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Introduction

The origins of this book are in a thematic session the editors organised at the 
RGS-IBG (Royal Geographical Society – Institute of British Geographers) Annual 
International Conference in London, in August  2019. The session was entitled 
“Cultivating hope while getting into trouble with Community Food Initiatives.” 
Drawing inspiration from the main conference theme “from geographies of trouble 
to geographies of hope,” we convened a session around community food initiatives 
(CFIs), asking presenters to discuss both the hopes and troubles of CFIs. Although 
hope and trouble were not specifically associated with the literature on commu-
nity food initiatives, during the conference session and subsequent development 
of this edited volume, this conceptual pairing proved a particularly promising entry 
point for discussing and understanding CFIs. While the various presenters at the 
session interpreted the terms in different ways, the collective focus on both hope 
and trouble sparked inspiration and enthusiasm. The session sported lively debates 
and a general feeling of working towards a shared goal of better understanding 
CFIs in all their facets. Collectively, we were interested in the ambivalence that 
hope and trouble inspired and the perspective they offered when juxtaposed. In the 
years that followed, the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the global 
food system and everyday life, deepening existing social and economic inequalities. 
Communities in the majority and minority worlds experienced a sharp rise in food 
insecurity, food loss and waste, and loneliness, while everyday routines around food 
provisioning became incredibly complex. Community food initiatives rose to meet 
these challenges in creative ways through emergency food distribution, short food 
supply chains, and community meals and fridges, and found new ways to connect 
people and food. The flourishing of CFIs during this ongoing public health crisis 
gives us reason to be hopeful that a different kind of food system is possible.

The concepts of hope and trouble are guiding themes in this edited volume. 
We associate hope with optimism, a reparative stance, a politics of possibility, and 
an ethic of care and repair. This deliberately hopeful and asset-based approach 
to research and practice is exemplified by Gibson-Graham and the community 
economies institute whose work has shown how CFIs are in fact helping us to imag-
ine and enact more-than-capitalist food economies (Gibson-Graham, 2006; Dixon, 

1	� A critical reparative approach 
towards understanding 
community food initiatives
Acknowledging hopes and troubles

Oona Morrow, Esther Veen, and Stefan Wahlen

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003195085-1


2  Oona Morrow, Esther Veen, and Stefan Wahlen

2011; Sarmiento, 2017). A critical gaze, on the other hand, is more attuned to the 
insipient ways in which CFIs can also reproduce the very power structures and 
social inequalities they oppose (see, e.g. Slocum, 2007; Guthman, 2008). Trouble 
is often linked to a critique of the status quo and taken for granted. This can be 
expressed in the mischievous joy of “trouble making” as well as in cynicism and 
despair. Rather than choosing between a generous and reparative stance or a criti-
cal and paranoid gaze, we advocate for a more ambivalent approach to hope and 
trouble. This is best captured by thinkers like Lauren Berlant (2011), who cautions 
against “cruel optimism,” in which hopeful desires can also sustain our suffering, 
and Donna Haraway (2016), whose work is a constant reminder of the impossibil-
ity of being purely oppositional or existing outside structures of power. Her invita-
tion to “stay with the trouble” has created space for ambivalence and unknowing 
across the sciences. Translating this approach to CFIs means being sensitive to the 
numerous ways in which such initiatives are sites of contradiction that are inter-
connected with various aspects and challenges in the food system. We call this a 
critical-reparative approach: a way of knowing and understanding that highlights 
positive change, without shying away from describing the things that go wrong. 
The nuanced pictures that scholars paint in this book are helpful in advancing 
CFIs through a better understanding of their workings and developments and in 
generating the kinds of sustainability transformations that are so urgently needed. 
With this book and its somewhat eclectic collection of approaches towards hope 
and trouble, we aim to inspire the reader to develop a critical reparative approach 
towards understanding community food initiatives.

CFIs are incredibly diverse in terms of their mission and aims, organisational 
models, economies, politics, participants, geographies, ethics, and values. This 
diversity is reflected in the mosaic of social theories, concepts, and methodologies 
that are used to make sense of them. “Strong” theories often support the work 
of explaining and evaluating how alternative, sustainable, equitable and just, or 
transformative such initiatives are. This can lead to a selection bias that favours 
particular initiatives that support a dominant theory or are exemplary in terms of 
their innovation, success, or failure. By conceptualising CFIs as a dynamic field, rife 
with contradictions and tensions, we invited contributors to “get into trouble” with 
community food initiatives and contribute to the epistemic diversity of critical food 
studies, while unsettling the certainty found in strong critiques. In other words, we 
ask critical food scholars to stay a little longer with the trouble, rest in unknowing, 
and resist the pull of ironclad conclusions.

