1. ABSTRACT (150)
In this entry | introduce the concept of food commons in the context of scholarship and
activism on commons, commoning, and food systems transformation. | then draw out some
key tensions and issues that have surfaced in research on food commons related to
questions of materiality, scale, and urban-rural relations. | close with recommendations for
approaches that future research can take to address these issues.
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4. INTRODUCTION

Food provisioning depends on a multitude of bio-physical, cultural, and knowledge
commons. Food commons can refer to food itself, as well as all of the material and cultural
resources needed to grow, harvest, process, and eat food, which are collectively created,
shared, cared for, and governed by their users. Food commons are ubiquitous in our food
systems. As Jose Vivero Pol writes, “When food is collectively produced, jointly transformed,
distributed on the basis of its value-in-use and eaten by people in a convivial manner, we have then a
commons” (2018: 30). His work has helped to define food commons as: “1) the natural and
non-material resources (foods, recipes, traditional food and agricultural knowledge, etc.), 2)
the communities who share the resources (local, national or global), 3) the commoning
practices people use to produce, transform and eat food and 4) the moral narrative that
sustains the main purpose of the food system (i.e. to sustainably produce healthy food for
all)” (Tirado-von der Paheln 2018: 357, Carceller-Sauras and Theesfeld 2021).

This expansive definition of food commons challenges economistic understandings of the
commons (Vivero Pol 2018). In Ostrom’s (2010) commons typology, where resources are
classified according to their shareability and the difficulty of excluding others, food commons
can be hard to place. Food itself is a private good, food resources like grazing fields and
fisheries are common pool resources, and food safety and public health are considered
public goods. Commons scholars have sought to move beyond this rigid approach to
commons that is dictated by the supposedly innate properties of a resource to instead focus
on the process of commoning through which such resources are created (as private, public,
or common goods), shared, cared for, and governed (Bollier and Helfrich 2019, Morrow and
Martin 2019).

Of course, food commons are not new; they are the original social safety net. The land-based
food commons of feudal England sustained peasant livelihood, while commons-based rights
of use and access, such as grazing, gleaning, and foraging, continue to help people feed
themselves and maintain more-than-capitalist livelihoods (Morrow 2022). The linear and
Eurocentric history of enclosure could give the impression that food commons are a
romantic thing of the past. What is different now is that scholars and activists are using the
language of the commons to mobilize around existing, threatened, and emerging food
commons in the context of broader food systems transformations (Vivero Pol et al. 1018).



Our current food system is interdependent with food commons. Even the most commodified
foods depend on the existence of food commons, and contain properties (history, culture,
meaning, pleasure, nutrition, safety, health) that are not reducible to their commodity status
(see also Vivero Pol 2013, 2018). However, the historic and ongoing enclosure of food based
commons and the legal and political consolidation of the paradigm of food as a commodity
have made food commons difficult to recognize, and elusive as objects of policy and
governance (Rundgren 2016). At the same time, food commons are threatened by new
forms of enclosure; and without legal protections, the hard won gains of activists to create
new food commons in the city and countryside can be precarious. Calls for rethinking and
reclaiming our entire food system as a commons (Jackson, et al. 2021; Pettenati et al 2018;
Vivero Pol 2018) encourage us go beyond celebrating islands of commoning in a broken food
system, and instead link up these various nodes in order to transition from a commons
extractive food system to a pluriverse of commons regenerative food systems.

2. CURRENT ISSUES, CONCERNS, AND AREAS OF FOCUS

There is a fast growing body of food commons scholarship, Vivero-Pol, et al. (2018) have
collected a diverse sample in their Handbook of Food Commons, which makes several
offerings for what could be included in the food commons, and how we might go about
understanding them. However, in theorizing food commons (Carceller-Sauras an Theesfeld
2021) we also run the risk of reproducing essentialist and binary forms of thinking in
approaching commons resources (noun) as rather than social relation (verb). Commons as
noun, focuses on the thing or resource that is being shared — e.g. the fishery, field, fridge,
etc. This frame has been criticized for reducing commons to mere resources to be exploited,
managed, extracted, ignoring their more-than-human agency, and reproducing economistic
and extractive relations with nature (Bresnihan 2015). Commons as verb on the other hand,
is a relational approach, focused on the social and material practices through which
communities create commons, the process of sharing those benefits, as well as the ongoing
practices of care, and collective responsibility necessary to sustaining those commons
(Bollier and Helfrich 2019).

