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Academic debates about consumption privilege the position of white, 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.  An examination of the ways that sustainable consumption is promoted and understood in a non-elite context, and a comparison to the same phenomena in a middle-class venue, is important both ethically and methodologically.  Analysis of the perspectives of low-income people and people of color attributes value to them while helping scholars to gain a more complete understanding of the phenomenon of sustainable consumption.

My study aims to fill this lacuna by comparing the ways that the consumption
 of sustainable
 food is framed and understood at two Northern California farmers markets.  I chose the two markets featured in this study because they are explicitly dedicated to promoting ecological awareness and community health and development through sales of locally grown organic
 food.  Farmers markets are considered by advocates to be an act of resistance against the dominant corporate controlled agri-business system in which food is produced without regard for the social or ecological consequences of its production. 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.  The low-income market, located in West Oakland, emphasizes race and social justice concerns in a manner consistent with the environmental justice movement.  The elite
 market, found in North Berkeley, emphasizes support for land stewardship and personal connection to farms and farmers, which is typical of sustainable agriculture and local food systems discourse.  Some attention to stewardship, however, is evidenced in West Oakland while attention to class and distribution is not entirely absent from the North Berkeley market. 

The relationship between environmental justice and sustainability is complex.  Activists from the former have been critical of the latter for marginalizing issues most important to people of color, who suffer disproportionately from environmental degradation.  The environmental justice movement integrates race, class and environmental issues, making environmental sustainability more immediate and meaningful to low-income people and people of color, and focuses on the agency of affected groups to change their situations. 

While the contemporary environmental justice movement was established only 25
 years ago, it has affected many aspects of the environmental movement.  Large, national organizations such as the Sierra Club have established environmental justice programs.  Smaller organizations such as Food First! and Redefining Progress work to integrate environmental, economic and social sustainability.  Environmental publications such as Orion magazine and Grist On-line Journal regularly feature articles devoted to poverty and the environment.  At the local level, activist groups such as New York City’s Verde work to establish “green jobs” such as nursery work or solar panel installation in low-income neighborhoods.  Both scholars and activists have noted that the integration of ecology and equity concerns represents a promising direction for the environmental movement (Agyeman 2005, Agyeman et al, 2003).

My research shows that sustainable consumption at farmers markets is promoted and understood through an environmental justice frame in West Oakland and through a sustainable agriculture/local foods system frame in North Berkeley.  This suggests that consumption may play a role in the integration of these two ideals.

Environmental Justice and Sustainability:  a Cross Pollination?


The goal of this paper is to analyze how approaches to sustainable consumption vary by race and class in order to suggest a role for sustainable consumption in what Agyeman et al (2003) refer to as the just sustainability paradigm (or JSP).  This perspective calls for the “movement fusion” (Cole and Foster, 2001:164) of organizations working under Dunlap and Catton’s (1978) new environmental paradigm and Taylor’s (2000) environmental justice paradigm.  I begin by describing the environmental justice movement.  After a brief overview, I focus on its approach to consumption.  While most environmental justice efforts analyze the politics of production, the movement’s use of civil rights tactics such as boycotts suggests potential for consumption-oriented strategies.  Next, I look to literature analyzing sustainable agriculture and local food systems.  While the movements posit sustainable consumption as transformative, critical scholars submit that the emphasis on consumption practices works to marginalize social justice concerns (Allen, 2003; Guthman, 2004).  

My research shows that sustainable consumption can be used to further both sustainable agriculture and environmental justice goals, and could therefore play a role in efforts to bring the two together.  The sustainable consumption literature has made some headway toward the integration of ecological and social justice concerns through its attention to everyday practice, incorporation of structure and policy and focus on both the social and environmental impacts of consumption.

In order to contribute more fully to this “movement fusion,” scholars of sustainable consumption need to consider the low-income consumer as an agent of social change, following the model set forth by environmental justice scholarship.  Scholars tend to conceptualize low-income people and people of color as beneficiaries, rather than proponents, of sustainable consumption.  By comparing the ways that sustainable consumption is framed and understood by farmers market managers, producers and customers, I can help to theorize this omission, amplifying the role for sustainable consumption in the establishment of a just sustainability.

