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ABSTRACT
This article explores alternative food initiatives (AFI) and their
performances of benign transgression. Through collaborative
activist-and-academic-storytelling we tease apart the divergent
practices of AFIs to question what mediates these performances
in the grey area between conventional and alternative practice.
Grounded examples of AFIs performing alternative economy and
related acts of ‘irritant’ civil disobedience show how subverting
normative practices of power and authority can catalyse social
reproduction of difference, and tangibly alter the conventional
food system.
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Introduction

Recent accounts of food politics have highlighted the efforts of practitioner-activists and
challenges posed by alternative food initiatives (AFIs) to the established corporate order of
food provisioning (Block et al. 2012; Goodman & Sage 2014; Stock et al. 2015). The turn to
practice in the study of AFIs and food politics (Whatmore 2002; Lewis et al. 2016) enlivens
the field and points to the political potential of focusing on embodied practices rather than
further rehearsing ideological meanings in the motivations and provocations of social
movements. Here we explore acts of resistance against conventional food activity in
these embodied practices. To do this, we use Butler’s (1999) conception of subversive per-
formativity. Butler understands that social relations are formed through the repetition of
social norms by embodied agents. An immanent subversive potential of these agents is
realised in the counter-normal activities performed routinely by some AFI actors and
often in direct and explicit opposition to socially and environmentally injurious elements
of modern food systems. Sometimes confrontational, these initiatives more often appear as
benign forms of transgression. However, in Butler’s terms, they are subversive acts that
perform food economy differently and encourage further transgressions.

We examine practices from four types of Auckland-based AFI, each one a different form
of irritant transgression. Each comes from a different tradition and practice of liberalism.
Clearly each does something quite different, and consequently we do not assume that
they are part of a close set. While these AFIs do not constitute a representative sample of
subversive alternative food doings, they do illustrate a diversity of different food practices.
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Although we examine Auckland cases, these kinds of activity do take place elsewhere in
New Zealand. And while they do not amount to a collective social movement per se, we
argue that their connection through networks and performances establishes wider connec-
tivities and dynamic spaces of possibility. We suggest that it is both through these connec-
tivities and the embodiment of subversion through transgression that makes real the
transformative potential of AFIs. These transgressions present a continuous challenge to
the norms that shape our foodscapes in ways that we will describe below.

Super(-lative) markets and their alternatives

New Zealand’s urban food supply is dominated by a duopoly of corporate supermarket
ownership—Foodstuffs New Zealand and Progressive Enterprises. These two actors,
firmly entrenched in global corporate power relations, claim ‘bigger’, ‘better’, ‘faster’,
‘fresher’ food, normatively conditioning consumers to internalise and capture food
economy and the values it generates. This duopoly concentrates the reach of a global
food regime that sources anonymous, scarcely traceable ‘food from nowhere’ (see McMi-
chael 2009, p. 147). Urban New Zealanders participate in relatively few observable
relationships with the origins of their food, its producers or its production, at the
expense of environmental, local economy and social values. AFIs offer different practices
of food economy, stretching from the complementary to the unconventional and the
actively subversive (Sonnino & Marsden 2006). These practices have been well rehearsed
in the global literature. Their expression of difference has been widely celebrated, but the
extent of the challenge they pose to conventional agrifood regimes has been seriously ques-
tioned (see Maye et al. 2007). Goodman & Goodman (2007, p. 25), for example, suggest
that the conventionalisation of initiatives such as organics and fair trade, and their inte-
gration into corporate regimes, corrupts ‘the potential of this movement to transform
the industrial [agri]food system’. The cases we explore in this article are unconventional
and dynamic and seek to sustain a transgressive disposition. We aim to allow them to
reveal themselves as nimble examples of a counter-movement or food fight that takes
aim at mass production, capitalocentricism (Gibson-Graham 2008) and an ethically
meagre food (non) system through acts of subversive performativity (Butler 1999).