In our call for contributions, we asked authors to focus on what works for the 
specific CFI they studied while staying critical, to help readers understand difficul-
ties without neglecting what can be celebrated. We began the process of editing 
this book and its individual chapters with a broad and flexible idea of what a criti-
cal reparative approach might entail, inviting authors to explore and theorise both 
hopes and troubles in community food initiatives. Ultimately, each author devel-
oped their own approach in response to our invitation, based on their interpreta-
tion of the themes of hope and trouble in their particular context. This led to the 
variety of theoretical entry points found in this book. For instance, Felix Schilling,  
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Stefan Wahlen and Stéphanie Eileen Domptail consider a moral economy perspec-
tive to describe how community food initiatives are (un-)making community. Patri-
zia Pugliese, Cosimo Rota, Fatima Zohra Sabrane, Marie Reine Bteich, and Esther 
Veen, on the other hand, use concepts of vulnerability and resilience to understand 
the hopes and trouble associated with CFIs. Gunnar Vittersø and Hanne Torjusen 
turn to convention theory to explain that people have different starting points for 
getting involved in a CFI, which leads to both difficulties and opportunities. And 
Jérémie Forney, Julien Vuilleumier, and Marion Fresia use the “promise of differ-
ence” to understand the hopes of local contract farming, and their relative success 
in realising different values and agricultural and economic practices.

The variety of approaches in this book contribute to the rich mosaic of theo-
ries and concepts found in critical food studies. The critical reparative approach 
that underpins this volume supports the use of a variety of theories and concep-
tual starting points that are fit for the purpose of enhancing our understanding 
of CFIs. A  critical reparative approach is therefore a “weak” theory (Sedgwick, 
2003; Gibson-Graham, 2006) that seeks to describe without explaining too much. 
In this vein, scholars approach CFIs with a broad and open mind to describe what 
is empirically happening. A critical reparative approach looks for, carves out, and 
brings about the small pearls of hope without belittling them. Nevertheless, the 
approach is also honest about the troubles CFIs face and have to deal with. As 
such, a critical reparative approach offers a mindset and family of concepts that 
aim to better understand the collective endeavours that are making change in the 
current industrialised food system.

The aim of this chapter is to introduce a critical reparative approach towards 
understanding CFIs. This necessitates navigating epistemological tensions and 
conceptual synergies in the field of critical food studies and consolidating multiple 
approaches to understanding CFIs. We do this by drawing on existing theoretical 
conceptualisations, empirical research, and approaches to challenges in the cur-
rent food system that appear in the chapters of this volume. In the next section, 
we delineate what we understand as community food initiatives and why we think 
such an understanding is needed. Subsequently, we discuss how a critical reparative 
approach might take shape by using the lenses of hope and trouble. We explain how 
hope and trouble serve as unifying themes throughout the book. Such a critical 
reparative way of knowing allows a diverse set of approaches for answering old and 
new questions. This then leads to the third section, in which we outline how the 
individual chapters carry the threads of hope and trouble.

What are Community Food Initiatives?

Community Food Initiatives (CFIs) are driven by the specific needs, values, and 
concerns of people in different places and contexts who collectively come together 
to realise, rework, and challenge food systems. CFIs span rural and urban, consump-
tion and production, alternative and mainstream, charity, mutual aid, and (social) 
entrepreneurship. They may work with, consist of, or cater to the young and the 
old, the rich and the poor, migrants and long-standing residents, and various groups 
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in between. CFIs may involve stakeholders and practices at any stage of the food 
system – from growing, to (re)distributing, to preparing, cooking, and eating, to 
composting. However, not all food initiatives are community food initiatives: CFIs 
are food initiatives that are realised through collective actions addressing the place-
specific needs and available resources of different communities.

