all times through local non-emergency sources.  This community is considered by activists to be food insecure due to the relative absence of grocery stores, leading to a lack of access to fresh food such as fruits, vegetables and whole grains, and the proliferation of unhealthy alternatives available in liquor stores and fast food establishments.
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