The four examples of subversive performativity in AFIs considered here offer neither a
decisive nor an independent and uncompromised challenge to the dominant agrifood
regime. They do not threaten to bring down the supermarket duopoly in the short
term, nor do they sit outside the reach, for example, of private property or current indus-
trial food regulations and conventions (Gismondi et al. 2016). Smaller scale practices of
domestic gardening, community scale food-sharing and niche artisanal production face
the same hygiene and planning regulations as multinational supermarket kingpins
(Sonnino & Marsden, 2006, p. 187). Small producers involved in food production, proces-
sing and procurement activities must navigate these regulations with far fewer resources
than those involved in supermarket networks. Initiatives that are ‘more alternative’,
involved in the sharing or sale of post-consumer produce, are also constrained by food
regulations, even those seeking to make use of food discarded by supermarkets as waste
(though still well within regulated use-by dates perpetuating the faster-than-necessary
movement of produce through supply linkages). These regulatory, redistributive and com-
petitive articulations of AFIs with supermarkets, their regulators and suppliers imply on
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one hand that AFIs must be understood in relation to the dominant agrifood regime
(Sonnino & Marsden 2006), yet on the other that this relationality holds a promise of dis-
ruption (Butler 1999). The political economy of the corporate food regime (McMichael
2009) constrains local action but also facilitates, if not encourages, ‘local manoeuvring’
(Sonnino & Marsden 2006, p. 189). Manifest as transgression, local manoeuvring offers
a more immediate and direct challenge to policy or legal contest. It presents AFIs,
social entrepreneurs and community organisations with opportunities to exert outward
pressure by repeatedly challenging convention with novel conceptualisations and practices
of food. This we interpret as subversive performativity helping us to imagine a diffuse and
nimble food activism that opens, performs and keeps open alternative food futures.

Transgressing food boundaries

Concepts of transgression have developed in several major theoretical movements (e.g.
Bataille 1962; Hebdige 1979; Foucault 1984 [1997]). In their food movement accounts,
Goodman & Sage (2014) follow Foucault’s interest in the ubiquity of divergent (resistant)
practice to account for transgressive practices of AFIs. They treat transgression as boundary
crossing, and observe that in food there are multiple boundaries of knowledges, practices and
politics that might be transgressed by what we call AFIs, including taste, the established
organisation of food business, food regulations and food knowledge (Goodman&Sage 2014).

We have sought to connect this sense of ubiquitous transgression and its materialisa-
tion as boundary crossing with the politics of alterity encompassed in the community
economies project launched by Gibson-Graham’s (2008) post-capitalist politics. This poli-
tics, resting heavily on community-based alternative food provisioning initiatives, chal-
lenges the hegemony of thought that sees no alternative to capitalism, which they call
‘capitalocentrism’. They practice this challenge by actively fostering diverse economies
in what they term ‘a politics of possibility’. In this sense, the community economies
project seeks to inform, connect and add impetus to AFIs that reflect as community econ-
omies, and offer a community economy framing to those that look like emergent activist
engagements. Eschewing a framing of community economies as ‘other’ to the hegemon,
Gibson-Graham (2008) prefer to see ‘the alternative’ as ‘always and everywhere
present’. While they prefer the language of diverse or community economies to that of
transgression and subversion, there is a political project, or political possibility, to be
developed at points of articulation between diverse initiatives and conventional practice,
a politics that goes beyond a recognition that any boundaries are grey, blurry and perfo-
rated. We locate our understanding of transgression here.

We inform this location of our sense of transgression with Butler’s (1999) notion of
embodied, subversive performativity, which opposes binaries by seeing alterity in the
other. She uses this framing to highlight the liminality of categorisations and the falsity
of hegemonic notions of identity. Rather than observing a crossing over from legal to
illegal, ubiquitous to unorthodox, these cases emerge as decisive shifts in identity and prac-
tice. We see a more uncertain, partial and continuously interrupted movement where the
alternative disrupts the conventional through ongoing and routine transgressions. The
lens of performativity helps us to see how the subversion of power emerges out of a dis-
turbance between constraint and agency (Butler 1999). In adopting this lens we draw on
an understanding of power as a situated and ‘relational effect of social interaction’, a
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product of proximity (Allen et al. 2003, p. 2). Power then is as much a potential to enact as
it is some form of might or authority. Thus, at stake is the structuring of access to and
provisioning of ‘ethical’ food.