Environmental justice

The environmental justice movement is largely associated with the well-substantiated claim that people living near sites that carry environmental health risks are disproportionately poor (Masterson-Allen and Brown, 1990) people of color (UCOC, 1987, Bullard, 1990) and have little access to the political process (Mohai, 1990).  Composed around a rhetoric of “rights,” (Capek, 1993) adapted from the civil rights movement (Taylor, 2000), environmental justice argues that all people are entitled to healthy places in which to “live, work and play” (Alston, 1991) and that those most affected by environmental problems must be actively engaged in ecological decision making (Faber, 1998). Classic environmental justice studies look at particular grassroots campaigns against the citing of toxic industries the neighborhoods of low-income people and people of color  (for example, Bullard, 1990, 1993) or environmentally toxic working conditions (Kazis and Grossman, 1982).  More recent studies focus not only environmental hazards but on equal access to environmental benefits (Adamson et al, 2002, Agyeman et al, 2003). 
Environmental justice campaigns are often aimed at either political or corporate targets, encouraging them to curb or limit the production of toxics (Szasz, 1994) or internalize its costs (Faber, 1998).  Many scholars draw on the Marxist-inspired notions, such as the “treadmill of production,” which posits ever-increasing economic production as responsible for environmental degradation (Schnaiberg and Gould, 1996; Magdoff et al, 2000).  They conclude that environmental justice is inherently incompatible with capitalism (Ruiters 2001, LaDuke 1999, Martinez-Alier 2001) and resist an emphasis on sustainable consumption.  However, environmental justice advocates make use of many tactics drawn from the civil rights movement (Capek, 1993), including boycotts.  Considered to be a predecessor of sustainable consumption activism (Micheletti, 2003), boycotts provide one avenue through which the politics of consumption and environmental justice may be more amenable than is suggested by scholars.  

Moreover, environmental justice advocates embrace consumption as an important strategy.  During the 1991 People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, delegates composed a platform that is widely considered to be the philosophical basis of the movement (Taylor, 2000, Novotny, 2000, Adamson et al, 2002).  The final principal “requires that we, as individuals, make personal and consumer choices to consume as little of Mother Earth's resources and to produce as little waste as possible; and make the conscious decision to challenge and reprioritize our lifestyles to insure the health of the natural world for present and future generations” (Alston, 1991).  Through consumption, environmental justice advocates connect the principles of the movement to their daily lives. 
Sustainable agriculture and local food systems


Brulle’s (1990) typology of the environmental movement aligns sustainability with the mainstream or reform segment, in part because sustainability discourse is most often enacted at the level of international policy (Agyeman, 2005).  This generalization does not, however, hold true for the sustainable agriculture movement, which has grown out of the back to the land farm communes and alternative food marketing initiatives of the 1960s (Goodman and Goodman, 2001, Belasco, 2000, Vos, 2000).  Sustainable agriculture posits the small-scale, family owned farm as the locus of environmental and social change and works primarily through the creation of an alternative market rather than policy reform.  This ties it directly to the creation to local food systems.

Sustainable agriculture scholarship tends to take a macro approach, documenting the environmental damage caused by the industrial agriculture system and the ways in which environmental damage affects the agribusiness industry.  (Magdoff et al, 2000, Buttel et al, 1990) and evaluating the movement’s ability to transform it (Allen, 1999, Buttel, 1997, Kloppenberg, 1996).  Scholars claim that consumer demand may sensitize corporate agriculture to environmental and community concerns, which can be seen in the recent introduction of organic product lines to corporate behemoths like Wal-Mart and Safeway.  This would indicate the possibility of large-scale, consumer-led changes in the production of food (Murdoc et al, 2000: Goodman, 1999; Whatmore and Thorne, 1997; Nygard and Storstad 1998).

However, literature focused specifically the social justice aspects of sustainable agriculture and local food is critical of sustainable consumption.  Social justice concerns are marginalized by the movement’s emphasis on the economic survival of individual small farms that promote sustainable consumption (Allen, 2003).  Guthman’s study of California agriculture submits that small farms do not have better labor practices than larger farms, characterizing the focus on buying local as irrelevant to social justice concerns (2004).  This, along with the high cost of local, organic food leaves local food systems characterized by power and privilege (Hindrichs, 2003), creating what Szasz (forthcomming) calls an “inverted quarantine” in which elites are not subject to harmful substances unavoidable to other consumers.  From this perspective, the sustainable agriculture and local food systems movements’ inability to attend to social justice concerns is directly tied to its emphasis on consumption rather than policy aimed at production (but see Gottlieb, 2001, Murdoc et al, 2000).  Furthermore, Allen et al (2003) claim that any socially transformative potential attributed to these movements comes from the revolutionary visionings of academics rather than movement participants.

Sustainable consumption


This leads to the question of what sustainable consumption could possibly have to offer to the fusion of movements that are, at least in part, so opposed to it.  To begin with, sustainable consumption scholarship does not limit itself to an analysis of individual buying practices.  Prominent pieces in the consumption literature directly refute this individual focus (Manites, 2002, Paavola, 2001) and analyze policy aimed at encouraging sustainable consumption in the European union (Murphy, 2001).  Consumption patterns are theorized as subject to structural opportunities and limitations (Heyman, 2001), exist at various aspects of the production process (Princen et al, 2002), and are promoted collectively by social movements (Micheletti, 2003).  These structural approaches create what Princen et al (2002) refer to as an “ecological political economy of consuming” (ix) and move beyond the conflation of consumption with the individualism.  Theorized in this way, consumption can become a mechanism through which the sustainable agriculture and local food system movements can respond to social justice concerns.

