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Introductory Note by the Editors-in-Chief
Sten Hagberg  |  Professor of Cultural Anthropology, Uppsala University 

Jörgen Hellman  |  Professor of Social Anthropology, University of Gothenburg

As its theme, this double issue of kritisk etnografi – Swedish Journal of Anthropology, has 
a question: Is Europe skilling for sustainable food? Our two guest editors, Professor Maris 
Boyd Gillette from the University of Gothenburg and Professor Cristina Grasseni from 
Leiden University, have convened an esteemed group of scholars who present four articles in 
which European food provision is theorised with the help of sustainability as an analytical 
tool: Nicolas Loodts’ article on anticipation at the heart of sustainability; Maris Boyd Gillette, 
Milena Arias Schreiber and Nathan Siegrist’s research on Sweden’s good fishers; Maria 
Vasile’s study of food surplus redistribution, non-profit organisations and neoliberalism in 
Turin, Italy; and Celia Plender’s article on collaboration, collectivity, and egalitarianism in 
food cooperatives. In addition to these research articles, it should be mentioned that Cristina 
Grasseni is also leading the Food Citizens? – a project which has inspired the thematic focus 
of the issue. A report on the preliminary findings and reflections of the project itself has been 
included to give more “food for thought”, as it were, to the readers. This report is placed in 
the new section Perspectives (see below).

In the Bricolage section, we are pleased to present two articles on such different subjects 
as fatherhood on the Faroe Islands, and drought in Angola. In his article, ‘You Just Throw 
Yourself Into It’: On fatherhood and family in the Faroe Islands, Firouz Gaini, Professor at 
the University of the Faroe Islands, discusses fatherhood and family. Building on interviews 
and participant observation, he explores the changing roles of fathers, particularly how these 
are rooted in practice rather than discourse. Apart from being a unique research on men 
and masculinities in the Faroe Islands, the article also theorises whether these changes are 
producing a “‘new man’, a ‘traditional’ man, or a representative of something else entirely”. 
In the second paper of the Bricolage section, Associate Professor Ruy Llera Blanes, University 
of Gothenburg, together with Dr Carolina Valente Cardoso, University of Gothenburg, 
Professor Helder Alicerces Bahu, at ISCED-Huíla, Angola, and PhD Student Cláudio 
Fortuna, Catholic University of Angola, present an article entitled, Drought Terroirs: 
Debating anthropological territorialities in the study of climate change and environmental 
disasters. The authors apply the concept of terroirs in a new and innovative manner, to 
discuss empirical material dealing with drought in Angola. In their analyses of territoriality 
and climate change, they apply the concept as to gain complexity in terms of scale, agency, 
and temporality.

With this issue we are also introducing a slightly revised layout of kritisk etnografi – 
Swedish Journal of Anthropology. From now onwards, the thematic section as well as the 



bricolage section are reserved for peer reviewed contributions. In addition, we introduce 
a new section titled Perspectives. In this segment, we will publish review articles, reports, 
think pieces, short notes, and the like that are subjected to editorial review; that is, the 
contributions fit into the publishing strategy of the journal and comply with scientific 
standards when it comes to referencing, ethics, language, etc., but they are not put through 
the peer-review process as such. The report on Food Citizens?-project, co-authored by Cristina 
Grasseni, Federico De Musso, Ola Gracjasz, Robin Smith, Maria Vasile and Vincent Walstra, 
inaugurates the Perspectives section of kritisk etnografi.

 Since the journal was launched in August 2018 with the inaugural issue that dealt with 
“The Public Presence of Anthropology” (Vol 1, No 1, 2018) developed around Didier Fassin’s 
Vega Symposium in 2016, we have worked hard to consolidate the journal’s publication and 
dissemination. The second issue, which was also a double issue, was themed “Comparative 
Municipal Ethnographies” (Vol 2, No 1-2, 2019) and focused on the anthropology of 
local politics across the world. The first issue of 2020 inquired into “The Anthropology of 
Wellbeing in Troubled Times” (Vol 3, No 1, 2020), and was developed around Paul Stoller’s 
2013 Vega Symposium. The second issue of 2020 focused on ethnographic practices in 
applied contexts, “Putting Swedish Anthropology to Work” (Vol 3, No 2, 2020). Two issues 
were published in 2021. The first one was a Varia issue with a series of important research 
articles of high quality (Vol 4, No 1), and the second explored “The Social Life of Water” (Vol 
4, No 2) with Professor Karsten Pearregaard and Professor Paula Uimonen as guest editors.

As Editors-in-Chief of kritisk etnografi – Swedish Journal of Anthropology we would 
like to emphasise that we welcome proposals for thematic issues, individual papers, and 
shorter pieces from colleagues at Swedish universities and beyond. And to recall, kritisk 
etnografi is a scientific peer-reviewed open access journal, free of any charges, published by 
the Swedish Society for Anthropology and Geography (SSAG).

Spread the word! Aux plumes! Fatta pennan!



IS EUROPE SKILLING FOR SUSTAINABLE FOOD?





kritisk etnografi – Swedish Journal of Anthropology
VOL. 5, NO. 1-2
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-490447

Contact: Maris Boyd Gillette      maris.gillette@gu.se, Cristina Grasseni      c.grasseni@fsw.leidenuniv.nl
© 2022 Swedish Society for Anthropology and Geography

Introduction:
Is Europe skilling for sustainable food?
Maris Boyd Gillette |  Professor, School of Global Studies, University of Gothenburg  
Cristina Grasseni |   Professor, Institute of Anthropology and Development Studies,  

Leiden University

Why an ethnographic contribution connecting skill, food, and sustainability?
Sustainable food is a pressing concern in Europe, as elsewhere around the world. As we 
write this introduction, diverse socio-economic actors operating in increasingly complex and 
challenging contexts are experiencing new vulnerabilities caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
energy crisis, and war in Ukraine. Startling increases in food poverty are being reported by 
European media, with an additional 200 million people confronting acute food insecurity 
since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic (Harvey 2022). Philanthropic organisations 
rush to open new food banks and parents report cutting back on food consumption, while the 
multinational corporations that control 70-90 per cent of the global grain trade have made 
a “record bonanza” since the Ukraine war began (Harvey 2022; Lawson 2022; Yucel 2022). 
Many agree that we need radical changes to make food provisioning more sustainable. In the 
words of the United Nations, “Everyone, everywhere must take action and work together to 
transform the way the world produces, consumes, and thinks about food” (UN n.d.). 

This daunting scenario is directly addressed by the four articles and report that 
comprise this special issue of kritisk etnografi. With contributions grounded in first-hand 
ethnographic observation of diverse European contexts, we consider our positioning in food 
provisioning systems: not only where we are and where we need to go, but what is at hand 
to make the change, what works and what is stunted in its striving – often by sociocultural 
considerations that rarely enter dominant sustainability agendas. Anthropological research 
on food provisioning is seldom spotlighted at international summits or featured in major 
news stories, yet ethnographers know a great deal about “the way the world produces, 
consumes, and thinks about food” (UN n.d.), including which action is (or is not) congenial 
to “transforming” foodways in specific contexts and among specific people (e.g., Barnard 
2016; Grasseni 2013; 2020; Pilgeram 2011; Rissing 2019). Our ethnographic insights on 
“sustainable food” in Europe examine skill in relation to food production, distribution, and 
consumption. If change is what is needed for Europe and the world to achieve sustainable 
foodways, then skills to support that change must be developed. 

Sustainability talk is here to stay, but what does it mean?
Despite critique from anthropologists and other social scientists that “sustainability” is unclear, 
weak, and/or oxymoronic (e.g., Duell 2013; Hinton 2015; Redclift 2006), sustainability 
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as a concept has become a social force. Even multinational supermarket chains, typically 
part of seed-to-table agribusiness rather than sustainable provisioning, claim this sensibility, 
promising to deliver “sustainable food for everyone” (https://www.axfood.com/about-
axfood/axfood-in-brief/), and publishing glossy reports to show their patrons “this is what 
we do for sustainability” (https://www.ah.nl/over-ah/duurzaamheid). In fact, producers at 
all scales, from the largest conglomerates to the tiniest concerns, describe their products as 
“sustainable,” while ecolabels, Fair Trade certifications, and other forms of sustainability-
related audit culture proliferate (e.g., Konefal 2013; Merry 2019; Thedvall 2017). Scholars 
may seek to challenge or reorient these developments, but the talk of sustainability has 
become omnipresent in everyday life, marketing, and political discourse, and is likely to 
remain so in the future too. 

Scholars have traced the historical emergence of sustainability in the late 20th century 
(Redclift 2006) and scrutinised the term’s deeper roots to illuminate paradoxes inherent to 
the concept (Medovoi 2010). In this special issue, we approach sustainability as an emic 
category rather than a normative one, highlighting the subjectivities and meaning formations 
that emerge in specific sites. Sustainability is enacted (or not) in specific communities, 
making it profoundly contextual, even if inevitably influenced by discourses, policies, and 
agendas that shape sustainability at more macro-levels. To ascertain how “ordinary people” in 
Europe – local activists, food cooperative members, urban gardeners, fishers, and volunteers 
– envision, advocate for, and practice sustainable food in dialogue with larger societal trends, 
politics, and economic forces requires what other anthropologists have called “toad’s eye 
science” (Gyawali and Thompson 2016). Thus, this special issue foregrounds research based 
on participant observation and qualitative methods in the broader European context. 

In the following sections, we reflect on two key questions that inform the scholarship 
presented in this special issue. First, which skills and sensorial formations facilitate 
sustainable food provisioning? Second, which forms of social organisation might (or might 
not) facilitate movement away from “business as usual” in the food system? 

1. Which skills and sensorial formations facilitate sustainable food provisioning? 
“Sustainability” in its late 20th and early 21st century manifestation entails an attentiveness 
to the environment that was absent in post-World War II development trajectories. Scholars 
debate whether sustainability prioritises the economy or the environment (e.g., Hinton 
2015; Medovoi 2010; Redclift 2006), but regardless of whether specific proposals or 
practices are “weak” or “strong,” “greenwashing” or transformative, the material world is part 
of sustainability in a manner unlike prior visions of modernity. Like other anthropologists 
(e.g., Duell 2013), the authors in this special issue examine sustainability as relationships 
and processes implicating humans and the nonhuman world. Material and environmental 
actants inform the sensibilities and subjectivities of the market-gardeners, coastal fishers, 
food cooperative members, and food waste activists that Loodts, Gillette et al., Plender, and 
Vasile discuss. Experiential or embodied sensitivity to plants, animals, soil, and water, as well 
as food’s material qualities, seasonality, and temporality, are forces in the skilled or soon-to-be-
skilled performances investigated in these diverse empirical contexts. Material engagements 
inspire many of the human actors depicted here, set parameters for human agency, and 
elicit human pleasure, fascination, attunement, adjustment, and struggle. A central finding 
of the food sustainability ethnographies in this special issue is that sustainability in practice 
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requires a capacious notion of the social that includes material and environmental actants.
Europe is home to numerous agendas claiming to enhance food sustainability, which 

offer different diagnoses of contemporary unsustainability and remedies for improvement. 
The studies of London food cooperatives, market gardening in Wallonia, Swedish coastal 
fishing, Turinese networks to reduce food waste through redistributing surplus, and the Food 
Citizens? report presented here provide a taste of this diversity. Where change is located, and 
who or what needs to change, looks different in each case, but putting change in practice 
entails acquiring, developing, honing, rediscovering, or shedding skills. This enskilment 
relates to governance, assessment, and collaboration. Some skills detract from – or only 
apparently contribute to – sustainable food provisioning. Some kinds of knowledge hinder 
sustainability, even when presented in sustainability language. 