Next | will visit three tensions that | notice in food commons scholarship: (1)Materialities,
(2)Scale, and (3)Urban-Rural relations.

Although commons scholars have pointed out the limitations of an approach to commons
that extrapolates preferred property, governance and social arrangements from the material
properties of a resource (e.g. carrying capacity, shareability, and excludability). We also live
in a finite material world, and urgently need to reduce our use of materials (such as fossil
fuels) that harm us, earth-others, and exceed planetary boundaries. At the same time, the
materiality of food and foodscapes matters in very personal, cultural, and bio-physical ways.
We are viscerally affected by the touch, taste, smell of particular foods and soils, emotionally
connected to places and landscapes (Puig de la Bellacasa 2015, Tuan 2001). Moreover our
laboring, eating, and digesting bodies are sites of biophysical processes that metabolize
foods and landscapes into well-being, and varied meanings, emotions, and embodiments
(Slocum 2008, Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 2010). Considering the diverse material
entanglements and life forms that make up our food commons — from microbes and genes,



to seeds, soil, land, distribution networks, we cannot afford to overlook the material
dimensions of commoning, or the material inequalities in commoning across the food
system.

Without sliding into material determinism, we can acknowledge that there are different
concerns and more-than-human entanglements that can arise around different food
commons. Sharing recipes, seeds, meals, surplus food, property, or land are all quite
different experiences, and each of these resources has unique demands and requirements
when it comes to cultural norms, ownership, responsibility, and liability. Commoning land (in
terms of access, tenure, and ownership) might require a different strategy than commoning
food (in terms of access, sharing, etc.) or traditional knowledge, not least because these
different materialities are already embedded in specific place based cultural norms and
governance regimes related to property, spatial planning, zoning, food safety and health,
and culinary heritage.

Not unrelated to the question of materiality is the question of scale, at what socio-spatial
scales do we dare enact, research, and imagine the food commons? Although food commons
discourses are gaining traction in international governance spaces (see SAPEA 2020).
Research on food commons, including my own, has trended towards the local, the micro,
and organizational as a site of grassroots innovation, community, and resistance. Scholars
and activists have documented inspiring cases of food sharing and other forms of mutual aid,
as well local and bioregional food commons, drawn from agroecology, peasant movements,
slow food, CSA movements, and more (Kennedy 2020, Vivero Pol et al 2018. ) This pluriverse
of local food commons is making a global impact by scaling out through decentralized
replications and localized adaptations. However, food systems are vast and interdependent,
and even with a significant redistribution of resources and power localizing may not always
be feasible or socially just. Can we conceive of a global food commons ? Healy, et al. (2020)
attempt this in describing emergency food responses to Covid 19. Their planetary food
commons are a pluriverse of commons sociality. However, some of the examples they
highlight, e.g. food banks, may be obstacles to food commons (Kenny and Sage 2018).
Dedeurwaerdere (2012), takes on the global when it comes to a very small but globally
dispersed food commons, genetic resources for agriculture, drawing inspiration from global
digital information commons. Lastly, asking at what scale we can common, also brings us
into ethical territory of how “far” can we care and extend our geographies of responsibility
(Lawson 2007).

The last tension | wish to explore is between urban and rural food commons. Urban areas
have been important sites for grassroots innovation, and for radically expanding our political
imaginary of what the commons can be and how they are created, shared, contested, and
protected. Scholars and activists have diversified our conceptual vocabulary of the commons
beyond land and property, to everyday life, cultural practices, the right to the city, and the
ongoing and imperfect work of reimagining and reclaiming the city as commons (Huron
2015). The continued existence, contestation, and emergence of urban commons such as
housing cooperatives and community spaces is an important reminder that scarcity of land
and competition over resources is not a given, but a politically created reality, and that all
commons are created by communities, and do not exist independent of the communities
that depend on them.



Urban food commons such as community gardens and greenery, solidarity purchasing
groups, food cooperatives, food- parks and forests, community fridges, meals, and
composting projects, as well as commons based approaches to food governance like food
councils tend to be citizen led, and organized around food provisioning in the city. My
research explores how communities are creating new food commons in public, private, and
community spaces by sharing land, trees, food, fridges, labor, knowledge and skills. | am
particularly interested in how people negotiate concerns over safety, ownership, access,
care, responsibility, and shared benefits at different scales with different outcomes (Morrow
2019, 2020).