While my cases promote individual buying practices, they also represent organized responses to environmental and social problems.  They therefore contribute to the above-described literature uncoupling consumption from individual choice.  The farmers markets represented in this paper promote sustainable consumption as an individual, voluntary act that through which consumers contribute to broader social movements.  Many case studies focused on voluntary consumption practices add the caveat that without broader political work, they cannot transform social and environmentally destructive systems (Maniates, 2002, Helleiner, 2002, Tatum, 2002).  I do not include this disclaimer in order to suggest that transformative potential is not the only relevant question to ask of groups promoting sustainable consumption.  My interest lies in the potential of sustainable consumption to create a daily cognitive praxis (Eyerman and Jamison, 1991) through which social movement work becomes a part of every day life.   

Sustainable consumption discourse is most relevant to the just sustainability paradigm because it integrates social and environmental issues.  Cohen (2001) attributes the very concept of sustainable consumption to the reaction of various global south nations to the North American and European focus on over-population as a cause for environmental problems (see also Guha and Alier, 1997).  In the same volume, Goodman and Goodman (2001) posit the fair trade movement as able to invent what they call “an eco-social imaginary” that will integrate environmental and social justice concerns.  Redclift (2001) critiques eco-tourism’s definition of the environment as pristine nature, echoing a key assertion of the environmental justice movement (Turner and Wu, 2002).  These works use consumption to theorize environmental change in a socially just manner.


This discourse, however, posits the poor and people of color, especially in the global south, as merely beneficiaries of sustainable consumption.  The consumption of the wealthy, if limited and adjusted, would not create the environmental problems that put the disadvantaged at risk.  The West Oakland Farmers market, however, encourages residents of a place with a long history of environmental injustice, to become sustainable consumers.  Like in North Berkeley, the theme of community self-sufficiency is emphasized through support for locally-grown organic produce and other local products.  Buying from local businesses, according to market participants, eliminates ecological costs associated with shipping and keeps money within the community.  In most farmers markets, the “local community” is constructed through geography.  In West Oakland, however, race plays an integral role in framing sustainable consumption. 

Research Approach:


While many theorists have argued that sustainable consumption can (Spaargaren et al, 2000, Murray and Cohen, 2001) or cannot (Schnaiberg and Gould, 1996) play an important role in achieving environmental sustainability, the goal of my research is to examine how sustainable consumption is framed and understood.  For this reason, I employ primarily ethnographic methods and triangulate them with a qualitative survey and secondary source data. 
Nearly every week, I attend each market as a regular customer and occasional volunteer.  At the time of this writing, I have been attending the West Oakland market for one year and the North Berkeley market for nine months.  I observe interactions between venders, market managers and customers and record them in copious notes.  Through participant-observation, I have come to understand both the general atmosphere at each market and have documented comments and actions that embody the ways that sustainable consumption is framed and understood.

Access to the West Oakland market was less difficult than is often described by researchers working across social locations.  Some venders and customers were immediately receptive to me while others took more time to get to know.  One market manager sought to ensure that West Oakland residents would gain something from my study.  He worked with me to develop a strategy which involved paying participants for their interview time, hiring a West Oakland resident who attended a local university as a research assistant
 and assisting several of the involved non-profit organizations with grant-writing.  After several months, I became a fixture at the market, and was invited to attend vender meetings when they began to occur.  These meetings, which revolved around management disputes, gave me an opportunity to witness managers and venders’ explanations of why they participate in this market and what they hope to accomplish.  

In North Berkeley, access was immediate and unquestioned.  Venders, managers and customers were generally excited about my study and many offered their suggestions and insights as to the direction the project should take.  Because of the amount of time I spent at the market, many venders offered me the discount they give to each other (usually about 30%).  An advisory committee of customers and community members meets monthly to make decisions pertaining to prepared food venders.  Their meetings are open to the public and I have attended several.

In addition to participant-observation, I am currently conducting interviews with farmers market managers, venders and regular customers from each market.  Interviews have lasted between one and two hours, and are digitally recorded and transcribed.  Through interviews, I gain a richer understanding of how market managers and venders frame sustainable consumption and how customers understand it.

I have also administered a brief, qualitative survey to 100 customers from each market.  Designed to examine the demographics of market attendees and to measure the extent to which general consumers share the markets’ messages, the surveys questioned respondents’ backgrounds, eating habits, rationales for participation and market experiences.  


My primary data is supplemented with accounts from newspapers, magazines and other popular media describing these and other farmers markets.  Market managers have opened their files to me, allowing me to triangulate the memories offered by participants, particularly concerning the establishment and early days of the markets.  

As my stacks of data continue to grow, I search for emergent patterns, and code accordingly, ensuring that participants’ understandings the market give rise to the various aspects of my analysis.  While I knew from the onset that sustainable consumption would be a relevant theme, my observations, interviews and survey data gave rise to my ideas about how it is framed and understood.  This grounded theory methodology involves moving between data and the literature in order to find points at which my cases can make meaningful contributions  (Glasser and Strauss, 1967).  