In this special issue we investigate skill as a knowledge form produced through engaging 
local contexts. Conceptualising skill in this manner facilitates exploration of how intertwined 
social, economic, political, and material-environmental dynamics and conditions shape how 
people learn, acquire, adapt, and absorb skills. By focusing on skill as an interactive practice, 
we highlight the exploratory, creative dimension of enskilment, as opposed to the more 
routinised and institutionalised practices associated with specific crafts and their materials, 
tools, and techniques. Skill from this perspective is about the competences and practices 
of people who (could) embody change, even as they respond to change in the surrounding 
material world, caused for example by global warming or pandemics. Here, the level at 
which enskilment occurs, and whether skilling for sustainability means developing new 
skills, redeploying old ones, deskilling, or skills inhibited by structural forces (see Gieser 
2014), merits particular attention. 

1.1 “Skilled vision” in agroecology

Based on participant observation among agroecological farmers in Belgium, Loodts 
investigates the skills that develop in the garden, particularly the “skilled vision” (Grasseni 
2007) needed to implement the garden plan and manage diseases, pests, weeds, water stress, 
and so on. In the context of this market-garden enterprise, the agroecological principles of 
maintaining biodiversity on and around the field, conserving soil life, and optimising the 
use of solar and water resources make up sustainability. To apply these principles, the farmers 
engage with the garden as a multi-sensorial field whose ‘polychrony’ or multiple temporalities, 
in combination with social practices of learning, elicits skilled vision. Anticipation is central 
to the agroecological farmers’ skilled practices of evaluative observation; this is because the 
farmers must foresee a harvest or project the evolution of a disease or incursion of pests, 
envisaging in situ what the rhythm of plant growth would look like in combination with a 
range of environmental factors, while simultaneously considering how such growth relates 
to the vision embodied in the garden plan. As Loodts argues, ascertaining which actions are 
needed to manage the multiple temporalities of the field demands more than a “recipe”-
like application of techniques or substances. Rather, the practices of the market-gardeners 
suggest that close attention and attunement to the nonhuman world and its polychrony 
must guide efforts to develop more sustainable food production.  
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1.2 New skills are not always good news
Taking the extensive literature on the “good farmer” (e.g., Cusworth 2020), as their starting 
point, Gillette, Arias Schreiber and Siegrist examine the skills and values that Swedish coastal 
fishers claim make the “good” and sustainable fisher. Increasingly restrictive fisheries policies 
and environmental degradation have transformed what the authors, inspired by Bourdieu, 
conceptualise as the “social-ecological field” of coastal fishing. Drawing on interviews 
coupled with digital ethnography and longer-term field knowledge, the authors explore how 
coastal fishers have – often unwillingly – deskilled, reskilled, and retooled their practices in 
response to these changing rules of the game. Skilful handling of regulatory “paperwork” 
and skilled “sustainability talk” now form part of the practical mastery of their profession. 
The capacity of the coastal fishers to adapt to these changes is facilitated by the moral values 
of toughness, adaptability, and creativity that the fishers regard as central to “good fishing,” 
which already informed the absorbed coping and environmentally guided improvisations 
manifested during fishing trips.

2. Which forms of social organisations might (or might not) facilitate movement away 
from ‘business as usual’ in the food system? 
Scholars from a wide range of academic disciplines have argued that designing sustainable 
food systems requires attending to social positionings and cultural categories (e.g., Cusworth 
2020; Duell 2013; Medovoi 2010). Building on this premise, our critical ethnographies 
of food sustainability interventions complicate taken-for-granted assumptions about the 
social composition, civic participation, and institutional structures of sustainable food. The 
empirical cases scrutinised here investigate a broad range of actors and institutions that 
constitute and co-construct the food systems we have, including nation-states, the EU, 
municipal and township governments, NGOs, citizen groups, consumer cooperatives and 
collective purchasing organisations, short food-chain entrepreneurs and CSAs, producers 
and consumers – all co-producing diverse discourses and practices of food citizenship and 
solidarity. The broader political economy of sustainability, including particular measures 
taken by states to “outsource” sustainability to consumers and citizens, affects the specific 
initiatives studied here. While some actors comply with government efforts to shift the 
burden of sustainability elsewhere, there are others who resist and adopt practices that 
contravene official intentions. 

2.1 Food waste reduction and neoliberal enskilment in Italy
Drawing on participant observation fieldwork among non-profit organisations that collect 
and redistribute food surplus in Turin (Italy), Vasile investigates the reorganisation of these 
groups into a much-lauded sustainability network and the skills that such restructuring 
demands of non-profit workers. “Building networks” and “systematising action” emerge 
as new core repertoires for non-profit workers, whose organisations increasingly take on 
tasks once considered the responsibility of the welfare state. In the process, the “ethical 
imperative” (Elyachar 2005) of sustainability becomes implicated in neoliberal government 
agendas of self-management, rendering non-profit groups even more vulnerable to the 
dictates of private funders and the infrastructure of measurement, while making them 
responsible for sustainability transitions. By interrogating the labour and skills demanded 
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by Turin’s acclaimed food waste network, Vasile calls into question exactly who or what is 
being sustained in this precarious social formation. 

2.2 Cooperative structures, skills, and imagination in London 
Plender, drawing on participant observation research at two London food cooperatives, 
interrogates the role of cooperation in a sustainable food system. The organisational 
structure of a cooperative can be understood as a transformation of the social order 
through shared ownership, labour, and decision-making, yet precisely how cooperatives are 
organised and what relationships they have with other institutions affect possibilities for 
enacting cooperation as collective practice. As with other forms of enskilment, skilling for 
cooperation is grounded in societal knowledge about its value – which in neoliberal Britain 
is low. Plender demonstrates that development of cooperation as a skilled practice requires 
a “radical imagination” (Haiven and Khasnabish 2014) and social nurturance, achieved not 
merely through doing but also by discussing cooperative ideas, logics, processes, and stories.

Food sustainability, skill, and citizenship?
Given the urgent need, in Europe and beyond, of skilling for sustainable food, we close the 
special issue by profiling the FoodCitizens? project, in which special issue editor Grasseni 
and author Vasile both participate, in a collectively authored report. Through ethnographic 
fieldwork, researchers in the Food Citizens? project scrutinised the diversity, solidarity, skill, 
and scale of collective food procurement networks and phenomena in European cities, 
particularly Gdańsk (Poland), Rotterdam (the Netherlands) and Turin (Italy). In comparative 
perspective, Grasseni, De Musso, Gracjasz, Smith, Vasile, and Walstra underline the labour 
of reskilling, highlighting in particular its relational and strategic dimensions in the context 
of broader phenomena such as gentrification and urban restyling. 

Conclusion: Ethnographies for sustainability 
Scholars, policy-makers, and professionals have argued for decades that the global system 
of food production and provisioning is unsustainable and should change. Such calls have 
become increasingly vociferous as individuals, families, and communities reel from the 
effects of Covid-19, the energy crisis, and the war in Ukraine. What sustainable food looks 
like and how to achieve it, however, are highly contested. This special issue reveals the value 
of “toad’s eye science” (Gyawali and Thompson 2016) for informing these debates. Some 
of the authors critically investigate normative notions of efficient resource management, 
public-private partnerships, and technological innovation as the key to sustainable food. 
Others focus on endeavours to relocalise food production and (re)craft provisioning 
as a more intimate and reciprocal practice. Taken together, the research presented here 
demonstrates that enskilment for food sustainability is profoundly contextual. At the same 
time, three shared analytic themes, which we believe are generally relevant for sustainability 
work, emerge from our collective scholarship. 

First, prefiguration and foresight, for example in agroecology (Loodts) and food 
cooperatives (Plenders), are at the core of experimental enskilment. Anticipatory skills 
necessarily take different form as they develop in specific socioecological milieux, e.g., for 
market-gardeners or fishers working directly in food production sites, but they are also 
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broadly engaged in the routines and institutional fabric of organisations such as NGOs 
(Vasile) and other governance institutions (Vasile, Gillette, Arias Schrieber and Siegrist). 

Second, enskilment does not emerge “organically” in local contexts, as seen for example 
in the articles on coastal fishing (Gillette, Arias Schrieber and Siegrist) and food waste 
networks (Vasile). It is also forced upon sustainability actors through policy, financing, and 
public discourse. Reskilling brings with it new and potentially conflicting forms of labour 
and organisation (Vasile; Plender). These often are connected to the relational and political 
dimensions of food system initiatives.

Third, in all the cases presented here we observe forms of “sustainability talk” that 
could be called “strategic.” Participants in food production and provisioning efforts adopt 
discourses and narratives about sustainability to justify what they do or do not do. While 
sustainability talk is a change from the discourses of modernity that characterised the 
immediate post-World War II period, its potential to index meaningful movement toward 
more sustainable food must be critically assessed in every instance. Sustainability talk may 
embellish “feel good” sustainability practices that fail to address the central problems of 
unsustainability in the food system (see, for example, Grasseni et al., this volume). There is 
a danger that citizens and groups may feel satisfied with what they do, imagining they are 
“making a difference” while nevertheless – and perhaps inevitably, given the contemporary 
configuration of global capitalism – falling short of radical transformation. 