Some community food initiatives can also be described as alternative, or civic, 
food networks. Alternative food networks (AFNs), for example, are food networks 
that define themselves as being different, notably better (at realising quality, sus-
tainability, justice, equity, transparency, democratic governance, and so on) than 
the mainstream food system, offering solutions to the problems associated with 
that global industrial food system. AFNs often concern more direct relationships 
between producers and consumers, for example, through short food supply chains 
(Goodman et al., 2012). While the term is commonly used in literature, it has been 
criticised for defining initiatives in terms of what they are not, and for drawing 
exclusionary boundaries between the mainstream and the alternative, while still 
focusing on market relationships (Holloway et al., 2007; Rosol, 2020). The concept 
of civic food networks, which Renting et  al. (2012) proposed as an alternative, 
is broader in the sense that it also includes initiatives that focus on civic actions 
beyond direct producer-consumer relationships. However, the concept of civic 
food networks mainly considers initiatives associated with farming and agriculture. 
We have adopted the term community food initiative (CFI) throughout this book 
because we wanted to include initiatives that are both alternative and mainstream, 
located in rural, peri-urban, and urban areas, and involved in meeting a variety 
of needs through agricultural production, food consumption, cultural inclusion, 
and civic engagement. CFIs open up a diversity of geographic scales (local, short 
supply chains), locations (urban, rural), practices (growing, preparing, eating), and 
concerns (health, sustainability) across the food system to collective actions that 
are responsive to the needs, resources, and abilities of specific communities. This 
inclusive conceptualisation of CFIs supports our aim of strengthening the epis-
temic diversity of critical food studies by recognising the collective endeavours of 
communities.

Community food initiatives are also sites for making community and negotiating 
difference – through formal and informal institutions, cultural norms, and normative 
frames. However, community should not be understood in positive terms only. Fol-
lowing feminist scholars (Young, 1989; Gibson-Graham, 2006; Nancy, 1991; Sedg-
wick, 2003), we understand community as an ongoing process of becoming, at loose 
ends with itself. We do not equate community with locality or territory, and we are 
wary of the politics of community that assumes sameness and obscures difference –  
especially when it comes to people and the various (even conflicting) values, beliefs, 
and motivations they hold. Rather than assuming that CFIs are composed of coher-
ent, bounded, or pre-existing communities, we explore CFIs as sites for creating 
and contesting communities. Such contestation as well as creativity is enacted 
through practices of food production, provisioning, governance, commoning, con-
sumption, and negotiation across difference. This is inspired by the approach that 
Gibson-Graham developed to understand the negotiation of economic difference 
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and interdependence in community economies, which has proven to be relevant to 
understanding community food initiatives (Wilson, 2012; Loh & Agyeman, 2019; 
Cameron & Wright, 2014; Cameron et al., 2014). Centring the ethical doing of 
community in CFIs helps us to better understand how they collectively advance or 
resist social change.

A critical reparative approach: acknowledging hope and trouble  
in community food initiatives

In the literature on community food initiatives, we observe quite polarised ways 
of knowing CFIs. On the one hand there is a reparative stance oriented towards 
hope and possibility (Gibson-Graham, 2006), and on the other there is a critical 
gaze oriented towards trouble and failure (Guthman, 2008). Rather than framing 
hope and trouble as mutually exclusive, we take a more ambivalent approach that is 
guided by the practices and lived realities of community food initiatives, where both 
hope and trouble are present and overlap. A critical reparative approach therefore 
offers a more nuanced picture of community food initiatives. We are certainly not 
the first to advocate for such critical-reparative ways of knowing. We are indebted 
to scholars such as Donna Haraway (2016), who invites us to “make a critical and 
joyful fuss . . . to stay with the trouble” (p. 31), writing that “the only way I know 
to do that is in generative joy, terror, and collective thinking” (p. 31). We are also 
following Lauren Berlant (2011) whose concept of cruel optimism alerts us to the 
troubles in hope and the ways in which optimism can contribute to sustaining 
desires that can become obstacles to our own flourishing. In this way, we can see 
cultivating critical hope and getting into trouble as necessary elements in trans-
formative research, for confronting the challenge of our food systems without slip-
ping into despair and cynicism. We recognise the importance of affect and emotion 
to theorising and knowing, the joy in critique, the uncertainty of possibility, and the 
seduction of structures and systems that offer comprehensive explanations. This 
prompts us to reflect on which concepts, approaches, and possible futures attract 
our affective investments.