Race, Identity and Access in West Oakland


The West Oakland farmers market is framed and understood as a tool to encourage grassroots economic development for a predominantly low-income, African American community.  This is typical of the environmental justice movement, whose goals have existed as a “submerged frame” throughout the larger civil rights movement (Taylor, 2000, Bullard, 1990).  The goals of the non-profit organizations that founded and manage the market include providing marketing opportunities for African American farmers and small businesspeople and increasing access to healthy food in predominantly Black communities.  Managers and venders see their market as a response to the decline in numbers of African American farmers due, at least in part, to explicitly racist USDA policies (Gilbert et al, 2002) and to what they call supermarket “redlining.”  The latter refers to an inverse relationship between presence of grocery stores and both income (Alwitt and Donley, 1997) and percentage of African American residents (Morland et al, 2002).  

West Oakland contains only one grocery store to serve its 30,000 residents.  In a grant application to the USDA, one market manager described the community’s unmet food needs.   

[The grocery store] has poor sanitation and high prices.  Many residents rely on convenience stores that do not offer the affordability, quality and selection of food choices appropriate to cook nutritious meals.  For the most part, the convenience stores are well stocked with soda, candy and alcohol instead of fresh produce and grains.

In a talk given to the California Ecological Farmers’ Association, one of the other managers linked the lack of food in urban African American communities to the decline of African American farmers.  The mission of the market, is to “cultivate and sustain a long lasting partnership between Black farmers and [a] predominantly Black community” (mobetterfood.org) in order to achieve economic empowerment and community self-sufficiency.  


Venders and customers understand the comprehensiveness of the market’s goals.  During a meeting to revise the market’s management structure, one farmer said, “Look where we are.  We’re in West Oakland.  We’re trying to do the best thing that has ever been done here.”  Another farmer claims that “This market fights the structures that are in place to keep down sharecroppers like my father and grandfathers.”  

Another vender, who crafts natural soaps and shea butters frames support for local independent business as “the end of dependence [on the capitalist economy and] the beginning of resistance.”  The business’ mission statement describes it in the following way:

We ain't bout capitalism or wage-slavery but we are about freein’ us (and others) from an oppressive system which says that our work has to make someone else rich. We ‘bout owning the means of production, teaching people how to free themselves from reliance, and getting people some real natural health.  

Paradoxically, these venders frame the purchase of their products as a way to move away from capitalism and oppression.  

Venders attempt to address poverty by providing a model through which West Oakland residents and African-American farmers can become empowered to become business owners.  It is for this reason that courting chain grocery stores is not seen as a solution to food insecurity.  “I don’t want Safeway or Albertsons,” said one vender.  “They abandoned the inner city.  They sell poison.  They pay crap wages.  Independent business is the most important thing.” Through the farmers market, managers and venders hope to create access to affordable, culturally acceptable, nutritious foods, neighborhood revitalization and community development through local economic opportunities, increased awareness and access to nutrition education and support for a community based food system.


Participation in the West Oakland farmers market is understood as support for African-American economic development and culture.  In a survey of 100 market customers, a plurality of respondents named support for Black Farmers and small businesspeople as their most important reason for market attendance
.  This was true for both Blacks (59%) and non-Blacks (45%).  Qualitative responses from Blacks mentioned “helping my brothers and sisters” and the need for more African Americans to support the market. This is consistent with research findings that demonstrate that customers shop at farmers markets to support “their” local farmers (Hindrichs, 2003, Solan, 2002, Winter, 2001).  Sustainable consumption becomes an affirmation of racial identity or of support for an oppressed group. 


Venders appeal to the racial identities of their predominantly African-American consumers in order to market their goods and specialize in items that reflect the emphasis on African American culture.  Farmers specialize in greens, okra and other vegetables common to African American cuisine.  When they’re available, one of the farm stands hangs a large sign that exclaims, “We have black-eyed peas.”  A non-profit that runs cooking demonstrations emphasizes similar foods, often preparing greens topped with vinegar, common to the Southeastern U.S. or African spinach and peanut butter stew.  Customers are familiar with the shea butter products described above, which is derived from a seed native to Africa and common in beauty products aimed at African Americans.  During the market, the “Hungry DJ Posse” spins soul, reggae and jazz in order to “create an atmosphere that brings out the community.”  A local artist sells portraits of African American celebrities ranging from Malcolm X to Snoop Dog.


Racial consciousness is displayed in the choice of special events celebrated by the market.  During Black History month, one farm set up a display honoring important figures from Black history.  One of the DJs took a break from spinning records to give a short speech about the history of Black farmers, highlighting the contributions of George Washington Carver to American agriculture.  Later that day, I noticed that several of the venders were wearing elaborate red green and black ribbons.  Another vender had simpler versions of the same ribbons available for purchase.  In another example, a Hurricane Katrina fundraiser featured live music at the market.  Two local young women were holding a garage sale, the proceeds of which would be donated to hurricane victims.  They were also selling t-shirts that read “Kanye was Right,” referring to hip-hop artist Kanye West’s assertion that “George Bush doesn’t care about Black people” (Froomkin, 2005).  While Katrina fundraisers were common to both Black and White communities, it seems unlikely that the T-shirts would have been sold in a venue that did not emphasize Black identity.  Through their choice in products, the market targets an African-American clientele, framing consumption of their sustainably produced products as support for the empowerment of racially and economically oppressed people.