In conclusion, we return to how the contributions to this special issue, in addition 
to their analytic insights, demonstrate the value of including “toad’s eye science” (Gyawali 
and Thompson 2016) in our collective strivings for sustainable food. The intimacy which 
characterises the research presented here enables deep understandings of what sustainability 
or unsustainability looks like in particular contexts, initiatives, and professions. Such 
knowledge is needed if we are to articulate sharper critiques of the systematic unsustainability 
that ultimately limits what actors working at smaller scales can accomplish. Ethnographic 
study sheds light on what certain kinds of sustainability interventions do and do not do, 
how they go wrong, and where they offer hope or demonstrate the need for more resources 
or greater improvements. If we are serious about creating food policy and institutions 
that advance transformative change for sustainability, our efforts must be informed by 
ethnographic “toad’s eye science.” 
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ABSTRACT: In this paper, I conceptualise observational practices of market-gardeners as a form of 
‘skilled vision.’ I substantiate my work with a detailed study of a small cooperative farm located 
in Wallonia (Belgium), where gardeners grow approximately 50 varieties of vegetables within 14 
different gardens and 10 greenhouses. I also investigate how the market-gardeners’ skilled vision 
relates to sustainability as practiced on the farm, focusing specifically on the relationship between 
the market gardeners’ skilled vision and temporality. Time is a central feature in the skilled vision 
of the market-gardeners, required to manage what I call the “polychrony” (Greek chronos) of a 
complex agroecosystem. Market-gardening is mainly based on observation and anticipation of the 
evolution of plants and their ecosystem. Contrary to common belief, the sustainability of food 
production practices is not only a recipe of techniques, authorised, and unauthorised substances, 
but relies on the fine management of the temporalities of the field.

Keywords: skilled vision; agroecology; organic agriculture; sustainability; anticipation; 
temporality; assemblage; farm

Introduction

I could put basil instead of chard because there’s no chard left and it’s cleaner. That’s another 
possibility. Because there’s basil that comes here and basil that comes there (indicating two 
beds). Then we have to see what is coming next and when it should be released. It has to be 
released in week 42. That’s good. It’s perfect. That’s great. Instead of spinach, there’s what? 
There are some beans that aren’t coming in right away. So, let’s keep these little spinach plants.

Gil1, a thirty-five-year-old market gardener, was doing the Monday “field tour,” a review of 
the different gardens and greenhouses that comprise the plot of Heron Farm, a small organic 
market-gardening cooperative located in Wallonia (Belgium), when he was thinking aloud 
in front of vegetable beds. During the weekly field tour, Gil examines each bed, a band of 
soil about 1.3 metres wide, in each garden or greenhouse, to establish a list of tasks for the 
week, such as weeding a line of carrots, harvesting a crop of courgettes or planting a bed of 
spinach. For this exercise, he uses the “cultivation plan,” a 6-page table that represents the 
whole season of each bed, allowing him to see the history of the bed, i.e., timelines for the 
start of the current crop, its harvest, and the future of the bed, i.e., what is the next crop. 
Gil’s weekly examination and the decisions which result from it are crucial to ensure the 

1 In this article, all names of persons or places have been anonymised and replaced by pseudonyms.
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everyday life of this cooperative and its sustainability. Observation and “skilled vision” (see 
Grasseni 2004, 2007, 2009) are at the heart of this exercise.

Small-scale market-gardening, particularly as done on Heron Farm in accordance with 
the principles of organic agriculture and agroecology, carries a strong image of sustainability. 
Many farmers in small-scale market-gardening are new entrants to agriculture who seek 
a new way of life in accordance with their values and their will to change society. Skilled 
vision2, I argue, is a pillar of crop management in organic farming and agroecology, yet to 
date skilled vision in market gardening has not been studied. In this article I ask: “what 
are the specificities of the market-gardeners’ skilled vision” and “how is this vision related 
to a farm’s sustainability as understood by market-gardeners?” Furthermore, I apply the 
concept of skilled vision to a field where plants and living beings, with their own agency 
and temporality, are central. I thus connect skilled vision to anthropological research on 
temporality and anticipation, with a focus on more-than-human worlds.

Since first being used to describe breeding practices (Grasseni  2004, 2007, 
2009), “skilled vision,” a vision “obtained through apprenticeship and education of 
attention”(Grasseni 2009: 82), has been studied as a part of diverse professional practices, 
including medical care (Remery and Filliettaz 2017; Remery and Duret Benou 2020), land 
surveying (Grosjean 2014), mechanics (Giordano 2020), and many others. Through “skilled 
vision,” an uncoded landscape gradually becomes a ‘taskscape’ (Ingold 1993: 158; quoted in 
Grasseni 2009: 77). The field tour performed on the Heron cooperative is particularly suited 
to analysis using the skilled vision concept, as it entails apprenticeship and consists of a walk 
through the different gardens to identify the weekly tasks. 

This article is based on long-term participant observation fieldwork on the Heron 
cooperative farm, where I have been conducting research since 2014 (see Figure  1). Six 
market-gardeners farm at Heron Farm on a 1.5-hectare plot of land, according to the 
principles of agroecology and organic agriculture. From a field divided into 14 gardens and 9 
greenhouses, they produce approximately 50 varieties of fruit and vegetables which are then 
sold via short-supply chains to city markets and through community supported agriculture 
(CSA). I took part in the daily farming work such as planting new crops, removing weeds 
from beds, or harvesting the different fruits and vegetables. I also participated in the meetings 
between the cooperative farmers and in the sale of the vegetables. I attended the field tour 
several times, taking the position of an apprentice, and I filmed the exercise about 10 times. 
Finally, in addition to participant observation fieldwork, I also conducted semi-structured 
interviews with the farmers. This constitutes the empirical material of this article.

In the following sections, I present my conceptual framework and research 
methodology. I then turn to a detailed analysis of the field tour. I show that skilled vision, 
as part of a multi-sensory field and practice, is central to managing the field according 
to agroecology and respecting the three principles of sustainability that lead agricultural 
practices in the cooperative. As I demonstrate, time is a central feature in the skilled vision 
of the market-gardeners. Drawing on the cultivation plan, the gardeners must anticipate 
the garden’s evolution, managing what I call the “polychrony” (Greek chronos) of a complex 
agroecosystem. Signs from the nonhuman world are interpreted as giving insights into the 
future of the crop and thus guide the gardeners in their choice of mitigation actions. 

2 In this paper, I only use a citation mark if this term explicitly refers to the work of Cristina Grasseni.
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Conceptual Framework: Organic Agriculture and Agroecology
Heron cooperative is an organic and agroecological farm. Despite its history being rooted 
in the contestation of mainstream agriculture (see Van Dam et al. 2011; Wintz 2011; 
Guthman 2014), organic farming is today largely institutionalised and regulated at 
European level (Regulation EU 2018/848) and (sub-)national level (for Wallonia: Arrêté 
du gouvernement wallon concernant le mode de production biologique et l’étiquetage des 
produits biologiques). The Regulation indicates for instance, what products and substances 
(fertilisers, soil conditioners…) are allowed and what are not and imposes the obligation to 
be controlled by certification bodies.

Agroecology has multiple definitions. It is first defined as “the application of ecology to 
the study, design and management of sustainable agroecosystems” (Gliessman 1998, quoted 
in Stassart et al. 2012: 27). The central idea of agroecology is to manage a crop field as 
an ecosystem, characterised by the same ecological processes as a ‘wild’ ecosystem, such as 
nutrient cycling, predator/prey interaction, etc. (Altieri 2018). Agroecology is also seen as 
“the application of ecology to the study, design, and management of agri-food systems” 
(Buttel 2003; quoted by Stassart et al. 2012: 28). Finally, agroecology, in its third definition:

is defined neither exclusively by scientific disciplines, nor exclusively by social movements, 
nor exclusively by practices. It is called upon to become a federating concept of action 
between these three dimensions. (Wezel et al. 2009; quoted by Stassart et al. 2012: 28) 

Lastly, more than a strict definition, some researchers identified different principles to 
characterise agroecology, including good agricultural practice such as biomass recycling, 
good soil conditions, etc. but also socio-economic aspects such as participation, social equity, 
etc. (Stassart et al. 2012; Dumont et al. 2016; Dumont 2017). This is the perspective within 
which Heron Farm is functioning, with agroecological practice not limited to cultivation 
techniques, and thus the paradigm that I adopt.

Figure 1: Greenhouses and flower beds at Heron Farm
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Skilled vision and anticipation
Education of attention and apprenticeship are central to “skilled vision” (Grasseni 2009: 
82), enabling the novice to learn a ‘visual culture,’ drawing his/her attention to “relevant 
features of the world,” “according to the standards of a given culture” (Wathelet 2012: 125; 
quoting Ronzon 2007: 67-89). The presence of the novice changes the usual work regime 
(Remery and Filliettaz 2017). Thanks to a more experienced practitioner, the novice will 
acquire, “through the interplay between a domain of scrutiny (…) and a set of discursive 
practices (…) being deployed within a specific activity (…)” (Goodwin  1994: 606), a 
‘professional vision,’ “a way of seeing and understanding particular events that is specific to 
their profession” (Grosjean 2014: 145, quoting Goodwin 1994: 606).

In other words, apprenticeship leads the novice to see new affordances in his 
environment. Affordances are elements in our environment that can, after interpretation, 
guide action possibilities (Gibson 1979; quoted in Crawford 2015: 55). Our perception 
of these possibilities is influenced by the environment but also by a practitioner’s skills 
(Noë 2004; quoted in Crawford 2015: 55). 

As Grasseni summarises: “being able to ‘see’ certain things (…) is the result of a process 
of ‘education’ of the whole individual, who learns to interact with his/her environment 
in his/her community of practice” (Grasseni 2009: 84). Apprenticeship, by revealing new 
affordances to the novice, will transform the landscape into a ‘taskscape,’ “a sensory and 
social space in which one learns and moves about” (Ingold 1993: 158; quoted by Grasseni 
2009: 77). Therefore, it is not just about vision. As Grasseni reminds us: “skilled vision is 
embedded in a multi-sensory practice, where looking is coordinated with skilled movement, 
with rapidly changing point of view, or with other senses, such as touch” (Grasseni 2009: 
79). According to ‘synesthesia,’ our different senses are not isolated but entangled (Merleau-
Ponty 1998: 228-229; quoted by Willersev 2007):

Our sight is, consequently, never just sight – it sees what our hands can touch, our nose 
can smell, and our tongue can taste. Indeed, all of our non-visual senses are implicated in 
our vision, and there is no such activity as “just” looking. (Sobchack 1992: 78; quoted by 
Willersev 2007)

As I mentioned in the introduction, anticipation is a central part of the market gardener’s 
skilled vision. Stephan and Flaherty show that studying anticipation allows “recognising and 
tracking how the future manifests across the range of practical and reflective engagements 
in everyday situations” (Stephan and Flaherty 2019: 4). For them, anticipatory practices 
and ‘professional vision’ (Goodwin 1994) are intermingled (Stephan and Flaherty 2019: 
7). Skilled vision allows anticipating the course of events and the subsequent intervention.

 However, skilled vision is not just about a skill. It is a door to a worldview that 
encompasses a “whole cluster of cognitive, aesthetic, and moral stances” (Grasseni 2009: 
75). For market-gardeners, as I will show, this worldview implies paying attention to the 
multiple timelines of nonhumans and moreover, anticipating them. For Kohn, anticipation 
is based on the signs of multiple nonhuman beings. Kohn, drawing on Peirce’s philosophy, 
considers that signs “re-present a future possible, and through this mediation they bring 
the future to bear on the present” (Kohn 2013: 206-207). Through this influence of the 
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future on the present, signs involve what Peirce (1931) calls “being in futuro” (Kohn 2013: 
206–207). Anticipation is deduced from the signs that give an overview of potential futures.