The grey area between traditional hegemon and alternative practice is ground for
contested practice, where struggle must continue to be performed. Power relations
that mediate this grey area are entangled in contests around imbalances of potential
to enact different futures. Butler (2005) argues that these imbalances need to be con-
tested by activists by grasping opportunities to transgress the boundaries that secure
the status quo and its privileges, to benefit ‘others’. In this case, transgression might
involve contesting the blurry, perforated boundaries of food business and its auth-
ority, to enhance access to environmentally and socially ethical food. We might see
such transgressions as encapsulated by Shreck’s (2008) three-fold classification of acti-
vism: ‘acts of resistance’ through non-participation in hegemonic systems; ‘redistribu-
tive acts’ aimed at more equitable distribution of resources; and ‘radical social action’
that seeks structural transformation towards more equitable worlds. For Shreck, as for
Butler (1999), these acts involve issuing a pro-active challenge to convention, power
and hegemonic order, but one that is not necessarily structured or programmatic.
Where we follow Butler and Gibson-Graham more closely, is by recognising that
such acts may be more mundane and undramatic than Shreck’s categories allow,
even encompassing efforts that float and enact new imaginaries somewhat passively.
The point is important if we recognise, as Allen (2003, p. 3) does, that ‘the presence
and proximity [of authority] will inevitably matter to its exercise’, and thus that trans-
gression, like power, is situated.

Trangressions of AFIs in Auckland

Many AFIs, including farmers’ markets (FMs), dumpster divers, guerrilla gardeners and
raw milk collectives, all enact some degree of transgression in their routine performances
of food. A broad survey (Sharp et al. 2015) was undertaken to capture a diversity of prac-
tice among AFIs which uncovered practices of transgression. Our research draws on par-
ticipatory ethnography with actors involved in four types of Auckland AFI, chosen for
closer analysis of their activity, and representing 12 discrete initiatives (variously groups
or individuals, depending on the initiative type—for example, dumpster diving is per-
formed by both individuals and groups). We attempt to co-produce knowledge with
research participants through collective storytelling about embodied practices of food
making, provisioning and eating. This article is co-written with one founder-activist repre-
senting a ‘transition community’ who intersects a number of different types of AFI, con-
tributing a span of alternative food knowledge. While not directly participatory action
research (see Kinpaisby 2008), part of the research methods are informed by ideas of enac-
tive research—to co-produce knowledge that enacts different futures (see Carolan 2015;
Lewis et al. 2016). One research team member joined with AFI actors as they enacted irri-
tant transgressions, looking to account for politics of their initiatives and its effects and
affect. Extended participation in food initiatives with practitioners from the four AFI
case studies was complemented by studying interview and research notes, as well as docu-
mentary sources such as local and national regulation, initiative websites and media tran-
scripts on aspects of New Zealand food systems. Here we offer accounts that illustrate the
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diversity of performances enacted by AFIs to subvert authority, convention or regulation
through food transgressions and the production of transgressive foods.

Farmers’ market

FMs are perhaps known as the most conventionalised form of AFI, if not simply a food
practice for urban elites (e.g. Bubinas 2011). However, not all FMs are alike and alternative
ethics remain frustrated by regulation and convention. The FM committee in our case
study sought opportunities to do food production and sale locally and differently, but
encountered barriers to their own conceptualisation of local food sovereignty and auton-
omy, primarily in the form of accessing land. The market collective had a vision of alterna-
tive practice, seeking common rather than exclusive access to local land, dedicated to food
production. While aware of urban land markets and related constraints on their vision,
they did not allow that vision to be unimagined. In one member’s view:

The main restriction is access to suitable land to grow Auckland’s food within a 50 km radius
…We need MORE open space, both cultivated and ‘wild’, linked by bike and walking lanes,
and more 3–5 story housing developments with common ground [to grow food]. (emphasis
in capital letters, respondent’s own). (FM Coordinator)

In Gibson-Graham et al.’s (2013) pleas to Take Back the Economy, imagining alternative
possibilities, despite their apparent implausibility, queers the normal. Why is it, this coor-
dinator asks, that there is no land available for food in the vicinity of the city, and why is
this effectively prohibited by the city’s regulatory authority and related ownership rights?
Revealed at their monthly committee meeting, the market collective imagined an inclusive
(accessible), emancipated and food sovereign urban foodscape. This is transgressive think-
ing, though, rather than action.