The reparative stance takes the perspective of real utopias, prefigurative politics, 
a politics of possibility, or an ethics of care (Jarosz, 2011; Blay-Palmer et al., 2016; 
Pettersson  & Tillmar, 2022; Forno  & Wahlen, 2022; Williams  & Sharp, 2023), 
emphasising how social change can not only be thought of in theory but also how 
the world can be actively maintained, repaired, or transformed. Real utopias and 
prefigurative politics help us see how initiatives seek to enact utopias in the here 
and now in order to oppose states of dominance (Brower, 2013; Stock et al., 2015; 
Forno & Wahlen, 2022). The focus is on making alternative pathways more real 
by making them more visible and on strategically reading for difference rather than 
dominance so as to preserve a space for alternative futures (Gibson-Graham, 2006). 
Scholars taking this approach have examined topics such as community economies, 
solidarity economies, alterity, and autonomy (Forno & Graziano, 2014; Cameron & 
Wright, 2014; Rosol, 2020; Loh & Agyeman, 2019; Beacham, 2018). Arguably, this 
reparative stance offers a rosy picture, including the potential benefits of CFIs and 
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the changes they can bring about in the food system as we know it. The critical gaze, 
often referred to as critical food studies, alerts us to the difficulties and unantici-
pated side effects of community food initiatives. CFIs have been critiqued for being 
too white, elitist, and localist and for reproducing neoliberalism and neoliberal 
subjectivities, the violence of charity, and the dominance of capitalist food econo-
mies in their own contexts (Guthman, 2008; Alkon & Guthman, 2017; Alkon & 
McCullen, 2010; Slocum, 2007; Dupuis & Goodman, 2005; Born & Purcell, 2006). 
They have also been condemned for the ways in which intersecting race, class, and 
gender inequalities are being mobilised and reproduced in these spaces (Born & 
Purcell, 2006; Guthman, 2008; Zitcer, 2015; Hayes-Conroy  & Hayes-Conroy, 
2010; Alkon & McCullen, 2010; McClintock, 2018; Argüelles et al., 2017; Galt 
et al., 2016; Weiler et al., 2016; Tregear, 2011; Lockie, 2013; Allen, 2008).

Empirically, studies with either a reparative or a critical approach show signifi-
cant overlap when it comes to creating detailed case studies of AFNs, commu-
nity gardens, urban farms, community food hubs, mutual aid organisations, food 
aid organisations, community supported agriculture, and food cooperatives. These 
studies differ in their focus and in what scholars notice and describe about CFIs by 
looking at their data in different ways, using different conceptual entry points, and 
applying different theories to tell different stories. Each approach therefore has its 
limitations and blind spots. Reparative ways of knowing community food initia-
tives, for example, infrequently attend to structural inequalities around intersecting 
forms of oppression and social difference. More critical ways of knowing community 
food initiatives tend to overemphasise the totality of neoliberal capitalism, focus-
ing on imperfections and moments of failure rather than positive potentials and 
effects. Moreover, CFIs themselves are constantly struggling with internal tensions, 
like where to focus their limited resources, which struggles to fight, and how to get 
things done in the meantime. Such nuances and contradictions are too often left 
out of academic scholarship when it remains narrowly focused on either critiquing 
the difficulties and failures or celebrating the benefits and possibilities.

While there is merit to choosing a critical or reparative approach, as they enable 
us to see what community food initiatives can offer and what complexities ought 
to be taken into account, such studies risk painting a picture that is too black and 
white, either championing community food initiatives uncritically or failing to see 
possibilities beyond difficulties. We contend therefore that neither approach is suf-
ficient to truly understand CFIs and how they could help change the food system. 
The assumed opposition between a critical gaze and a reparative stance can create 
tensions that affect our abilities to engage in research that both advances alterna-
tives to the capitalist food system and challenges structural inequalities. We realise 
that the characterisations we sketched – the Pollyanna who sees only possibility and 
the paranoid cynic who sees nothing but neoliberalism – are straw people. Never-
theless, the frequent manifestation of these straw-people in food studies scholarship 
is worth reflecting on. In this book, we use the metaphors of hope and trouble to 
symbolise two dominant ways of knowing. We do not use “hope” and “trouble” 
as theoretical concepts but as entry points that help us reflect on the difference 
that CFIs can make on the one hand (the hopes), and the difficulties that they 
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encounter on the other (the troubles). Hope and trouble are therefore invitations 
to critical and reparative ways of knowing.