Signs, in the case of Heron Farm, come from a field composed of approximately 50 
varieties of domestic plants, surrounded by a lush environment with hedges, woods, fallows, 
ponds, meadows, and soil life. To describe this pattern of multiple nonhuman temporalities 
gathered in the field, this “web of more than human agencies” (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017: 
171), the notion of “assemblages” is useful. Assemblages have a long history, and many uses 
in the field of philosophy and social sciences (see for instance, Deleuze and Guattari 1980; 
Li 2007; DeLanda 2016; Forney et al. 2018; Buchanan 2021). According to Briassoulis:

Assemblages have been conceived as dynamic, decomposable but irreducible, revisable 
compositions emerging from processes of diverse, heterogeneous, material and immaterial 
co-functioning components, or actors, coming together, or assembling, to serve an overt or 
covert purpose in a milieu. (Briassoulis 2019: 421)

A farm, seen as the result of the interactions of nonhuman elements (soil, crops, infrastructure, 
climate, farmers…) can be seen as an assemblage (Sutherland and Calo 2020: 533). For 
Darnhofer, a farm is made of “a tissue of interactions, of dynamic and often unpredictable 
processes” (Darnhofer 2020: 505). Writing about assemblages, Tsing sees them as “open-
ended gatherings” of divergent lifeways, with multiple temporal rhythms and scales 
(Tsing 2015: 23). 

 Starting from the qualifier polyphonic that Tsing uses to describe assemblages 
(Tsing 2015: 23-24), I prefer to use the term polychrony (Greek chronos), which to the 
best of my knowledge, is a term only used in the managerial area to describe the ability of 
multitasking (HBR 2015), to categorise the multiple temporalities happening simultaneously 
in the market-gardening field.

Methods of data collection and positioning in the field
Heron Farm has been a part of my fieldwork for more than seven years. I started to work 
there as a volunteer for 6 days in 2014. I then conducted my masters fieldwork there for a few 
days in 2015 but mainly between June 2016 and March 2017. When I started my PhD in 
2019, I returned to this farm which became a part of a larger and still ongoing multi-located 
fieldwork between Wallonia and Sicily with about 25 producers, mainly organic market-
gardeners, but also large-scale farmers and citrus producers in Sicily. At this farm, I have 
taken part in all the aspects of its activity, mainly agricultural work such as tilling, planting, 
harvesting, as well as the sale of vegetables and attending meetings between producers.

While I have encountered many different configurations by other market-gardeners, 
Heron Farm constitutes the reference point of my agricultural practice. It is this long 
fieldwork in the same cooperative that has allowed me to establish the three principles of 
sustainability that I present below. Indeed, these principles are not always explicitly stated 
by the actors in my fieldwork. Certainly, I illustrate them in this article with the field tour, 
which is both a premise, because it is scheduled for the beginning of the week, and a climax, 
because it mobilises all the experiences of the practice. But it is mainly my long presence at 
Heron Farm, which has allowed me to see these principles in multiple actions throughout 
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the day-to-day activities of the week. For example, it is because a market-gardener pulled a 
weed out in front of me by reflex during a non-weeding activity that I realised how embodied 
and omnipresent anticipation was. My participant observation, with regular informal 
discussions, was completed by semi-structured interviews with the different members of the 
cooperative once a year, at the end of the season. 

Moreover, I made important use of my camera during my fieldwork at Heron Farm 
with the aim of having data about the different “technical itinerary” of the multiple vegetables 
grown on the farm as well as to film a crucial exercise in the life of this cooperative, namely 
the field tour, a weekly review of the different gardens and greenhouses in the field. I 
participated in this exercise many times and I filmed it about ten times. This field review 
has been a unique occasion for me to learn to see the relevant signs of the agroecosystem 
and placed me in the position of the apprentice. Filming this tour, following Grasseni in her 
study of the daily farming practices in northern Italy (2009), was an occasion for me to learn 
what to look for, to acquire a “skilled vision” (Grasseni 2009: 82), discover the “relevant 
objects of knowledge” (Goodwin 1994: 606) and see the ‘affordances’ of the field (Gibson 
1979). Gradually my view changed, and the land became populated. The landscape became 
a ‘taskscape’ (Ingold 1993).

It allowed me, for instance, to associate the different zones of the cultivation plan with 
the real plots. Gradually I learnt to perceive the field in terms of greenhouses, gardens, half-
gardens, beds, and lines. The cultivation area, as a whole, is progressively coded, according 
to Goodwin’s term, and certain relevant elements are underlined to mark this spatial 
separation. For instance, trees were no longer just trees but markers of space and showed the 
physical separation of the different gardens. The cultivation plan also helped me to identify 
the contents of the different beds and to learn to recognise the different varieties and sub-
varieties, by comparing the actual bed with its paper equivalent. 

As I filmed, the camera helped me both to focus my attention on what the farmer 
saw or, the opposite, to watch the video after the tour to describe some sequences like, 
for instance, the use of the cultivation plan during the review. The more I knew where to 
film, the more I understood I was acquiring some skilled vision (still incomplete today), 
comparable to the experience of the new entrants in agriculture, or as Max expressed it:

When you start, everything is on the same level. You see. You could consider that everything 
is a priority. So, at that moment, it’s difficult to distinguish anything. In any case, when I 
started, I was completely in a mess. And afterwards, with experience, I came to distinguish 
the necessary from the accessory and, as a result, to see when there was something wrong. 
That’s the experience.

Filming was sometimes also a disadvantage, because of the importance of other senses in the 
field tour. Gil, during the tour touches the ground, digs it slightly with his fingers or a small 
shovel to estimate the humidity or the structure of the soil (compact or not …). When he 
inspects vegetables to see if they are ripe enough, he will spontaneously smell or taste them. 
So, my filming was sometimes forgotten to let me dig my fingers into the soil or taste the 
sugar content of a bean. 
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Analysis: Inside the field tour
At Heron Farm, the field tour – tour du champ – is a weekly practice consisting of a review of 
the different gardens and greenhouses that constitute the plot. One or two market-gardeners 
equip themselves with the cultivation plan that lies on the table of greenhouse number 1. 
This plan is a six-page table where columns represent the weeks of the year (W1, W2, W3, 
…) and lines are the ‘beds’ of each garden or greenhouse (see Figure 2). A bed or band of 
soil of 1 – 1.3 m, is really the unity of measure for small-scale agriculture used for planning 
the culture, and also for the sale of products.

So, for instance in Figure 3, it can be seen that in greenhouse 1, four beds of tomatoes 
(yellow) will be cultivated from week 20 (mid-May) to week 39 (end of September). 

The cultivation plan thus constitutes a temporal point of reference for the cropping season. 
At a glance, a market-gardener can see the past, present, and future state of a bed and 
compare it to the actual one (see Figure 4). What was the previous crop? What will come 
next in this bed? This plan is made repeatedly, season after season, so it encompasses the 
experience of the previous seasons in terms of yields, crop rotation, available labour force. It 
is a guide that cannot ever be fully respected because of the multiple unexpected events that 
make up a season. 

Figure 2: The cultivation plan

Figure 3: Zoom on the cultivation plan
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With the cultivation plan in one hand and a notebook in the other, Gil, a thirty-five-year-
old market-gardener starts his tour. The field tour follows generally (but not always) the 
same spatial sequence, as illustrated in Figure 5, allowing the inspection of each greenhouse 
and garden of the plot. Let’s follow Gil during this tour.

In the first greenhouse, before starting to look at the beds, Gil notices the presence of a 
Colorado potato beetle and crushes it immediately, almost by reflex. He starts looking at the 
young tomato plants that occupy four of the six beds (see Figure 6). Noting on a small sheet 
of paper, he says, “Here the tomatoes must be tutored.” Taking a small shovel, he digs a little 
hole in the bed to feel with his hand the moisture of the soil.

Figure 4: The cultivation plan and the actual beds in a greenhouse

Figure 5: The circuit of the field tour
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He continues: “It starts to become dry enough to need some water.” Looking at the adjacent 
bed with aubergine, he says, “You feel that in its growth, it will soon need to have water.” In 
another, Gil looks at a bed with beets and takes his little shovel and starts digging. “So, what 
are they saying?” he says. In greenhouse 4, two beds of strawberries need weeding, notes Gil. 
In these first few minutes of the field tour, the importance of “skilled vision” (Grasseni 2004, 
2007, 2009) is already clear. Gil looks at signs or affordances (Gibson 1979) such as weeds, 
moisture, plant growth status, that are specific to his profession and interprets them. A 
novice could not perceive or interpret this easily.

After the first four greenhouses, Gil starts his tour of a series of five gardens. He 
indicates a bed covered with white canvas:

There, under the canvas, it’s a mix of flowers that attracts the auxiliaries that are beneficial to 
fruit trees. (...) It’s to attract a whole series of parasitoid wasps that will come and parasitise 
this or that pest of the plum trees.

Further on, two beds in garden 4 are dedicated to strawberries. While Gil is looking at the 
garden, Phil, another market-gardener arrives:

Phil: Have you ever put anti-slug pellets in the strawberries?

Gil: Yes. But not this week. (...) Why not? Wouldn’t it be a good idea to put them on this week?

Phil: Yes, maybe. I don’t know. I see them reddening and it would be a shame if they got eaten.

In the garden, strawberries are associated with garlic (see Figure 7). After his conversation 
with Phil, Gil explains this peculiar association:

Figure 6: Gil observes the bed, compares it with the cultivation plan and notes the action to be taken
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It’s the strawberry-garlic association that has such a good reputation. I don’t know why 
exactly. I imagine that one protects the other, but from what? Or maybe it’s in the roots. In 
any case, the association seems to work well.

The tour continues. Gil looks at an entire garden cropped with potatoes: 

J4. Here are the potatoes I think we’ll be able to do the mounds again. Here I have sown blue 
flax, which is probably a repellent for the Colorado beetle, the Colorado beetle that has been 
eating our potatoes and aubergines for the last few years.

Further along, a bed of kohlrabi is protected against flea beetles by white canvas (see Figure 8).

Figure 7: The strawberry-garlic association

Figure 8: White canvas is used as a protection against flea beetles
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After that, in front of a garden filled with young onions, Gil asks himself, “Here, is it time 
to weed? It could well be.” Garden after garden, the task list is filled by Gil with a back-and-
forth game between field observation and crop plan observation. In garden 1, Gil notes the 
need to transplant the lettuces when they receive the young plants from their nursery. Later, 
in another garden, Gil looks at a bed of fennel, he steps forward, bends down and says:

You see this is an interesting stage of weeding. You can see some of the cotyledons. They’re 
between the white thread and the cotyledon stage. You see the white thread is what we saw 
with the carrots. There’s just the white root thread that’s coming out a little bit and that’s going 
to make the cotyledons. So, the plant is very delicate. And at the level of the cotyledons too. 
So, if you intervene at this point, the plant is too weak to get going again. It’s very effective. 