In urban food commons scholarship few studies examine the role of the public sector in
creating and financing new food commons. More often we encounter the public sector as a
tolerant, absentee, or hostile landlord or regulatory authority. However, research in Bologna
where the city as commons legislation has taken effect shows that cities can take a much
more supportive and facilitative role in enabling food commons (laionne 2016). Another
limitation in urban food commons research is a bounded approach to the urban. With the
exception of research on food provisioning networks like CSA, SoLaWi, and solidarity
purchasing, the linkages with rural and peri-urban food commons are less visible.
Considering the outsized impact that cities have on our food system in terms of resource
use, purchasing, and local and civic governance, there is also ample need for creating rural
and urban food commons with cities.

Rural food commons, such as community stewarded forests, fields, and their various legal
and land use protections continue to be critical to sustaining food based livelihoods and
feeding people across the rural-urban continuum. And as Vivero Pol et al (2018) document —
most of the world’s land-based food commons are in rural places. Protecting and growing
food commons is particularly urgent when it comes to the question of land, which has
become inaccessible to small scale and beginner farmers. New rural food commons are
essential for creating sustainable food based livelihoods for future generations.

Rural areas are also sites of governance innovation, and have developed important legal and
policy tools for food commons. Land trust legislation for shared land ownership,
stewardship, and conservation was created in the 1890s to protect rural natures, and since
the 1970s community land trust legislation has been adapted to protect and grow food
commons in urban and rural areas. (Morrow 2022). Another rural food commons innovation
is the agricultural preservation restriction (APR), which exists in different forms across the
world (Kassis 2021). Under this scheme soil, farming, and biodiversity are removed from the
property market and protected as public goods. Farmers who participate in APRs are
compensated by the public for giving up their right to more profitable land uses. On a more
local level, zoning and planning are tools with which food commons can be preserved or
hindered.

Rural and urban food commons have developed in different ways, by different communities
with particular place-based needs and interests. However, if we seek to re-common the food
system we can no longer approach urban and rural food commons as distinct territories and
interests. This is especially evident at the peri-urban fringe, where diverse urban and rural



stakeholders converge over competing visions of land as commons or commodity (Maughan
and Ferrando 2018). Cities are increasingly cannibalizing their last remaining rural food
commons for housing, warehouses, and logistics infrastructure to feed the growing needs of
their city, without taking food or environmental justice into account. This is made especially
evident in the conflict over the Lutkemeerpolder, the last farm in Amsterdam
http://behoudlutkemeer.nl/ . To move beyond this spatial divide scholars and activists can
take a relational approach and support the interdependencies, solidarities, and flows of care,
power, and resources between the urban and rural in commons regenerative food systems.

3. FUTURE CONCERNS

Future research on the food commons can meaningfully address the issues | have raised above by
taking a feminist-materialist, multi-scalar, relational, food systems approach that works across the
urban-rural continuum, is self-reflexive and critical in its solidarity with the local, and actively works
to foster linkages between commoners at different locations in the food system. Moreover,
transitioning from a commons extractive food system to a pluriverse of commons regenerative food
systems would be aided by drawing from conceptual approaches like diverse economies which can
help us break up this monolith of “the capitalist food system” to unravel the diversity of economic
practices and livelihoods, contradictions, and openings for doing things differently (Gibson-Graham
and Dombroski 2020). This research would be especially effective by joining forces with scholars and
activists working on de-growth and post-growth, who have placed commons at the center of their
visions for degrowth and food (Guerrero et al. 2023). And it is of course very possible that there are
researchers who are already working on these issues, and | hope to hear from them.

<a> REFERENCES

Bollier, D., & Helfrich, S. (2019). Free, fair, and alive: The insurgent power of the commons. New
Society Publishers.

Bresnihan, P. (2015). The more-than-human commons: From commons to commoning. In Space,
power and the commons (pp. 93-112). Routledge.

Carceller-Sauras, E., & Theesfeld, I. (2021). The food-as-a-commons discourse: analyzing the journey
to policy impact. International Journal of the Commons, 15(1).

Dedeurwaerdere, T. (2012). Institutionalizing global genetic resource commons for food and
agriculture. Crop Genetic Resources as a Global Commons, 368-391.

Gibson-Graham, J. K., & Dombroski, K. (2020). The handbook of diverse economies. Edward Elgar
Publishing.