We thank the contributors for taking up this invitation and for raising a number 
of important questions. How do community food initiatives create hope, while they 
are facing the trouble of an unequal and unjust food system? What troubles can CFIs 
run into, after a hopeful start? What are useful ways of dealing with troubles, and to 
what extent do these relate to particular hopes? Can we recognise elements in CFIs 
that function as hopes for some groups but as troubles for others? How can these 
troubles be turned into hopes? In answering these and other questions, each chapter 
demonstrates how a critical reparative approach can be assembled. For instance, 
making use of Erik Olin Wright’s (2019) varieties of anti-capitalism, Anne Siebert 
sketches a diversity of strategies to manoeuvring transformative aims, potentials, 
and challenges to erode capitalism. Miriam Williams and Lillian Tait deploy care as 
a lens to emphasise hope in troublesome ethical negotiations and report on the role 
that CFIs take in mediating flows of care. Elaine Swan troubles the everydayness 
of coloniality that is stirred through the hopeful walking tours led by the women 
environmental network, and Marit Rosol asks for integrating environmental as well 
as social issues overcoming the duality of hope and trouble. These examples show 
how both hope and trouble are used to demonstrate the workings of different CFIs.

This edited volume is not alone in seeking to navigate through the ambivalence 
of hope and trouble. Conceptually, we take inspiration from feminist economic 
geographer J.K. Gibson-Graham’s approach to enacting community economies and 
queer theorist Eve Sedgwick’s weak theory (Sedgwick, 2003). These and similar 
thinkers have convincingly made clear that it is important to consider what is at 
stake in the stories we tell, in terms of subjectivity, knowledge production, and 
world making. Empirically, we are inspired by a growing body of critical food studies 
research that exemplifies a critical reparative way of knowing (see, e.g. Blay-Palmer 
et al., 2016; Rose, 2018; Mares, 2013; Drake, 2014; Sarmiento, 2017; Hayes-Conroy,  
2008; Dixon, 2011; Wright, 2015; Moragues-Faus, 2017; Alkon  & Guthman, 
2017). In this body of research, we see a vigilant examination of power, justice, and 
inequality in CFIs that refuses the essentialism of neoliberalism and instead allows 
for the complexity and indeterminacy of embodiment, affect, and performativity. 
Within this frame, CFIs are incomplete assemblages, spaces for ambivalence, always 
open to contestation, and being performed differently. We aim to strengthen this 
perspective through the publication of this volume.

Outline of the book

The chapters presented in this volume thus use a diversity of theories and concepts. 
Therefore, we do not claim that the critical reparative approach we offer is com-
prehensive or complete. Rather, we contend that in their totality, the chapters start 
outlining possible toolkits that underscore the social dynamics of structure, agency, 
and transformation in community food initiatives. The chapters present cases that 
encourage modes of feeling, thinking, and knowing about community food initiatives 
that enable scholars to embrace “critical hope” while “staying with the trouble”, as 
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necessary elements for transformative research. By doing this in different ways, the 
book explores what such an approach could look like and what theoretical entry 
points could be promising. The different concepts and theories used in this book offer 
clues for operationalising a critical reparative way of knowing. The value of such an 
endeavour lies, therefore, in reminding us to incorporate a broad approach to food 
studies and to move beyond dichotomous views on community food initiatives that 
emphasise good and evil, drivers and barriers, pros and cons, environmental and social 
issues, or pitfalls and advantages. It presents a way of thinking, knowing, and feeling, 
that is open and attuned to the hopes and troubles of community food initiatives.

This book brings together a broad range of studies on CFIs. The chapters by Rosol 
and by Williams and Tait demonstrate the broad diversity of CFIs. Other chapters 
report on more specific organisational forms. CFIs may be legal entities, as in the 
local contract farming initiatives presented in the chapter by Forney, Vuilleumier, 
and Fresia and some of the organic farms described by Pugliese and colleagues. They 
may also be cooperatives, as reported on in the chapter by Schilling and colleagues, 
as well as in that by Torjusen and Vittersø. Or, they are loosely connected networks 
of individuals, supported by a formal non-profit or social enterprise, such as the 
cooking initiatives described in the chapter by Oona Morrow and the community 
gardening walking tours portrayed by Swan. Sometimes they are not easy to cat-
egorise, as evident in the work of Siebert, who writes about a community-led urban 
agriculture initiative. However, what the initiatives in this diversity of formalisation 
and institutionalisation have in common is that they are organised in, by, and for 
communities. The dynamics of community making and unmaking within the initia-
tives are of interest because they illustrate what people can collectively realise.