Looking at the adjacent bed, carrots covered by white canvas, he says: “At some point we will 
change the veil (...) to protect them from carrot fly.” In the next garden, dwarf beans occupy 
the beds. But the soil is covered with a thick grass cover:

I’m going to look at how much time is left because I’m afraid the weeds will be too big for the 
next crop. (...) There was tillage. We mulched, but not enough, so we’re stuck, the weeds are 
getting through. So, we have to intervene somehow. Otherwise, not only will we have a lot of 
new seeds, but they will also develop a root system that will be very difficult to remove later 
on. So, I’m going to look at what comes next. 

Gil takes the cultivation plan and considers it:

It’s spinach that comes next. Especially direct seedlings. Yes. I think it would be worthwhile 
to cover with a 50 cm wide or one metre ground cover to limit the weed, but it’s still a pretty 
tedious job with all the things we have to do. I’m going to put it in as an option.

It is important to highlight two elements from this insight into the field tour. Firstly, it is 
possible to see the importance of the cultivation plan for decision making. The skilled vision 
of the market-gardener is articulated by this document. The plan provides information 
that will complement the signs from nonhumans. On the other hand, I would also like to 
highlight the first principle at the heart of the sustainability at Heron Farm, namely, the 
optimisation of the day-to-day conditions for plant development to avoid hard mitigation 
actions. It is about being attentive to the needs of the plants and protecting them from 
parasites. Of course, some treatments against pests or diseases are authorised in organic 
agriculture. Nevertheless, the aim of the market-gardener is to use them as little as possible. 
Having a balanced agroecosystem will contribute to that objective. Plant association, for 
instance strawberry-garlic, are used. The flowers around the fruit trees are chosen to attract 
the predators of fruit pests. Irrigation is optimised, as is weeding at the right time. When 
a disease or a pest appears, it has to be eradicated as quickly as possible to allow slight 
mitigation plan without chemical treatment. For instance, a sick lettuce will be removed 
immediately. When Colorado potato beetles appear in a potato bed (see Figure 9), they will 
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be removed immediately to avoid proliferation. Therefore, the art of the market-gardener is 
to anticipate any proliferation of pests by detecting them as soon as they appear.

After five gardens, Gil inspects two long greenhouses. In one of them, a bed filled with weeds 
draws his attention (see Figure 10):

Here, however, I’m going to be annoyed because it’s basil that’s coming. And the problem 
with basil is that it won’t really tolerate the fact that we’re integrating fresh organic matter into 
the soil. It’s going to be subject to competition, to the degradation of those elements. On the 
other hand, the soil structure is great. If there had been large clumps, like peppers, what we 
would have done is just mow and take advantage of the root system and the soil underneath 
(...). So, you mow, you leave it on the surface, you open it up with a little shovel, you make 
your hole and you plant. That’s what we did with the aubergine here. But it works here 
because you have a plant every 40 cm (...) We put manure plus ground cover. But it’s cool 
because we didn’t have to till, (...) the soil structure was great. Now I’d like to take advantage 
of the soil structure, which is good but unfortunately, I won’t be able to plant the basil. (...) 
This means that you have to come with your little shovel, plant a basil plant every 12.5 cm 
and on top of that, it will be difficult to weed.

Figure 9: A Colorado potato beetle on a potato leaf. A potentially explosive situation…
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Outside, Gil looks at a garden covered with different tarpaulins against weeds (see Figure 11). 
Gil looks at the cultivation plan:

Here come the cabbages. When do they come? (He turns over the cultivation plan.) J6. They 
come in a fortnight. Here what we did is that it’s pre-covered ... There’s already straw and stuff 
like that. So, we’ll have something clean when the cabbages arrive. It’s a way of not having 
to intervene heavily, with too much weed. (...) In my opinion, we’ll only till one of the three 
beds that hasn’t been mulched, but for the rest we’re relying on the life of the soil, on its 
activity (...) We’re relying on soils natural work because it’s been a fairly long time.

Figure 10: Gil inspecting a bed full of weeds

Figure 11: Tarpaulins and canvas sheets
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The tour crosses a secondary plot at 400 metres from the main one. A bed is covered with thistles:

A thistle bed. It was a Cima di rapa (brocolli rabe) seedling that has gone to flower. I left it 
there so that the bees could forage a bit. But we’re going to intervene soon because thistles 
reproduce so quickly. It’s careless to let the thistles reproduce ... And this is another priority. 
These are fresh onions that we have ... Out of sight, out of mind here is really what it is. (...) 
When you intervene late like now, it’s really annoying. 

A second sustainable principle can be deduced, namely, the minimisation of soil tilling 
to preserve soil life. Since the beginning of my fieldwork, soil tilling has seen its practice 
reducing gradually at Heron Farm. In place of systematic tilling, when installing a new 
crop, green manure and tarpaulins are used. Green manure, such as rye, vetch, or ray grass, 
is introduced between two cultures with the aim of decompacting the soil and bringing 
organic matter. When green manure is mature, it will be cut, crushed, and covered with 
a tarpaulin to allow its degradation by soil micro-organisms. After this six-week process, 
the market-gardener will decide if the soil has to be tilled before the new culture. It is 
often not the case. The use of green manure and tarpaulins involves an accurate planning of 
different crops.

The tour continues and the task list is now spread on four sheets of paper, covering 
different topics, from the maintenance of existing crops to the installation of new ones and, 
of course, harvesting. “I note that there are courgettes ready for harvesting here. There are 
some nice ones. I note that we can come by on Tuesday,” says Gil. In a greenhouse, three 
quarters of the surface is filled with mature carrots. Gil explains:

Gil: These are carrots. There’s been nothing coming up for a long time. We could consider 
sowing oats. (...) It’s planned for week 31 but we could start early if we wanted. We’ll see.

Nico: After your carrots have gone?

Gil: Yes, that’s it. You see there’s a harvested bed here. The second will be harvested there. So, 
we could consider sowing two buckwheat beds, etc.

Nico: What, on a market that’s a whole bed going away?

Gil: No. But with the veggie boxes, maybe.

Nico: It goes fast.

Gil: Now with the boxes it’s 50 bunches, for the city market it’s 50 bunches, so 100 bunches. 
That’s not bad. That’s 1,000 carrots. More than 1,000, 1,200 carrots.
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In another greenhouse, Gil looks at the different beds:

Gil: I could put basil instead of chard because there’s no chard left and it’s cleaner. That’s 
another possibility. Because there’s basil that comes here and basil that comes there [designing 
two beds]. Then we have to see what comes after and when it should be released. [He grabs 
the plan.] It has to be released in week 42. That’s good. It’s perfect. That’s great. Instead of 
spinach, there’s what? There are some beans that aren’t coming in straight away. So, let’s keep 
these little spinach plants.

Again, we feel in this situation the importance of skilled vision, combined with the cultivation 
plan, for new crops. Gil establishes the future of the spinach bed from the state of the 
spinach and the planned future of the bed. Anticipation is central in this exercise. Moreover, 
I would like to propose the third principle of sustainability from these quotations, namely 
the optimisation of the harvest and crop rotation to avoid product waste or empty beds. 
At Heron Farm, fruit and vegetables are harvested every Thursday and Friday. Anticipating 
the amount available for the veggie boxes and the local markets is essential. A regular field 
survey is made to anticipate the harvest and to order missing vegetables from other farmers. 
In the same way, during the harvest, each picker has to estimate the growth of the vegetable 
during the time interval before the next harvest. For instance, a courgette left too long on 
its plant will become too big and will be less likely to be sold. For tomatoes, the picker 
has to estimate the future colour of the fruit, because a too ripe tomato will be difficult to 
transport. Moreover, the crops in the beds have to be harvested at the right time, neither too 
soon nor too late. The cultivation plan helps decide until when a crop can be kept in the 
garden without jeopardising the development of the next crop.

To conclude this section, I would like to add that the field tour is more a climax than 
an isolated event. It mobilises the knowledge and know-how of the different activities that 
take place at the cooperative from crop installation and maintenance, to harvest and sale. 
All these practices mostly allow the market-gardener to have access to the features of the 
plants and their temporalities. Crop installation and maintenance allow to learn the growth 
pace of the plant but also its main diseases, pests or beneficial association. Weekly harvests 
help to promote the ripening of the fruit. And finally, the sale experience allows the market-
gardener to know the right size of vegetable for the city market. All these activities are deeply 
entangled and mobilised during the field tour.

Discussion
I can now return to my initial questions: what are the specificities of the market-gardeners’ 
skilled vision and how is this vision related to a farm’s sustainability as understood by market-
gardeners? As discussed earlier, I have identified three practices from my fieldwork that 
define sustainability at Heron Farm, namely the optimisation of the day-to-day conditions 
for plant development to avoid hard mitigation actions; the minimisation of soil tilling to 
preserve soil life; and the optimisation of harvest and crop rotation to avoid product waste 
or empty beds.’ Each practice involves a high degree of anticipation. 

The ‘optimisation of the day-to-day conditions for plant development to avoid hard 
mitigation actions’ (as plant protection products use hard treatments) involve identifying 
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problematic early signs of disease, pests, or weeds, and treating them. When disease or pests 
appear, the problematic insect or the sick plant has to be removed as quickly as possible 
to avoid spreading the affliction. For instance, a sick lettuce will be removed immediately. 
Weeds are regularly removed, especially before the production of new seeds. So, the art 
of the market-gardener is to anticipate any spread of parasites by revealing them as soon 
as they appear. 

Since the beginning of my fieldwork, the ‘minimisation of soil tilling to preserve soil 
life’ has become more and more present. Soil tilling is less and less practiced in favour 
of a combination green manure and tarpaulins. As explained in the previous section, this 
combination will help, with the assistance of soil micro-organisms, to decompact the soil 
and bring organic matter. Anticipation is central to include this exercise in the planning 
of the crop year.

Finally, the ‘optimisation of the harvest and crop rotation to avoid product waste or 
empty beds’ involves an anticipation of the fruit and vegetables available in the field. The 
field tour aims to determine what is and what will be the state of maturity of the different 
vegetables. As explained before, combined with the sales schedule (city market…), this 
information will help decide whether a vegetable should be picked or not. Moreover, the 
tour allows determining if the vegetables already present in a bed will have enough time to 
reach maturity before the next crop. It is also the right moment to anticipate the number of 
vegetables harvested during the coming weeks to see when a bed will be free.