 
This frame is evident not only in formal displays of products and the structure of the market, but in informal discussions as well.  Race and racism are common topics of conversation among venders, customers and managers.  This was especially true during the Katrina fundraiser.  

I was listening to several of the venders and market managers discuss the hurricane.  The all looked to the government’s lack of planning and reaction as proof that racism is alive and well in the United States.  

One farmer said “look at Sally.  She’s getting food for her family.  Isn’t she industrious and hard working.  Now, look at _____.  He’s looting.  Let’s shoot him.”  This paralleled the Associated Press photographs in which whites and Blacks in similar situations are described in captions as finders and looters, respectively.

The farmer said he knew that Oakland had no plan. “If it happened here,” agreed another vender, “people in West Oakland would be left just the way people in New Orleans were.”  One of the market managers, who has a background in environmental justice organizing, added that Oakland “really should have a plan, especially because of all the toxic industries.”

While the hurricane provided one avenue for detailed discussions of race and racism, they also occur more regularly.  

The sound of camera shutters drew my attention to three whites taking photos of the largest farm stand.  Employed by the newly opened Museum of the African Diaspora in San Francisco, their photos would contribute to an exhibit on food.  . One customer, a Black woman in her 30s, approached one of the photographers and asked why Africans aren’t taking the photos.  He responded that it was because the museum was in San Francisco.  She rolled her eyes and went on to ask another photographer, who did not hear her ask the first.  The second response indicated that although the three photographers present were White, many African Americans are involved in planning the museum.  The customer seemed satisfied and talked cordially to the photographer for a while.  She did ask why she had never heard of this museum before, to which the photographer had no answer.

This example demonstrates the market as a venue in which Black identity is affirmed and racial exploitation is a common topic of conversation.


While blackness is the predominant frame through which racial identity frames sustainable consumption, some venders and customers link their struggles to those of other ethnic groups.  Although managers and customers talk predominantly about support for Black farmers, the market also features two Mexican growers.  Hmong venders have also been included in the market, but have left due to lack of sales.  While the cooking demonstrations described earlier tend to feature African and African-American foods, their menus, which change on a week-to-week basis, have also included quesadillas and curried vegetables.  Describing a conflict between her African-American neighbors and the Middle Eastern owner of a liquor store, one vender stated, “We’re all Black and brown people,” sympathizing with the store owner.  “We shouldn’t be making problems for each other.  Most of the corner store owners are Muslim and we should be supporting them, especially with the war going on.”  She sees independent businesses owned by people of color as potential allies.  

Likened by one of the managers to “Chinatown for Black people,” the market encourages economic development and cultural affirmation for African American farmers, small business owners and customers.   Access is a fundamental aspect of this frame, referring both to the availability of products in West Oakland and to business opportunities for African Americans.  While not all of the customers are Black, product availability and general atmosphere seem to cater to African Americans.  Discussions of race and racism are common.  Sustainable consumption at the West Oakland farmers market is framed as support for independent, African-American producers and for development of a predominantly Black community.  This echoes scholarly findings that people of color engage in environmentally sustainable activities when they are framed as anti-racist work and mirrors the environmental justice movements’ integration of race, class and environmental issues (Bullard, 1990, Novotny, 2000).  

Connection to and Care For the Land in North Berkeley


At the North Berkeley market, on the other hand sustainable consumption is depicted as a way to support ecologically sustainable production.  Produce sold at the North Berkeley market is entirely organic, meat and eggs are free-range, and fish is wild.  Most produce comes from within 150 miles of the market.  Managers require lists of which crops are produced on each farm and vigilantly check to ensure that all produce available is grown by the farmer selling it.  The Berkeley market stall-inspection forms require that packaging for prepared foods meets their environmental standards, which prefer bulk sales in refillable containers to recyclable containers (disposable containers are prohibited).  All fresh ingredients in prepared foods must be in season.  In addition, market managers staff an Ecology Center booth which provides free information about a number of environmental issues and programs and sells sustainable products such as organic cotton t-shirts and shopping bags, reusable metal canteens and environmentally-friendly pest traps.  Separate waste receptacles for recyclables, compost and trash are provided, as well as a bin in which customers can take or leave used plastic bags.  Other environmental activists can often be found gathering signatures for various petitions.   Occasionally, other organizations are allowed to set up small booths and sell products, such as Deborah Koontz Garcia’s anti-genetic engineering documentary “The Future of Food.”


Many venders are proud of their sustainable practices and will discuss them at length with customers.  One farm stand, which charges the same price per pound for different kinds of fruit hangs up a sign that says “Save the Earth.  Use One Bag if You Can.”  Another vender comes to market in a truck run on vegetable oil instead of gasoline.  This, he claims, saves him money while cutting down on emissions.  A third vender can often be heard talking at length about her work on Measure D, her home county’s failed anti-GMO regulation.  