The chapters also respond to a variety of concerns in communities, including 
environmental concern, social justice, racism and colonialism, food insecurity, food 
waste, poverty, and inequality. They address these concerns through specific prac-
tices like urban agriculture, food redistribution, local contract farming, community 
supported agriculture, cooperative purchasing and growing, urban food govern-
ance, shared cooking and eating, organic farming, walking tours, education, and 
activism. The book captures a diverse (although certainly not exhaustive) variety 
of CFIs across the globe in Europe, North America, Africa, and Australia. This 
variety in case studies (see Table 1.1) is brought together to understand both the 
hope and the trouble that these initiatives celebrate and struggle with.

Overview of concepts

While the chapters of this book report on very different community food initiatives, 
using different conceptual and theoretical approaches, they have a critical repara-
tive viewpoint in common. The collection of examples highlights various issues 
that we cluster around three broader avenues of investigation, all demonstrating 
the need for different ways of understanding CFIs:

The first part of the book is concerned with social justice and inequality in urban 
contexts. It draws on a variety of concepts that assist in advancing a critical 
reparative approach.
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Miriam Williams and Lillian Tait reflect upon the notion of care and how this 
shapes hopes and troubles. The chapter entitled “Caring in unequal worlds: trac-
ing the hopes and troubles of Community Food Initiatives in Sydney” attends 
to two domains of care-thinking: first, relationality and connection and, sec-
ond, more-than-human entanglements. From these two perspectives, Williams 
and Tait trace how care scholarship offers a unique lens for thinking about how 
communities are constituted and the complexities of caring in unequal worlds. 
Empirically, the chapter draws upon data from a research project that docu-
mented community food initiatives across metropolitan Sydney, Australia, in 
2019. In particular, they analyse two initiatives: the Addison Road Community 

Table 1.1  Overview of concepts

Chapter Concept Empirical case Contribution to a critical 
reparative approach

Part 1: CFIs addressing social injustices and inequalities in urban food
 2 Williams and Care thinking: Food pantry/CSA Caring for, about and 

Tait relationality and with human as well 
connection and as nonhuman others 
more-than-human to create another 
entanglements food system

 3 Pugliese et al. Vulnerability/ Urban agriculture Perturbation (risk/
resilience vulnerability 

literature)
 4 Siebert Varieties of Urban agriculture Moving beyond 

anti-capitalism initiative isolated manoeuvres 
with the troubled 
agri-food system

 5 Rosol Environmental and Urban food, food Combining social and 
social justice policy councils environmental effort

Part 2: Cooperatives, cooperation, and concerns in CFIs
 6 Fourney et al. Promise of difference Local contract 

farming
 7 Torjusen and Conventions theory Food cooperative Difference in 

Vittersø community,
shared conventions

 8 Schilling et al. Moral economy Community- Community (un-)
supported making
agriculture

Part 3: Commensality, social gatherings, and food knowledge in CFIs
 9 Swan Everyday Women 

environmentalism, environmental 
colonialism network walking 

tours
10 Morrow Conviviality, eating Initiatives that Focus on emotions 

(with) the other promote cooking of desire and 
and eating discomfort in eating 
together as a the other vs. eating 
mode of cultural with the other
exchange
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Centre Organisation (ARCCO) Food Pantry and Five Serves Produce Commu-
nity Support Agriculture Scheme (CSA). These two community food initiatives 
assist in reflecting hopes and troubles through a care lens. Paying attention to 
care as a vital practice constituting communities of CFIs reveals the expansive 
communities involving both human and non-human others that are cared for, 
cared about and care with CFIs.

The next chapter by Patrizia Pugliese, Cosimo Rota, Fatima Zohra Sabrane, 
Marie Reine Bteich, and Esther Veen is interested in the vulnerability and 
resilience of urban food initiatives in Morocco. Vulnerability of urban agriculture 
has not been described in this context before. In urban agriculture, perturbations 
such as stress can be considered as troubles, which assist in identifying chal-
lenges. People have agency and negotiate how they respond to troubles, depend-
ing on their situations. Some have more going for them in solving the problem. 
This approach helps the authors get out of the structure agency dichotomy, by 
looking at hope and trouble and at what is going on in the respective initiatives. 
The concept of vulnerability is useful for showing the structural, social, and envi-
ronmental struggles people face in CFIs but the parallel concept of resilience 
helps understanding that people are differently positioned to face these struggles.