So, anticipation is central to these three practices at the heart of Heron Farm’s 
sustainability. Skilled vision of the market gardeners is built around this anticipation. Their 
commitment to agroecology makes time a central aspect of their skilled vision. Farmers have 
to anticipate the future of their gardens and greenhouses to make their decisions. The field 
tour consists of an active search of signs from the nonhuman world allowing perceiving 
possible futures of their field to implement mitigation actions. Maturity of the plants, 
moisture, diseases, pests, weeds …, the market-gardener must look at the most relevant 
signs of its agroecosystem to drive it. They are ‘in futuro’ because the future, in their mind, 
‘bears on the present’ (Kohn 2013). 

This anticipation appears to derive in part from the cultivation plan – the plan 
constrains/directs the gardeners’ seeing – and in part from the experience of working with 
plants over time. Firstly, the cultivation plan gives the desired future, that may not ever be 
fully reached, but which is always desired. The future given by the cultivation plan is a filter 
to evaluate the pertinence of nonhuman signs from the field. For instance, as we saw, weed 
cover does not constitute the same sign according to the next crop. It will not imply the same 
action. As Gil explained, with aubergines, the weed cover is less problematic because the new 
plants can be transplanted directly onto a mulch constituted with weed cover. It is not the 
case with basil which needs a cleaner soil. In the same way, a disease like mildew happening 
in July will require more mitigation action than the same disease in October. In July, the 
plant has to produce for many weeks involving a chemical, thermal, or manual treatment. 
In October, the plant is about to leave the bed and the disease will not be a major concern. 
So, the ‘taskscape’ (Ingold 1993) results from the confrontation of two futures: the future 
indicated by the signs of the nonhumans and the future of the cultivation plan.

Secondly, working with plants, soil, and climate, often with peer and textbook learning, 
will allow understanding the multiple temporalities at work in the field and interpret the 
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related signs. Domestic plants, of course, are predominant, but a field in agroecology cannot 
be limited to these. Beings in the field are many more than domestic ones. Soil micro-
organisms, worms, birds, pollinators, insects, are as many as beings present within the 
agroecosystem, seen as an ‘assemblage.’

Therefore, the everyday life of the farm allows having some knowledge about these 
multiple beings, their skills and their temporalities. The market-gardener has this knowledge 
in mind to conduct this assemblage of multiple temporalities, this polychrony. The skilled 
vision encompasses the polychrony of the different plants, fruit, vegetables, and other 
organisms in the field. And this juggling between different temporalities is not reserved 
to organic life. Geological features of the field can also dictate their own temporality and 
influences the social life of the farm (Pálsson and Swanson  2016: 151). It is known in 
the cooperative that some gardens will dry out at Spring faster than others according to 
their soil matter. 

The market-gardener’s skilled vision is rooted in anticipation. It is about seeing what 
has not yet happened. The day-to-day functioning of the farm and the multiple weekly tasks 
to be carried out for the care of the crops are based on this vision.

Conclusion
Organic or agroecological agriculture is generally presented in terms of good practice, 
rules, principles or recommendations that should ensure sustainability. In this research, I 
investigated the necessary skills supporting the sustainability of a cooperative that consists of 
six market-gardeners farming a 1.5-hectare plot with approximately 50 varieties of fruit and 
vegetables. Gardening on Heron Farm operates according to organic regulations but tries to 
go further by following the principles of agroecology. 

Skilled vision is central in the market-gardening practice. In answering the questions 
what are the specificities of the market-gardeners’ skilled vision and how is this vision related 
to a farm’s sustainability as understood by market-gardeners, I have showed that market-
gardeners’ skilled vision is built on anticipation. Anticipation allows the cooperative farmers 
to manage what I call the polychrony of the field, i.e., the multiple temporalities of the 
nonhumans present in the agroecosystem. Anticipatory skilled vision is crucial to respecting 
the three principles that characterise sustainability on Heron Farm, namely the optimisation 
of the day-to-day conditions for plant development to avoid hard mitigation actions; the 
minimisation of soil tilling to preserve soil life; and the optimisation of harvest and crop 
rotation to avoid product waste or empty beds. Anticipatory skilled vision involves the use 
of the cultivation plan, a document that summarises the whole season of each bed in the 
plot, plus signs from the nonhuman world (moisture content, disease, pests, weeds, etc.) 
that indicate possible evolution of the crop. Their care for the crops is rooted in anticipation.

Two conclusions can be made from this contribution. Firstly, this article argues against 
the idea that sustainable agriculture is just a matter of applying techniques or permitted 
and prohibited substances. There is no recipe for sustainability. Sustainable practices in 
agriculture would be nothing without special attention to the multiple temporalities of the 
more-than-human worlds, the polychrony of the field. Sustainable agriculture is a matter of 
skill and skilled vision. Earning a living as a farmer should not be a problem in a world in 
need of sustainability if these skills were recognised at their true value.

Secondly, the importance of the temporalities in the sustainability of Heron Farm 
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makes us think about the ecological crisis in which we live. If this crisis is due to “ruptures 
in ecological time” (Metcalf and Van Dooren 2012: v, quoted by Puig de la Bellacasa 2017: 
176), it is by paying more attention to the nonhumans around us, to their rhythms, that we 
could shape a sustainable world.
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Wezel, A., S. Bellon, T. Doré, C. Francis, D. Vallod and C. David. 2009. Agroecology as a science, a 
movement and a practice. A review. Agronomy for Sustainable Development 29(4): 503-515.

Willerslev, R. 2007. ‘To have the world at a distance’: Reconsidering the Significance of Vision for Social 
Anthropology. In Skilled Visions. Between Apprenticeship and Standards (ed.) C. Grasseni. Oxford: 
Berghahn Books.

Wintz, M. 2011. Un demi-siècle d’agriculture. De modèles en ruptures. In L’agriculture bio en devenir: Le 
cas alsacien (eds) D. Van Dam, M. Streith and J. Nizet, J. Bruxelles : P.I.E. Peter Lang.



kritisk etnografi – Swedish Journal of Anthropology
VOL. 5, NO. 1-2
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-490449

Contact: Maris Boyd Gillette      maris.gillette@gu.se
© 2022 Swedish Society for Anthropology and Geography

Sweden’s good fishers:
Skills and values in a transforming  
social-ecological field
Maris Boyd Gillette |   Professor, School of Global Studies, University of Gothenburg, 

corresponding author

Milena Arias Schreiber |   PhD, School of Global Studies, University of Gothenburg

Nathan Siegrist |   PhD Student, Department of Sociology and Work Science, University of 
Gothenburg

ABSTRACT: In this article we build on the “good farmer” literature to explore how Swedish coastal 
fishers represented the “good fisher” in the context of transformations in the social-ecological field 
of commercial fishing. Anthropological and other social science research on the “good farmer,” 
“good fisher,” “good crofter” and related life-modes, works against reductionist models of farmers, 
fishers, and other livelihood actors as driven by profit or economic need. When such models 
inform environmental policy, management, and activism, they often lead to unintended and 
unfortunate consequences. Here, drawing on the Bourdieusian “good farmer” tradition, we use 
interviews and ethnographic materials to investigate what makes the “good fisher” in Swedish 
coastal fishing, paying particular attention to how fishers have responded to social and ecological 
changes by reskilling and developing a new practical sense for their profession. Our interlocutors 
experienced the transformations in Swedish coastal fishing as significantly modifying the skilled 
performance of fishing, yet the moral values that undergirded their notions of the “good fisher” 
closely resemble those described in the social science literature on coastal fishers. We argue that 
these stable moral values relate to the stakes and interests which animate commercial fishing as 
a social-ecological field, which non-fishers often misunderstand or neglect. Our study challenges 
reductionist models of fishers and other livelihood actors, a task that many scholars regard as 
crucial for making progress toward sustainable food, while reworking Bourdieusian theory 
deployed in “good farmer” research to include not only social but also ecological dimensions.

Keywords: Coastal fisheries; good farmer; sustainability; Bourdieu; environmental management; 
economic rationality

Introduction
“A good fisher? Um, good…well, we, the ones who are left, we are the good fishers,” said Lars, 
a 35-year-old coastal fisher in the southern Baltic Sea, when we asked him what characterises 
a good fisher. He added:

It’s us, the ones who are left. We are bloody good, because we’ve survived despite all the 
attacks we’ve faced! And have become, I mean – the legs that we stand on have been chopped 
off. Salmon fishing has disappeared [because of Swedish regulatory prohibitions], the cod 
fishery is closed [because of an EU moratorium] – one leg after another has been chopped off, 
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but we’ve anyway refused to give up. We’ve found new possibilities. I can tell you: the good 
fisher is the one who can adapt to whatever circumstances he’s confronted with! And looks 
ahead and is creative. Innovative, that’s a good word. That you take on new stuff, like us…So 
yeah, to be good, it isn’t about how much fish you catch, it isn’t volume or how much money 
you have in the bank. It’s the feel you have for what you do, and how you do it.

While Lars (a pseudonym, as are the other fishers’ names) responded to our question with 
his personal views, the 20 other Swedish coastal fishers to whom we, in 2020, posed the 
question, ‘what characterises a good fisher?’ shared his opinion. In some respects, this pattern 
is surprising. The fishers operated all along the 13,567-kilometre Swedish coast, in diverging 
marine environments such as the Bay of Bothnia, the southern Baltic Sea, the Swedish-
Danish Sound, and western (Atlantic) waters. They targeted a range of species, including cod 
(Gadus morhua), herring (Clupea harengus), northern shrimp (Pandalus borealis), langoustine 
(Nephrops norvegicus), lobster (Homarus gammarus), whitefish (Coregonus lavaretus), vendace 
(Coregonus albula), pike (Esox lucius), perch (Perca fluviatilis), eel (Anguilla anguilla), mackerel 
(Scomber scombrus), and flounder (Platichthys flesus). Some used passive fishing gears (hook 
and line, traps, gillnets) while others operated trawlers, and some used a combination of the 
two. They worked on boats ranging in size from 6 to 18 metres, alone or with one or two 
others. Yet despite these and other differences, including where they landed, to whom they 
sold, and whether they owned fishing quota, all the participants in this study unanimously 
agreed that the good fisher was first and foremost the one who tenaciously and adaptively 
kept fishing despite obstacles. 

In Sweden, as elsewhere around the globe, coastal fishers regularly confront adverse 
circumstances inherent to the fishing profession, such as bad weather, rough seas, engine 
trouble, sickness, natural fish stock fluctuations, and competition from or damage inflicted 
by marine wildlife. Surmounting such problems is part of fishing. Yet for our interlocuters, 
as the quotation from Lars suggests, the good fisher was the one who survived far more 
significant impediments: poorly designed fisheries regulations, declining numbers of coastal 
fishers, negative public opinion, and economic outcomes that “don’t make you rich,” as 
Göran, who fished langoustine on the west coast, dryly put it. The good fisher developed 
skills to adapt to these hindrances and kept fishing. As we heard repeatedly, the good fisher 
was “we who remain” (vi som är kvar), “we who survive” (vi som överlever). 