Customers are also well aware of environmental issues, emphasizing their own sustainable practices while urging the Ecology Center, individual farms and other customers to further strengthen theirs.  Again, financially supporting sustainable practices is important.

A woman in her mid 50s approached the Ecology Center table.  She leaned over to look at the T-shirts, which depict a hand holding a carrot and read “Berkeley Farmers Market.” 

“Oh, I live with an organic farmer,” she said, swinging a long, grey braid over her shoulder.

And our t-shirts are 100% organic cotton,” answered the market manager, trying to make the sale.

“Of course,” the woman responded, unfolding the T-shirt and holding it in front of her.  “This looks like her size.  And it probably supports you all in some way too.”

Sometimes regard for sustainable practices extends beyond market behavior to other aspects of customers lives.  

A guy in his mid 30s wheeled a shiny new bike over to the Ecology Center table.  It was bright orange with banana handlebars and looked really fun to ride.  After one of the managers greeted him by name, we both gave compliments.  “I try to ride around in style,” he said, “so I can inspire all the people driving their cars.”

His decorative bicycle revealed pride in his choice not to drive.  Other times, I observed the converse of this; customers are critical of practices they consider ecologically harmful.

“Ooh, smoked salmon ravioli,” said a man to his wife, gazing longingly at the homemade pasta displayed in front of him.  Each week, I see this couple at the market, buying groceries for the week and something prepared for that night’s dinner.

“It’s Atlantic smoked salmon,” the wife responded warily.

The husband looked at the woman working that booth and said “why do you use Atlantic Salmon?”

“I don’t know anything about it,” she said in a way that wasn’t rude, but didn’t seem terribly interested either. 

If there were a soapbox around, the husband could have climbed right on.  

“Atlantic Salmon is all farmed and really bad for the environment.  The only salmon that’s any good from an environmental standpoint is Alaskan.  It’s all wild.  It’s like real fish!  And they have good governmental protection in Alaska so it’s good to support that.”

This reflects high levels of both education and environmental sensibilities of North Berkeley market customers. 

In North Berkeley, consumption of organic produce is framed and understood as a way to re-establish a lost connection to the earth.  Eating is espoused as a way of directly interacting with non-human nature.  Through familiarity with food sources, consumers can amplify that connection.  This is demonstrated through knowledge of varieties and health benefits of various foods, and a desire to connect with and demonstrate respect for local, organic farmers.


One way in which this framework is embodied by market venders and customers is through detailed knowledge of varieties of fruits and vegetables.  Customers often inquire about this, and venders are well prepared to answer, describing subtle differences in color, texture and taste.  Many customers are quite knowledgeable as well.  In the summertime, I overheard a woman walk past one farm stand and exclaim, ““Look at those gorgeous dry-farmed Early Girls.  So delicious!”  She demonstrates knowledge of both tomato varieties and farm practices.  Sustainable consumption is framed and understood by market participants as a way to connect to their food source, food knowledge is an important part of that connection.


Many of the parents who spend time at this market emphasize that fresh food is especially important for their families.  One vender claims that kids “only want to eat fat because pesticides make the food lose its sweetness.”  On another occasion, a middle-aged man told me that his son loves fruits and vegetables because of the market.  A few moments later, I helped him chase down his toddler.  The boy was eating an apple.  The father smiled at me, pointed to his son and said, “There’s the proof.”  Sustainable consumption is framed by parents as a way to provide for their children’s health.


The North Berkeley farmers market frames sustainable consumption as a way to connect not only with the food itself but with the people who grow it. A chef employed by an exclusive gourmet restaurant sees her connection to farmers as important to both her personal and professional life.  I’ve spoken with her at length about her thoughts on the farmers market.

“I come to market because it’s the most tangible community I have access to.  Because food is so important in my life and I want to touch the hand of people who grew it.  One time, I got some tomatoes from one of the farms.  I made soup and brought it back to share.  I didn’t expect it, but people traded me more vegetables for the soup.” 

“I’ve even gone to that same farm to plan a supper club.  I took notes on the produce and planned the menu around it.  It was mind-boggling to go out and see where my food is grown.  I got to stay out there on a yurt on her farm.  It’s amazing to have a sense of where the food comes from because I can feel the energy of that space in the food.”  

A few weeks later, she brought more soup to give to the farmer she had visited. The farmer wasn’t there.  But I got to feed [one of her employees] instead.  And she hadn’t eaten all day.”

This field note shows how consumption of organic produce can be understood as a way to connect to farmers, to food and to the land on which food is grown.


Farming is framed by venders and managers and understood by customers as difficult work that earns very little money.  Honoring and supporting the sacrifices farmers make to maintain their businesses is an important reason to purchase organic food.  On one occasion, a customer had picked out three heads of lettuce.


“That’s two,” said the farmer, not seeing the third.

“No, three,” the customer corrected him.

“Best policy,” replied the farmer with a smile.