Anne Siebert’s chapter was inspired by a community-led urban agriculture initia-
tive in Cape Town (South Africa), trying to understand how alternative food 
providers can truly create hope through resisting the status quo and confront-
ing related troubles. This reflects an everyday situation in which food initia-
tives view the dominant industrialised agri-food system critically but operate 
in niches and struggle to create truly revolutionary alternatives. The case study 
presented illuminates this interplay of hope as a way of proposing alternatives 
and its constant companion, trouble, enshrined in the country’s agri-food sys-
tem and highly unequal society. Siebert’s critical reparative approach is inspired 
by Erik Olin Wright’s (2019) varieties of anti-capitalism. She aims to analyse 
diverse strategies for challenging the dominant food system and related inequali-
ties. For instance, the initiative’s motivation to be self-sufficient overlaps with 
the strategy of escaping capitalism. Wright’s considerations help to sketch out 
new perspectives and broaden the horizon beyond isolated manoeuvres within 
the troubled agri-food system.

Marit Rosol focuses in the subsequent chapter on a specific trouble of commu-
nity food initiatives: their often limited focus on environmental sustainabil-
ity, which is only one aspect of our current food systems’ challenges. Hence, 
despite long-standing calls for integrated social and ecological transformations 
of our agri-food systems, in practice, community food initiatives often focus on 
either the environmental aspect – often in cooperation with producers – or the 
social justice aspect, often with a focus on food insecure (urban) consumers. 
Based on an analysis of the literature and empirical research in Germany and 
Canada, the chapter shows this prevalence of single-issue approaches and con-
textualises these findings through a conceptual literature review. Rosol then 
discusses two possible ways to overcome this problem: the Canadian concept 
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of community food centres (CFCs), and food policy councils as a tool to envi-
sion and enact integrative food policies on a municipal level. While not shying 
away from critique and pointing out shortcomings and difficulties, these two 
examples are real attempts to overcome divisions and thus points of inspira-
tion and hope.

The second part of the book addresses cooperation, conflict, and concerns in com-
munity food initiatives. All chapters in this section studied variations of food 
cooperatives that bring one or more producers and consumers together. Organi-
sational forms of such cooperatives are more traditional cooperative contract 
farming, as well as community supported agriculture. The chapters emphasise 
the difficulties that such cooperatives struggle with and the successes they cel-
ebrate, using different theoretical starting points.

Jérémie Forney, Julien Vuilleumier, and Marion Fresia studied three local con-
tract farming initiatives in Switzerland, starting from a “promise of difference” 
(Le Velly, 2017). The authors argue that it is important to first recognise the 
intentions of local contract farming without assuming that their operating meth-
ods should be radically different from mainstream food systems, and to only then 
examine the concrete changes brought about. Their empirical work draws on 
two elements that constitute essential vehicles for the rearrangements they 
observed: the contract that translates and formalises the promise of long-term 
commitment from consumers and the quality of the food. By means of these 
empirical investigations, the authors move beyond the debate about whether 
these networks are truly alternative or not, understanding them as particular 
collections of human and non-human actors that “open up spaces in which to 
enact a politics of possibility” (Harris, 2009, p. 58).

Hanne Torjusen and Gunnar Vittersø use convention theory to study a con-
sumer cooperative in Norway. They advance two lines of inquiry to investigate 
how a consumer cooperative may contribute to food system sustainability. First, 
they analyse the importance of shared conventions related to environmental, 
economic, and social sustainability as a common basis for the outcomes of the 
activities within the CFI. The second line of inquiry is related to the process, 
by investigating the functioning and development of Vestfold Kooperativ. The 
chapter draws on conventions theory to analyse how shared conventions (hope) 
and contested issues (trouble) are perceived within the cooperative and how 
troubles eventually might be overcome. The chapter concludes that, in spite of 
the troubles that Vestfold Kooperativ faced, there are important lessons to be 
learnt from their experiences.

Felix Schilling, Stefan Wahlen, and Stéphanie Eileen Domptail use a moral 
economy perspective to understand why farmers participate in three community 
supported agriculture initiatives in Germany. Focusing on the role and position 
of farmers, they ask how the relevant roles and responsibilities in these initia-
tives are negotiated and distributed among farmers and consumers, and how 
they succeed in enacting farmers’ objectives. The chapter reveals the hopes and 
troubles of CSA farmers, emphasising how, and to what extent, cooperation 
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with consumers enables them to achieve their own agendas in the face of their 
dissatisfaction with the current conventional food system and its institutions. 
In addition, the authors investigate how the redistribution of responsibilities 
between producers and consumers contributes to job satisfaction and to the 
creation of new roles for CSA members.