Anthropological and other social science research on the “good farmer,” “good fisher,” 
“good crofter” and related life-modes, responds to reductionist models of farmers, fishers, 
and other livelihood actors as driven primarily by profit or economic need (see Burton et al. 
2021: 1-18; cf. Højrup 1983). Efforts to challenge such understandings have a long history. 
Already in Argonauts of the Western Pacific Bronislaw Malinowski argued that a Trobriand 
Islander was “not guided primarily by the desire to satisfy his wants” but instead “wants, if he 
is a man, to achieve social distinction as a good gardener and a good worker in general” (1922 
[2002]: 47, emphasis original). Yet while copious research shows that farming, fishing, 
and other economic activities are moral and cultural practices dynamically shaped by co-
practitioners, material and environmental circumstances, and the socio-political regimes in 
which practitioners are located (e.g., Burton et al. 2021: 40-63; Carolan 2020; Cusworth 
2020; Gustavsson et al. 2017; Højrup 1983; O’Keeffe 2018; Saunders 2016; Sutherland 
and Calo 2020), reductionist models of commercial fishers continue to dominate policy, 



KRITISK ETNOGRAFI – SWEDISH JOURNAL OF ANTHROPOLOGY 39

environmental activism, and the public imagination. In Sweden, where our study is based, 
official fisheries and food policies privilege profitability and competitiveness over other 
values (see Havs- och vattenmyndigheten and Jordbruksverket 2021; Löfven and Bucht 
2017; see also Arias Schreiber and Gillette 2021). The scientific research undergirding such 
policies is exclusively biological and economic (see, e.g., Waldo and Blomquist 2020; Havs- 
och vattenmyndigheten 2020). The Green Party, whose members proclaim that Swedish 
fisheries are facing “the collapse of fishing populations and ecosystems,” identifies stopping 
“predatory fishing” (rovfiske) as a political priority (e.g., Gardfjell, Falkhaven and Riise 2021; 
Miljöpartiet 2021). News stories reporting commercial fishers “cheating” – violating rules to 
make more money – appear regularly in Swedish media (e.g., Digréus 2018; Douglas 2020; 
Sverigesradio 2019; TT-Ritzau 2021). In short, while anthropologists and many other social 
scientists agree that fishers are not single-mindedly driven by profit or economic need, this 
conclusion’s impact on other audiences appears limited. 

In this article we investigate Swedish coastal fishers’ understandings of what makes the 
“good fisher.” Our purpose is two-fold. First, we seek to challenge oversimplified models 
of fishers and other livelihood actors. Many scholars regard this task as crucial for making 
progress toward food sustainability (see, e.g., Andresen and Højrup 2008; Arias Schreiber 
and Gillette 2021; Autzen and Ounanian 2021; Carolan 2020; Saunders 2016) – not 
least because environmental policy and management that treats fishers and farmers as self-
interested profit-maximisers encourages them to behave in this way (see, e.g., Davis 1991; 
Nightingale 2013; O’Keeffe 2018). Second, we seek to contribute to reconceptualising the 
role that material and environmental factors play in shaping what makes the good livelihood 
actor in “good farmer” research (e.g., Burton et al. 2021: 130-152; Sutherland and Calo 
2020). By reworking Bourdieusian “good farmer” theory to attend to how nonhuman 
agency shapes social practice, we join anthropologists and other scholars whose analyses 
reveal the liveliness and agency of the nonhuman world (see e.g., Callon 1986; Darnhofer 
2020; Le Velly and Dufeu 2016; Puig de la Bellacasa 2010). 

Conceptual framework 
As mentioned earlier, we situate this study in the “good farmer” literature (e.g., Burton 2004; 
Burton et al. 2021; Carolan 2020; Cusworth 2020; O’Keeffe 2018; Riley 2016; Saunders 
2016; Sutherland and Calo 2020). Studies of the “good farmer” first appeared during the 
2000s but relate to a longer tradition in anthropology of challenging reductionist models 
of human behaviour (see also Burton et al. 2021: 1-18). The good farmer concept has 
been used to capture emic understandings of rural producers (e.g., Burton 2004; Cusworth 
2020; Gustavsson et al. 2017; Sutherland and Calo 2020) and the implications of age and 
gender distinctions on farming (e.g., Burton et al. 2021: 106-129; Riley 2016). Scholars 
have also employed the good farmer concept to investigate sociocultural changes to skilled 
practice and moral values within the farming profession, sparked for example by organic 
and small-scale food movements, technological developments, and state policies (e.g., 
Burton et al. 2021: 40-63; Carolan 2020; O’Keeffe 2018; Saunders 2016). This research has 
crucial implications for food sustainability, as the moral values and skillsets that define good 
farming have social, economic, and environmental consequences throughout the food chain 
(see Carolan 2020; Cusworth 2020; Saunders 2016).

Most scholars using the good farmer concept adopt a Bourdieusian theoretical 
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framework, drawing on his concepts of field, capital, stakes and interests, rules of the 
game, and practical sense (Burton et al. 2021: 64-86). Bourdieu conceptualised a field 
as a “relatively autonomous world” within a highly differentiated society (1990: 73), a 
historically constituted area of activity with its own institutions and rules (ibid.: 87-88; cf. 
Højrup 1983). To function, a field depends on the existence of specific stakes and interests 
which “get people moving” or orient their action within the field (Bourdieu 1990: 88). 
Because Bourdieu thought actors could calculate how to optimise within a particular field, 
he chose the language of economy, capital, and interest to mark this calculus as “rational” 
(although not necessarily driven by economic profit-maximisation) and material in the sense 
of having physical consequences (ibid.: 92-93; 106-107). Bourdieu argued such calculations 
need not be intentional or strategic: he described the skilled actor in the field as akin to 
a fish in water (ibid.: 108). A given field could be understood as a “game” with rules or 
regularities for those who “play” (ibid.: 59-60). Experience gives players a “feel for the game” 
or “practical mastery of the logic” of a game that is “outside conscious control and discourse” 
(ibid.: 61). The “good player” is one whose practical sense enables him/her to innovate and 
improvise (ibid.: 64).

In this study, we modify Bourdieu’s theory in two respects. First, while many scholars 
have used notions of social, cultural, economic, and symbolic capital to discuss the good 
farmer, typically because they are interested in conversion from, for example, cultural 
to economic domains (see, e.g., Cusworth 2020; Gustavsson et al. 2017), we avoid this 
terminology because it reinforces capitalism as the dominant economic system. Decoupled 
from any specific economic arrangement, as well as more useful for our purposes, are 
Bourdieu’s concepts of field, stakes and interests, rules of the game, and practical sense. 
Second, we expand Bourdieu’s concept of field to include not just the social – the focus of 
his theorising – but also the nonhuman. We reconceptualise the field as social-ecological to 
highlight the agentive qualities of the material world. This modification responds to new 
materialist scholarship in which researchers have argued that social scientific analyses must 
include nonhuman agency (see e.g., Callon 1986; Darnhofer 2020; Le Velly and Dufeu 
2016). Recently, researchers deploying the good farmer concept have addressed this critique 
by combining Bourdieu’s concepts with Delanda’s assemblage theory (e.g., Sutherland and 
Calo 2020), or adding the concept of consubstantiality (e.g., Burton et al. 2021: 130-152). 
While these efforts direct attention to nonhuman agency, we opt to build directly on the 
analytic power of Bourdieu’s model for how fields work. Our notion of the social-ecological 
field evokes ecology’s emphasis on relationships and interactive processes, while gesturing 
toward social-ecological systems theory, which criticises reductionist models and argues for 
a paradigm shift in environmental research and governance (see Biggs et al. 2021; Berkes, 
Folke and Colding 1998).1 Theorising commercial fishing as a social-ecological field allows 
us to include marine environments, fish/crustaceans, and changes to weather and water 
temperature caused by global warming as actants affecting the rules of the game. It also 
captures the socio-material hybridity of some of commercial fishing’s structuring elements, 
for example the EU’s Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) or fisheries closures. 

1 While an in-depth exploration of social-ecological systems theory cannot be provided here, we highlight its 
insistence on the continuous interplay and feedbacks within and between social and ecological dimensions of 
complex systems that adapt to internal and external pressures (see Biggs et al. 2021; Berkes, Folke, and Colding 
1998).
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To date, research investigating the “good fisher” is limited to studies on North Wales 
(Gustavsson et al. 2017; Gustavsson and Riley 2018). However, ethnographic scholarship 
on fishing skills, which addresses what comprises good fishing and how fishing practices 
change in relation to policy, regulations, environmental shifts, and economic developments, 
is vast (e.g., Davis 1991; Dobeson 2019; Durrenberger and Pálsson 1986; Einarsson 2009; 
Pálsson 1994; Pálsson and Helgason 1998; Salmi 2005). In Europe, Icelandic fishing has 
received considerable anthropological attention, perhaps because of the sector’s historical 
and economic importance in Iceland’s national development and Iceland’s early adoption 
of a fisheries management tool (privately-owned fishing rights or ITQs) whose impact on 
coastal fishing communities has been hotly debated (see Carothers and Chambers 2012; 
Chambers, Einarsson and Karlsdóttir 2020). In comparison, Swedish coastal fishing is little 
studied, although scholarship is emerging (e.g., Arias Schreiber and Gillette 2021; Björkvik 
et al. 2020; Gillette and Vesterberg 2022; Linke et al. 2022). 

Background on Swedish fisheries
According to EU statistics, Sweden had 1,449 fishers and a fleet of 811 active fishing vessels 
in 2017 (STECF 2019: 437). As per the EU’s classification, this fleet is sub-divided into 
a large-scale fleet (vessels longer than 12 metres), a coastal or small-scale fleet (vessels less 
than 12 metres using passive fishing gears), and a distant fishing fleet (vessels over 24 metres 
operating outside the Swedish Exclusive Economic Zone). Scholars researching Swedish and 
other EU fisheries have criticised these definitions for misrepresenting the coastal fishing 
fleet (e.g., Björkvik et al. 2020; Pita, Pascual-Fernández and Bavinck 2020). While Sweden 
is governed by the EU classification system, which affects funding opportunities and some 
regulations related to vessels (see Björkvik et al. 2020: 564-566), Swedish authorities often 
eschew these official definitions in favour of terms such as “local coastal fishing” and “large-
scale fishing” (see, e.g., Havs- och vattenmyndigheten and Jordbruksverket 2021). These 
terms are reflected in our interlocutors’ emic understandings, as we discuss in the methods 
section below. 