The coordinator of one suburban Auckland FM expressed frustration at regulatory bar-
riers that restrict AFIs from making large-scale, ethically grounded changes to Auckland’s
food system, suggesting that:

[F]ood laws restrict the range of produce that can be sold and make it hard for small-scale
producers to meet stringent requirements: kitchen facilities, registration costs…A level of
standard hygiene is good, but [current regulations are] excessive and designed to support
big-business over local initiatives. (FM Coordinator)

She refers here to the existing and proposed Food Bill, the controversy around which is
centred on bureaucracy that creeps into small scale production and threatens food sover-
eignty without any notable public need. Both the current and new Bill appear to view bar-
tering and selling as equal practice, as does tax law. The implications of this are that the
FM’s diverse economic approach to both sharing and selling community produce from
domestic poultry keeping and gardening was in contravention to Food Bill regulation.
Their activity was replicated more than the 20 times per year that is permissible
without licensing and, based on the multiple contributors to the ‘homegrown produce’
table, domestic produce was on many counts sold for a nominal amount/bartered illicitly
due to the fact that it was through a third party (the stall). Critique of the various iterations
of the Food Bill changes suggests that its wording and meaning have been deliberately
ambiguous to keep open the opportunity to curtail subversive activity. However, irritant
trangressive practice here erodes any perceived constraints by just doing differently.
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Dumpster diving

Dumpster divers, purposefully and directly transgress regulations of land and property
ownership in their recovery of still edible produce from garbage skips, typically dis-
carded by supermarkets or other retailers. They challenge unnecessary food waste by
operating often in supermarket backblocks where, according to the law, activists trespass
on private land and steal goods. They also transgress dominant practice and social con-
vention in the name of ethics. One Auckland dumpster diver suggests that ‘common
health concerns [of dumpster diving] remain a barrier to increasing its legitimacy as
[a] viable option’ of food procurement (Diver 1). He counters this regulation by
suggesting that it is ‘just social taboo stopping you from eating it, just give it a wash,
it’s all good’ (Diver 1). This one view points to a larger movement where dumpster
diving can be seen to transgress cultural, as well as health codes, which ‘appear… some-
what unethical considering food shortages amongst Aucklands under-privileged/ transi-
ent community [sic]’ (Diver 1).

A dumpster diving collective interviewed by a local radio station claimed an explicitly pol-
itical project of foodsharing for the greater good: ‘there is an understanding within the com-
munity where a certain group dives… one night a week, because they are diving for a
homeless shelter or something. We pass [recovered food] on to friends or other people
who might need it’ (Bracewell-Worrall 2012). The practice creates an alternative possibility,
connections that form new relationships, even a new collective that joins the homeless or dis-
advantaged to a wider net of divers’ relations and the food that they procure. As with the
appeal by the FM for common ground to grow food, dumpster divers advocate for
common spaces, where one diver suggests ‘it’s not about having a turf, it’s about sharing
[the site and the pickings]… to everyone’ (Bracewell-Worrall 2012). This is echoed by
another urban diver

[T]here’s one particular supermarket that sometimes has stock outside stacked on pallets
ready to be loaded into the shop and sold. We have the opportunity to steal that stuff, but
we don’t because that’s against what we’re doing. We recycle the waste from these corpor-
ations. We don’t steal, we redistribute. (Newlove 2015)

Rescued food transgresses norms of taste, social convention, class relations, private prop-
erty and health regulation, with both ethical and political projects front of mind.

Dumpster divers claim to take active, personal responsibility for their own food choices
and those of society, in turn initiating social change and spatial transformation. Indeed,
there is a rejuvenated sociality in their practices and identity making. They call themselves
‘resource recovery experts’ and ‘foragers’ and identify their cause as giving food waste
another life. While the literature warns of the dangers of translating social activism into
the construction of ‘hero identities’ (Fernandez et al. 2011), the embodied act of rescuing
urban landfill waste, redistributing and consuming it, projects an immediacy to the acti-
vism. Dumpster divers demonstrate a practical corrective which actively challenges legal
and moral underpinnings of the current system. Outside of Auckland there are traces
of subversive activities generating further disruptions to convention in the example of
free food outlets (e.g. the Free Store 2016) which give away corporate donated food
past its due date, in lieu of it being dumped in the skip for divers (of their various
origins: activist or food insecure) to appropriate. Indeed, in each of our AFI case
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studies it is possible to gesture towards such activities that shift boundaries, arguably as a
product of previous subversive activity.