The third part of the book underscores the role of commensality, social gather-
ings, and knowledge in community food initiatives in urban areas. The authors 
of the chapters highlight the importance of intersectional feminist, anti-racist, 
and decolonial perspectives for unravelling power dynamics in community food 
initiatives. Where the previous section focused on communities of farmers and 
consumers, this section focuses on urban communities around centred eating 
and sharing food.

Elaine Swan’s chapter is focused on everyday environmentalism in decolonis-
ing food initiatives. Describing two community gardening walking tours, she 
brings attention to their unseen colonial histories, highlighting how colonial-
ism lives in our everyday landscape. In everyday situations, racial histories 
and dynamics are easily ignored while they are, in reality, ever present. These 
neighbourhoods experience environmental racism: people have less access to 
green space and good food, and their knowledge is valued less. The author 
explains that while such coloniality and racism are cases of trouble, the walk-
ing tours themselves can be seen as hope and a source of inspiration. Hence, 
while the walking tours do not solve the trouble, they do enable a better 
understanding of the ecohabitus of white environmentalism and to sensitise 
people to that.

Oona Morrow examines two community cooking initiatives that seek to valorise 
the culinary heritage and foodways of migrants in New York City and Berlin, 
examining how cooks and eaters within these initiatives navigate the power 
asymmetries of their transactions in their shared desire for transformative culi-
nary encounters. Both initiatives described use food knowledge, cooking, and 
eating to address the troubles of xenophobia. They offer migrants and locals 
the hope of cross-cultural friendships and social networks, as well as employ-
ment opportunities for people who are marginalised from the labour market and 
devalued in the food service industry. Morrow shows how the relative success 
of these initiatives depends on the emotional and performative labour of cooks 
who stage authenticity and identity, and the desires of an affluent group of con-
sumers willing to pay a premium for these experiences.

Each of the chapters realises a critical reparative approach using different concep-
tual entry points, including the promise of difference, vulnerability and resilience, 
conventions theory, care, moral economy, everyday environmentalism, eating 
(with) the other, or the varieties of anti-capitalism. As the authors demonstrate in 
their respective chapters, each of these concepts can support a critical reparative 
approach to understanding CFIs. Nevertheless, there is still a great deal of diversity 
within this approach, with chapters painting CFIs in different gradations of hope-
fulness and critique.
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Conclusion

By demonstrating the various ways in which researchers can look beyond a black 
and white picture – by focusing on shades of grey, pink, green, or other and by 
highlighting both hope and trouble – this book contributes to sharpening the the-
oretical and methodological tools of critical food studies. The collection of case 
studies demonstrates how a critical reparative approach enables a vision of CFIs 
that situates them in the real world, where troubles are not always easily overcome 
and dominant structures are indeed not always overthrown and sometimes even 
perpetuated, and where small victories are creating other possible worlds that can 
be detected, learned from, and brought to the fore. With this collection of chapters, 
we make a first start. In our reading of the chapters, a critical reparative approach 
centres on social inequality and social injustices that many, yet not all, commu-
nity food initiatives address. The capacities of CFIs to progress on these issues are 
closely linked to their own context and community composition, as well as the 
historic patterns, current trends, and views on the future that frame the realm of 
possibility.

We invite future researchers to further define and refine the critical reparative 
approach(es) we have assembled here. An important question that remains is what 
a critical reparative approach means for how researchers and activists approach 
research and action: the questions to be asked, the methods to be taken, the way in 
which to analyse data, etc. Also, researchers can reflect on which theoretical start-
ing points are most compatible with a critical reparative approach and what meth-
odologies can be derived from the different conceptual approaches taken. Future 
research could also try and include different territories and places in the world. 
Although we tried to include case studies from all over the world in this book, most 
chapters focus on the minority world, with CFIs in the majority world understud-
ied. Finally, taking a critical reparative approach seriously also means that research-
ers should try and learn not only from best practices but also from failures, as these 
often teach us not only about struggles but also about initial, remaining, and newly 
defined hopes.
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