“No sense gypping you,” exclaimed the customer.  “You guys are like the hardest workers.  No one works harder than farmers.”

“No, we just sit around,” the farmer answered sarcastically.

This reflects a notion broadly held by many supporters of sustainable agriculture that farmers have chosen a low-paying livelihood because of their desire to cultivate and live closely with the land.  Some customers display an almost reverential attitude towards those who grow their food.

Participants in the North Berkeley farmers market espouse a perspective similar to the bioregional notion that humans have lost a connection to the land (McGinnis, 1999; Thayer, 2001).  Kloppenberg et al (1996) adapt the bioregional concept of watershed to eating practices, citing a “foodshed” as the proper scale at which food should be procured in order to maintain a connection between the eater, the grower and the landscape.  Respect for and connection to both farmers and the food itself are important ways that sustainable consumption at the North Berkeley farmers market is framed and understood.  Ultimately, participants assume, familiarity with growers and their practices will inspire consumers to support sustainable production.

The Spaces in Between:  Submerged and Emergent Frames

Sustainability in West Oakland


While Blackness is the dominant theme at the West Oakland farmers market, more traditional sustainability concerns can be heard as well.  Talk about varieties, sustainable farming practices and the health effects of various plants are less common than in North Berkeley, but do exist.  

One vender, who specializes in homemade jams and preserves was showing one of the farmers the peppers in vinegar she had made a few weeks ago.  “Some are yours and some are [another farmers’],” she explained.  The farmer started musing about the different varieties he was planning to grow this coming summer.  She mentioned that purple peppers would look nice.  He suggested that she could can eggplant as well.  And on the subject of purple vegetables, he asked how the purple okra he had grown had tasted once she pickled and canned it.  

I bought a bottle of the vinegar a moment later.  “I’ve had my eye on them for a few weeks,” I told her, “but what really sold me on it was overhearing that conversation.”

“Well it’s nice when you know where things come from”, she replied, echoing a phrase I hear constantly at the Berkeley market.
The emphasis on economic independence extends beyond the farmers markets.  Customers are encouraged to learn to grow some food in their backyard gardens.  One school garden program sells discounted seeds and starts to encourage this.  On one occasion, I heard one of the farmers teaching a customer about seed saving.

An African-American woman bought a Hopi Squash from one of the farmers.  Hopi Squash are enormous (up to two feet long) winter squash that are generally unavailable in grocery stores, which tend to sell only the most common varieties.  After she paid, he asked her if she knew how to save the seeds.  She didn’t, but asked him how in an excited tone. 

“Do you live in Oakland,” he asked.   

“Yes,” she said.  “Right up the street.”  She told him her address.  

“All you have to do is wash them, lay them on some newspaper and let them dry.  And that’s to plant them or eat them.”

“I don’t want to eat them,” the woman said.  “I want to plant them and make a whole lot more babies.”

Seed saving is often seen as a purposeful act of resistance to the agribusiness system in which large corporations attempt to genetically modify seeds, patent traditional varieties, and encourage the use of varieties that do not yield fertile seeds.  Saving seeds maintains biodiversity while securing the abilities of independent farmers and gardeners to generate future products. While they are not the primary focus, the concerns that dominate the North Berkeley market are not entirely absent in West Oakland.

I refer to ecological sustainability as a submerged frame (Taylor, 2000) within the West Oakland market because, though it is seldom referred to, it underlies much of the market’s work.  Support for local organic farmers helps to preserve rural land and cuts down on fossil fuels needed to transport food to market.  Support for urban farming and gardening takes this even further.  In addition, many of the other venders use natural ingredients, sometimes purchased from market farmers.  Like in North Berkeley, the West Oakland farmers market creates a local food system, which contains benefits for ecological sustainability.  However, participation in the market is framed as not as support for the preservation of and connection to non-human nature, but for African-American economic development and culture.

Food Justice in North Berkeley


Issues of class and access are not entirely absent from the North Berkeley market either.  During the summer, Spiral Gardens sells seedlings in order to fund its community food security project.  Dedicated to promoting “healthy communities by encouraging the productive use of city soil and improving access to fresh local produce,” Spiral Gardens makes fresh produce available to homeless and elderly residents of South and West Berkeley at little to no cost.  The program also provides free classes to encourage “people to share knowledge about self-sufficiency through gardening, skills for good eating habits, and tools to build a vibrant community.”  In addition, food is shared with needy populations through “Food not Bombs,” an organization that collects huge food donations each week, prepares them, and serves food daily at People’s Park in downtown Berkeley.  Lastly, market managers emphasize that money earned at the Berkeley farmers markets goes to support other Ecology Center programs.  They are proudest of “Farm Fresh Choice,” through which local youth sell produce at cost at after-school programs in low-income neighborhoods in South and West Berkeley.