Guerilla planting

Not so unique in Auckland’s suburbs, illegitimately planting community fruit trees is
practised in Sandringham by what some would call guerrilla gardeners. Council
bylaws impede the erection of any structures or planting of any species but grass on resi-
dential front verges, claiming they threaten to obstruct access to utility services (Gibson
2014). For the guerrilla gardeners of Sandringham the response is simply to plant trees,
a transgression of council bylaws but hardly a malevolently subversive act and one that
promises little or no harm to people or property. Others have responded by challenging
authority institutionally. Kai Auckland, nominating itself as an urban food movement
(Rock 2015), for example, uses the language of enabling citizens to manage their
food sovereignty but adopts the approach of pursuing legal ‘access to land and per-
mission to plant’. They suggest the remedy of creating linkages within the city
council, deferring responsibility and accountability to a bespoke Empowered Commu-
nities Unit (ECU) recently established as a result of internal and external pressures to
challenge slow and ineffective council responses to community voice. The ECU
claims to have been set up to increase citizens’ power, influence, democracy, inclusive-
ness and participation over issues ‘that they care about’ (Auckland Council 2015, p. 4).
Kai Auckland aims to put access to land and permission to plant firmly on the agenda of
ECU’s project to hold the council to its expressed commitment to empowered commu-
nities (Auckland Council 2015).

Diminishing residential yard sizes and an expanding city have restricted access to
healthy fruit beyond the constraints of the market (materialised in high supermarket
prices for mass produced and manipulated fruit). Kai Auckland argue that, through
public fruit trees in neighbourhoods, the possibility of community fruit is materialised,
and for the guerrilla fruit tree growers this can only happen through illegitimate planting.
Both imagine altered neighbourhood ‘foodscapes’ featuring produce-lined streets and
parks as a new ‘becoming’ of neighbourhood that will in turn open up consideration of
what else is possible. The planting of these trees without permission involves logistical
and physical work by community activists, and is always at risk of being identified and
undone by council compliance workers. Transgression has become iterative and tactical
as participants seek to plant trees unobserved, sometimes on public or private abandoned
land. Once established, and after putting down roots, fruit tree removal becomes difficult;
more time consuming, more costly and perhaps not worth the while of a policy enforcer.
Once trees are fruiting, they can be informally harvested, or foraged fruit can be sold into
the community for and by local charities or community groups.

Raw milk procurement

Rawmilk producers claim that rawmilk yields better taste and health, and environmental and
community benefits (by localising supply). The Dairy Industry Restructuring (Raw Milk)
Regulations (2012) regulate raw milk supply by the millions of litres, restricting sales to the
farm gate and at only five litres per person per day. The regulations and the high monetary
cost of compliance and audit deter many small and artisanal producers. The recent
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changes in the law ‘make it much harder for small producers to sell food [and]make purchas-
ing rawmilk much harder’ (RawMilk Supplier). The benefits of rawmilk are being lost, they
claim.

In a submission against the recently proposed changes to the Food Act, an artisanal
cheesemaker and owner of three dairy cows for this purpose, explained that she was
unable to afford the ‘enormous compliance costs’ (evaluating, auditing and verifying),
which she claimed were ‘geared for’ large dairy farms and commercial cheese-makers
(Fraser-Davis 2010). These costs were prohibitive for ‘tiny, very safe, operations’ such
as hers (Fraser-Davis 2010). Other small-scale research participants organised themselves
into a raw milk collective to address such compliance costs. They conceded that they were
actively contravening regulations by moving raw milk in bulk between dispersed collection
points: ‘legally we should not be buying that much raw milk as one person even if it’s on
behalf of others’ (Raw Milk Collective Member). However, they also pointed to efforts to
obscure their practices. Knowing that she could be penalised for collecting enough raw
milk per journey to supply six families, one collective member flippantly suggested that:
‘if I was pulled up for having excess then I would have to say I was going to bathe in it’.