Guerrero Lara, L., van Oers, L., Smessaert, J., Spanier, J., Raj, G., & Feola, G. (2023). Degrowth and
agri-food systems: A research agenda for the critical social sciences. Sustainability Science, 1-16.

Hayes-Conroy, A., & Hayes-Conroy, J. (2010). Visceral difference: Variations in feeling (slow)
food. Environment and Planning A, 42(12), 2956-2971.



Healy, S., Chitranshi, B., Diprose, G., Eskelinen, T., Madden, A., Santala, I., & Williams, M. (2020).
Planetary food commons and postcapitalist post-COVID food futures. Development, 63, 277-284.

Huron, A. (2015). Working with strangers in saturated space: Reclaiming and maintaining the urban
commons. Antipode, 47(4), 963-979.

laione, C. (2016). The CO-City: Sharing, collaborating, cooperating, and commoning in the
city. American Journal of Economics and Sociology, 75(2), 415-455.

Jackson, P., Rivera Ferre, M. G., Candel, J., Davies, A., Derani, C., de Vries, H., ... & Thggersen, J.
(2021). Food as a commodity, human right or common good. Nature Food, 2(3), 132-134.

Kassis, G., Bertrand, N., & Pecqueur, B. (2021). Rethinking the place of agricultural land preservation
for the development of food systems in planning of peri-urban areas: Insights from two French
municipalities. Journal of Rural Studies, 86, 366-375.

Kenny, T., & Sage, C. (2018). Obstacles to re-introducing food as a commons. Routledge Handbook of
Food as a Commons, 281.

Kennedy, M. (2020). 34. A Slow Food commons: cultivating conviviality across a range of property
forms. The Handbook of Diverse Economies, 308.

Lawson, V. (2007). Geographies of care and responsibility. Annals of the Association of American
Geographers, 97(1), 1-11.

Maughan, C., & Ferrando, T. (2018). Land as a commons: Examples from the UK and Italy.
In Routledge Handbook of Food as a Commons (pp. 329-341). Routledge.

Morrow, O. (2019). Sharing food and risk in Berlin’s urban food commons. Geoforum, 99, 202-212.

Morrow, O. (2019). Community self-organizing and the urban food commons in Berlin and New
York. Sustainability, 11(13), 3641.

Morrow, O. (2020). 22. Gleaning: transactions at the nexus of food, commons and waste. The
Handbook of Diverse Economies, 206.

Morrow, O., & Martin, D. G. (2019). Unbundling property in Boston’s urban food commons. Urban
Geography, 40(10), 1485-1505.

Ostrom, E. (2010). Beyond markets and states: polycentric governance of complex economic
systems. American economic review, 100(3), 641-672.

Pettenati, G., Toldo, A., & Ferrando, T. (2018). Food system as commons. In Routledge handbook of
food as a commons (pp. 42-56). London: Routledge.

Puig De La Bellacasa, M. (2015). Making time for soil: Technoscientific futurity and the pace of
care. Social studies of science, 45(5), 691-716.

Rundgren, G. (2016). Food: From commodity to commons. Journal of Agricultural and Environmental
Ethics, 29(1), 103-121.



SAPEA (2020) European Commission, Directorate-General for Research and Innovation, Group of
Chief Scientific Advisors, Towards a sustainable food system — Moving from food as a commodity to
food as more of a common good — Independent expert report, Publications Office,

2020, https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2777/282386

Slocum, R. (2008). Thinking race through corporeal feminist theory: divisions and intimacies at the
Minneapolis Farmers' Market. Social & Cultural Geography, 9(8), 849-869.

Tirado-von der Pahlen, C. (2018). Climate change, the food commons and human health.
In Routledge Handbook of Food as a Commons (pp. 356-370). Routledge.

Tuan, Y. F. (2001). Space and place: humanistic perspective. University of Minnesota Press

Vivero Pol, J. L. (2013). Food as a commons: reframing the narrative of the food system. Available at
SSRN 2255447.

Vivero-Pol, J. L. (2018). The idea of food as a commons. In Routledge handbook of food as a
commons (pp. 25-41). Routledge.

Vivero-Pol, J. L., Ferrando, T., De Schutter, O., & Mattei, U. (2018). Introduction: The food commons
are coming.... In Routledge Handbook of Food as a Commons. Taylor & Francis.

<a> FURTHER READING