While Food not Bombs has been in existence for decades, Farm Fresh Choice and Spiral Gardens are relatively new programs that demonstrate a shifting environmental consciousness.  While the older program uses a charity model to simply give food away, the other two are focused on the empowerment of low-income people through participation in sustainable agriculture.  Equity is a relatively new theme at the North Berkeley farmers market, and for this reason, I refer to it as an emergent frame.  Whereas the Dunlap and Catton’s (1978) new environmental paradigm pays no attention to issues of class and access, the Berkeley’s farmer’s market is beginning to do so, aligning it with Agyeman et al’s (2003) just sustainability paradigm.  

Conclusion:  Ecology, Justice and Consumption

Scholarship attending to sustainable consumption privileges elite consumers in their analyses of how consumption can play a role in addressing environmental and social problems.  While this correctly places the responsibility on those who consume most, it does not attribute agency to groups suffering from disproportionate levels of environmental harm.  My study looks at how sustainable consumption is framed at two farmers markets whose populations differ by race and class in order to address this lacuna.  This fulfills our ethical obligation to incorporate the perspectives of non-elites while painting a richer description of the forms in which sustainable consumption can be conceptualized.  My work explores a role for scholarship of sustainable consumption to contribute to the theorization of a just sustainability paradigm which brings together ecological and equity concerns.  

While both markets work to establish local food systems, they frame their work in very different ways.  In West Oakland, the market’s mission is to support African-American farmers and small businesspeople, as well as to encourage local economic exchange.  This is reflected in the choice of products, general market atmosphere and informal conversations among market attendees.  In North Berkeley, the farmers market reconnects urban residents to the land on which their food is grown and the stewards who grow it.  Explicit attention to environmental conservation is demonstrated through regulations specifying the type of packaging that can be used and space provided for the promotion of other environmental causes.  Overlap, however, does exist; attention to environmental sustainability is present in West Oakland while attention to class (if not race) is emerging in North Berkeley.


Participants in the West Oakland farmers market link race, class and the environment in a manner consistent with the environmental justice movement.  In North Berkeley, connection to and conservation of the land reflects larger notions of sustainability.  Movement ideology becomes the advertising through which sustainable consumption is promoted in order to create local food systems.  My comparative study further explores the creation of a just sustainability paradigm by examining this shared space.  While privileged and oppressed people engage in similar work, the divergent frames through which this work is conceptualized and understood by participants represents a challenge to the synthesis of ecological and equity concerns.  However, each market does attend to the theme that dominates the other, providing hope that synthesis is possible. 

Attempting to survive as both a movement and an industry, sustainable agriculture has formed alliances with producers and consumers of elite gourmet foods who proclaim the higher quality of their product.  This restricts sustainable consumption to the middle class and bellies the movements’ social change goals.  Attention to the various forms sustainable consumption can take in locales varying by race and class may help sustainable agriculture activists to make their movement more accessible to poor communities and communities of color.  


This paper opens avenues for future research examining the ways that sustainable consumption, and consumption in general, is enacted and understood in low-income communities.  Rather than assuming that low-income consumers determine spending solely on price, scholars could investigate the presence or absence of sustainable consumption concerns in the frameworks of environmental justice organizations.  A study of how environmental justice advocates, who largely hail from affected communities, manage their spending would help theorists to understand other ways that sustainable consumption can be meaningfully engaged by low-income people and people of color.  Secondly, a growing number of projects, such as the Oakland’s City Slicker Farms or New York City’s Verde, look to encourage the creation of “green sector” environmental jobs for low-income people.  A future study could look to the framing of products resulting from these projects to determine at whom they are targeted and whether advertising highlights environmental and social justice themes.  


While by definition, elites consume the majority of natural resources, it is important not to marginalize the efforts of low-income people and people of color to engage in sustainable consumption activities.  To do so would blind scholars to the variety of ways the phenomenon can be framed and understood.  Comparisons between the frames through which disparate groups understand sustainable consumption allows scholars to better understand the range of concerns to which this practice can speak.
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� Throughout this paper, I use consumption to mean purchase, rather than eating.  I do, however, think that this metaphor represents a promising direction for future drafts.


� 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.


� While several of the farms selling in West Oakland are not USDA certified due to the prohibitive cost of certification, the farmers claim not to use pesticides or herbicides, calling themselves “chemical-free.”  One North Berkeley vender, who sells “free-range” and “grass-fed” meat and eggs, is in a similar situation.  In both cases, market managers and customers feel confident that the venders are practicing sustainable farming or husbandry.


� 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 lack of grocery stores.  This leads 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.


� In this context, I use the term elite to represent a market whose customers are largely but not exclusively white and whose modal income category, according to my survey, was above $100,000.  I do realize, however, that they are not the traditional power elite who play a large and often deterministic role in the political process.  Customers at the North Berkeley market are, in fact, working against this power elite by resisting the expansion of corporate agriculture.


� The movement is often dated by academics and activists alike to a series of protests against a proposed landfill in Warren County, North Carolina in 1982.


� This became possible due to a small amount of funding from the University of California Davis Small Farms Center.  Interview subjects were paid $25 each for their time.  My research assistant helped with the distribution of surveys and transcription of interviews.


� Other options included location, good quality food, good prices, fun atmosphere and other.
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