In mid 2015, restrictions on selling unpasteurised milk in New Zealand were lifted
(effective 1 March 2016) revoking limits imposed in the Food Act 1981 (Ministry for
Primary Industries 2015). Sales will be subject to testing and labelling of milk, and sales
record keeping. The government’s food safety guidance suggests that the changes ‘aim
to better manage the risks to public health, while recognising the demand for raw milk
among urban and rural consumers’ (Ministry for Primary Industries 2016). Though it
cannot be claimed irrefutably that this regulation change results from work done by
raw milk collectives, the boundary is visibly shifting and raw milk collectives continue
to operate, more recently unimpeded.

Transgression for transformation

These cases highlight the generative dimensions of food transgressions. They make poss-
ible alternative practices that simply cannot ‘be’ without transgression—without the trans-
gressive act and the authority or boundaries that make possible its becoming. By dumpster
diving, for example, actors depend on the industrial food system for the food waste that is
both revealed and mobilised as food by their acts of transgression. ‘Ironically divers need
the very market [and structure] they are trying to resist’ (Fernandez et al. 2011, p. 1780).
Of course, the ethical project of the divers is two-fold—to continue to convert ‘non-waste’
into food and distribute it to those in need, and to eliminate ‘waste’ and thus their own
practice. This interdependence is not over until it is over.

Transgressions draw attention to inefficient, ineffective, unjust, and undemocratic con-
ventions and practices. Dumpster divers challenge the presupposition that ownership is
reasonable for goods that have been discarded, notwithstanding ethical considerations
that previous owners be held responsible for discarded ‘bads’. Alternative food producers
perform irritant transgressions like moving raw milk around collectives, thus crossing
conventional boundaries and accepted stabilities in the dominant food system. Producers
and consumers alike question and transgress norms and conventions such as health claims
of pasteurisation, taste norms that surround dumped food, and foraging for wild fruits or
vegetables on suburban streets.
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Much of the generative potential of transgression is iterative, manifest as an emergent
force. Each minor transgression, or application of pressure outward, is never fully re-nor-
malised. Rather it stimulates (re)negotiation of terms of engagement with urban conven-
tion as its embodied mobilisations push outward, in the form of foragers up urban fruit
trees or divers in dumpsters. (Re)settlement of the conventional and the transgressive
allows scope to further challenge unjust food regulation and only widen the liminal
space. At the same time, transgressions can reveal alternative possibilities. By transgres-
sing, dumpster divers reveal the possibility of a more legitimate system that re- or up-
cycles discarded, but still edible, food. These possibilities are also evident in access to
free and healthy ‘fast’ food, in the form of fruit from illicitly planted neighbourhood
fruit trees. In the presence of transgression, codification and conventionalisation is
never fully complete (Goodman & Goodman 2007)—new raw milk regulations must be
made, new bylaws on fruit trees must be struck, and new ‘alternative’ food spaces are
forged, however temporary. The cases above demonstrate how transgression permits
the emergence of something other.

Wilful transgression and a will to transgress

How then do we think about sustaining transgression as a force for making the world
otherwise and more just, of adding new momentum to transgressive iterations and to
the sense that transgression is generative? Our case studies suggest that participants are
drawn to the alternative by moral imperatives and a will to make the world otherwise,
and that their practices make tangible difference by disrupting various orders. At some
level power and resistance are interdependent—transgression is a dynamic force co-con-
stitutive with the renegotiation and resettlement of cultural reproduction (Jenks 2003).
But, is there anything here that helps us think about how to prevent the alternative
from: collapsing on itself as it expands—losing out in struggles with dominant conven-
tions, or coming into contact with a greater force at the liminal edges of alternative
economy?

The cases here might be understood as start-up or seed transgressors, irritants that may
or may not go further but are an ever-present irritation to power. They point to and pick
away at unresolved tensions and ongoing, low-level and restricted struggles around prop-
erty rights and capitalist labour relations. While the latter is largely backgrounded, each of
the cases centre on contests over these crucial capitalist ordering devices. These AFIs push
for a renegotiation of property rights and the rules that secure them, but the outward
pressure on both orders is only moderate and the AFIs carefully negotiate the limits of
their transgression. The Raw Milk Collective practices food economy outside the domi-
nant industrialised system and challenges gross, industrial food discursively and
through established politics, but transgresses few legal boundaries. Even the dumpster
divers and guerrilla gardeners do not perform antagonistic acts of civil disobedience.
The guerrilla gardeners are not yet uprooting existing species to plant fruit trees.

There is a sense of conservatism in this self-moderation of AFI transgression, and a lin-
gering liberalism and protective performance of privilege, but there is also recognition that
greater disobedience may invite punishment, unwanted attention, surveillance and/or
increased bureaucratic or financial burdens (see Suchman 1995). There is even a wider
wariness of pushing beyond the tolerable such that transgression precipitates not
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negotiation but rather regressive moves and a tighter grip on food regulations that only
further restrict or eliminate progressive food activities. The communication of transgres-
sion can bring unwanted attention. One of the cheese makers referred to above, for
example, was investigated after a feature on television’s Country Calendar in 2009, inviting
all the attendant paperwork burdens of demonstrating compliance. A dumpster diver talks
of counter surveillance tactics ‘having someone on look out and keep[ing] an escape route
handy’; and then in the same breath of the regressive response of supermarkets: ‘even if the
bins aren’t locked they still consider it stealing for some f***** up reason’ (TripMe 2010).
Community fruit tree planting is undertaken covertly to avoid unnecessary attention.
One raw milk collective member remarked that ‘many people will not talk to others
about it because operating as a collective is in [the]… grey areas of legality’.

Irritant, and often benign, transgression will not, in isolation, create the massive
change required for a more ethically and socially embedded food future; but, as
Gibson-Graham and colleagues argue, it is more than a start. Other politics can be
played in other spheres, such as trade regulation lobbies, the activism of anti-GMO pro-
testers or the work of La Via Campesina for land reform. The work of AFIs in pushing
out the edges of food that is ‘good’ for all, is valid, vital and irritating for authorities. It is
also affective, encouraging citizens to seek opportunities to ethicalise their behaviour
and responsibilities.

That AFIs manage their transgressions is only one side of the story. They must also
reproduce themselves. They must encourage the collective, reproduce moral commit-
ments, and imagine and enact new practices in the face of self-interest, apathy, exhaustion
and generational change. Kai Auckland, for example, could disband, or the dumpster
divers and guerrilla gardeners could simply go home and become composters and
organic consumers, respectively.

Finally, AFIs must manage their transgressing, their moral imperatives to transgress,
and their internal politics and reproduction so that regulation has positive health, environ-
mental and social values. Carolan (2011) and Goodman et al. (2010) remind consumers
and activists of the food adulteration, environmental negligence and hierarchical power
structures that can come with local foods and community provisioning. Food production
and social organisation black boxes require dis- and re-mantling through a regulatory
architecture. Frames of order that overcome paralysis in distrust need not put food sover-
eignty beyond reach. Through irritant transgressions, AFIs not only challenge the attrition
of ethics and integrity in food practices, and advocate for a more progressive social repro-
duction, they also practice this food in sustainably different ways.

Conclusion

Irritant transgressions in the food economy cases considered in this article foster political
agency and make visible power relations and the constraints of being and doing otherwise
in food relations. By challenging power relations materialised in regulations, conventions,
norms and imaginaries they cross boundaries such as the Food Act or private property,
‘pushing them outwards’ and ‘working them around’. In this way, the irritant transgres-
sions of AFIs in the liminal edges of practice do both visible and invisible work, both
directly disruptive or performative. But in its mindfulness of the potential for regression
or collapse of the food movement, they are also often both strategic and tactical. Just
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how politically benign or subversive any particular AFI or specific act becomes is unclear,
but each has a performative potential and leaves a material trace.

We argue that irritant transgressions have potentiality in the context of food provision-
ing in New Zealand. Not just an Auckland phenomenon, within and across the cases given
here, these AFIs do quite different things, with practices located in different traditions of
liberalism. The multiple characteristics of these diverse activities offer evidence of AFIs:
promoting responsibility and autonomy; materialising ethical will and practice; challen-
ging taken for granted food knowledge and norms; and increasing democratic partici-
pation in consumption and production. They appear to stimulate rapidly punctuated
political challenges to the status quo. They also have an agitating iterative dynamic that
impels (re)negotiations of order by regulation, planning and market. In short, we argue
that these transgressions enhance collective food practice and related political capability,
destabilise norm and convention, and, through iterative progress, reveal new possibilities,
shift boundaries, erode constraints on practice and bring new food things to be.
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