While Swedish commercial fishing was once widespread, the number of Swedish fishers 
has been declining for years (Arias Schreiber and Gillette 2021: 3-4; see also Waldo and 
Blomquist 2020: 5). Scholars attribute these decreases since the mid-1990s to efforts of the 
EU to reduce the fishing fleet and the implementation of ITQs in the pelagic fishery (ibid.; 
see also Bonow 2018). Other factors making coastal fishing unattractive include depleted 
and poor quality fish stocks and increasingly stringent regulations (see Björkvik et al. 2020: 
568-573; Hentati-Sundberg et al. 2015). In the Baltic Sea, where the majority of coastal 
fishers operate, degraded cod stocks over the last decades have resulted in a cod fishing 
moratorium that has been operative since 2019. Competition from marine wildlife (seals 
and cormorants) and direct damage to catches and fishing gears also deeply concern coastal 
fishers (see Arias Schreiber and Gillette 2021; Svels et al. 2019). In addition, dioxin and PCBs 
in high concentrations contaminate some Baltic Sea commercial species, precluding their 
use for human consumption and limiting markets (Karl and Ruoff 2007). Many Swedish 
fisheries – from 66 fish stocks landed, at least 41 per cent (n=27) – are fished unsustainably 
(Bryhn et al. 2020), and environmental movements, which in Sweden relate to protecting 
natural mileaux, biodiversity, animal welfare, climate change, and vegetarianism (see Axfood 
2018; Fischer and Röös 2018; Saunders 2016), also negatively affect coastal fishing. Presently 
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Sweden has an estimated 900 coastal fishers, mostly operating in the Baltic (Björkvik et al. 
2020: 563). The vast majority are male and older than 55 years of age, and recruitment of 
young fishers is low (ibid.). 

Methods and data collection
Primary data for this research comes from semi-structured interviews. We interviewed 24 
fishers from a group of 143 commercial fishing license holders (fiskelicensinnehavare) who 
agreed to a follow-up interview after completing a national survey in 2019 (see Gillette 
et al. 2020). We selected interviewees based on where they fished, vessel size, gear type, 
and target species, with the goals of speaking with fishers from all parts of the Swedish 
coast and including representatives working on vessels from all three EU size classifications 
using passive and active gears. We aimed at addressing culturally significant marine fisheries, 
namely cod, herring, shrimp, langoustine, salmon, vendace, and eel. Interviews were in 
Swedish, and the participants were promised confidentiality. The interviewees ranged in age 
from 35 to 67. 23 were male and one female. For simplicity, we use the pronoun “he” when 
talking about fishers’ representations of the good fisher.

Our study focuses on the 21 fishers among our 24 interviewees who described 
themselves as coastal (see Table 1 for basic information on the interviewees). Interviews 
revealed that the fishers who belonged to the medium segment (12-24 metres, active and 
passive gears) considered themselves to be coastal (kustnära) because they landed locally and 
made fishing trips of short duration, versus the large-scale fishers who were gone for weeks 
at a time and typically landed abroad. Similarly, while many of the fishers working on vessels 
that were smaller than 10 metres talked about themselves as “really small-scale,” they also 
saw an important distinction between “coastal” and large-scale fishers. This related not only 
to where the fisher landed and the duration that vessels remained at sea, but also to how 
large the crews were, and the extent to which vessels could “chase” fish in distant waters.
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Table 1. Study participants and basic information about their fishing

+ Boat size is rounded to the nearest whole number, to protect confidentiality.
* Fishers calculated their years fishing differently. Those who assisted family members with commercial fishing 
as children but took other jobs after concluding their education dated their years of fishing from receipt of a 
commercial fishing license. Others dated their years of fishing from their first paid jobs as fishers, typically as 
crew on someone else’s boat. 

The Covid-19 pandemic forced us to curtail plans for site visits, making it impossible to 
observe fishers’ skilled performances, the context- and event-specific attentiveness, bodily 
praxis, and problem-solving that make up a fishing trip (see Dobeson 2019: 87-121). 
We interviewed fishers by telephone or video call, collecting their explicitly articulated 

Name Fishing location Boat size+ Target species Gear type Years fishing* (2020)

Claes North Baltic 11m Herring Active + passive 5

Erik South Baltic 9m Cod Passive 50

Hans South Baltic 11m Langoustine (prev. cod) Active 40

Gunnar South Baltic <12m Cod Passive 50

Arvid South Baltic 6m Eel, flounder Passive 30

Per South Baltic 12m Herring (prev. cod) Passive 20

Lars South Baltic 5m & 14m Flounder, 
turbot (prev. cod)

Passive 20

Sven South Baltic <12m Perch, 
whitefish, herring

Passive 60

Stig South Baltic 19m Herring, sprat Active 50

Torbjörn North Baltic 6m Herring Passive 3

Nils South Baltic <12m & 17m Cod, flounder, turbot Passive 20

Albin West Coast 11m Mackerel, 
lobster, herring, cod

Passive 40

Linus South Baltic 12m (4 boats) Flounder Passive 40

Oskar West Coast 10m Cod, mackerel, crab Passive 10

Ole West Coast & Sound <12m Eel, langoustine Passive 40

Åsa West Coast <12m Langoustine Passive 20

Göran West Coast 16m Langoustine Active 40

Olof West Coast 17m Shrimp Active 35

Staffan West Coast 7m Lobster Passive 20

Bo West Coast 14m Langoustine, cod, 
haddock, turbot

Active 40

Jan North Baltic <12m & 12-20m Salmon, 
vendace, herring

Active  
+ passive

38
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understandings of their profession, akin to research on the good fisher in Wales (Gustavsson 
et al. 2017). Questions probing the skills that the fishers associated with their profession, 
sustainability, and the characteristics of “a good fisher” (en duktig fiskare), plus topics related 
to their survey responses, were included in the interview. The median interview length was 
70 minutes, with the shortest 38 minutes and the longest 1 hour and 47 minutes. We coded 
the 21 interviews thematically, identifying emic topics from the transcripts and then adding 
subjects drawn from the literature on fishing skills (e.g., Dobeson 2019; Durrenberger and 
Pálsson 1986; Gustavsson et al. 2017; Pálsson 1994; Pálsson and Helgason 1998).

In addition to the interviews and survey, participant observation was conducted 
with fishers in southern Sweden during 2019 and online “meeting ethnography” 2020-
2021 (see Sandler and Thedvall 2017). The online participant observation took place at 
events arranged by Simrishamn township, the Skåne Innovation Network, the Swedish 
Water and Marine Management Agency, the Swedish Agriculture Agency, and the Rural 
Development Network. These meetings ranged from a panel discussion with Baltic Sea 
coastal fishers moderated by Gillette (preceded by several preparatory meetings and a trial 
run), to workshops aimed at encouraging fishers to sell their catches directly, to discussions 
of fisheries management policies hosted by national authorities and the Rural Development 
Network. Conversations and interactions from these events, in which some of the 
interviewees participated, contextualised the fishers’ perspectives and reinforced patterns 
found in the interviews.

Skills
As other fisheries anthropologists have demonstrated, skill is central to fishing and developed 
almost exclusively through practice (e.g., Durrenberger and Pálsson 1986; Pálsson and 
Helgason 1998; Pálsson 1994; see also Dobeson 2019: 87-121; Gustavsson et al. 2017). 
In the following sections, we present the fishers’ accounts of the skilled performances that 
comprised contemporary coastal fishing, which reveal how transformations in the social-
ecological field demanded, inhibited, and rendered obsolete the skills associated with 
the good fisher.

Catches 
Catches were a topic of major importance to the fishers, who initiated the topic during the 
course of their surveys and during interviews, in addition answering to our question about 
whether the good fisher was the one who caught the most fish. 

Hans, Jan, and Åsa initially said that the good fisher was the one who catches the most 
fish, but then revised their views. Hans backpedalled and clarified by saying, “well, that 
was what we thought during the 1980s anyway.” Jan explained that the good fisher is the 
one who “is interested in fishing and catches fish” but also “takes care of” (tar hand om) his 
catches. Åsa first said that the good fisher captured large catches and was daring, but then 
changed her mind, saying “but that’s not sustainable.” As these three pondered further, their 
modified views resembled those of the remaining fishers, who said that large catches did not 
make the good fisher. Rather, the good fisher’s catches were sized appropriately. 

Appropriateness had economic and ecological dimensions. The good fisher’s catches 
were sufficiently remunerated. This was not about making “shitloads of money” (skitmycket 
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pengar), as Nils put it, but catching enough to be able to support your family or earning 
enough to pay your bills and your debts. Catches should be adequate for “making a living” 
(livnära sig, försörja sig). “You need to get paid” for your catches, explained Hans. The work 
that you put in should “be in proportion” to the money you got out. When in the past Hans 
fished cod, too many large catches led to market saturation and falling prices. Paradoxically, 
this meant that he had to work longer hours, fishing more for less money “so that we could 
survive.” Stocks also diminished, causing Hans to switch fisheries. 

Fishers linked appropriate catches to having the skills to “take care of” them. 
In Jan’s words:

 

The thing that I was brought up to do was to take care of the fish that I caught. You should 
take care of everything, and you shouldn’t fish more than what you are able to take care of. 
If you’ve caught too much, then you have to stay home the next day and take care of your 
catch instead of going out again. It’s a resource that you have to take care of. It’s pretty much 
like what they said when I was little – ‘eat everything on your plate!’ After you’ve caught it 
you take care of it. 

Taking care extended beyond fish in the nets. As Arvid put it, the good fisher made sure 
that the natural resource on which he depended “would be there tomorrow.” He explained, 
“Good catches with the least possible impact on nature, that is important. For us, for 
example, at certain times, when there is warm water in particular spots, then there is a huge 
number of small eels. We release them anyway, but we avoid those spots when it is warm.” 
The fishers who used active gears described trawling as making sure that you “are in the right 
place at the right time,” as Göran said, “so you are not just pulling your trawl around around 
around around.” 

Catches proportionate to the fisher’s labour, market demand, and what the environment 
could tolerate depended on the fisher’s practical sense. The fisher had to judge when to fish 
less, to avoid saturating the market and to ensure that the stock “rested,” as Bo, a west coast 
fisher with licenses for several fisheries, put it. He had to be smart about his labour and his 
gear, so that he “got paid” and minimised his environmental impact. As Linus stated, the 
good fisher “fishes sustainably” (fiska hållbart): 

If you kill something then you should take care of it wisely, I think. That’s the basic idea in 
the whole thing, that you do it wisely…It’s about knowing those tricks that make it possible 
to run a sustainable and sound fishing operation and still get good catches. It’s that balance. 

Fisheries management 
Interviewees were convinced that Sweden’s centralised fisheries management hampered their 
ability to be good fishers and was bad both for individual fishers and the environment. 
The fisheries regulations showed the ignorance of fisheries authorities about the realities of 
coastal fishing. Management restricted which fish they could catch, with key fisheries such as 
salmon, eel, and cod largely closed, and all fishing licenses limited in terms of which species 
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the fisher could target.2 The gear fishers could use was also constrained. Other limitations 
included seasonal closures, quotas, and marine protected areas. As Albin put it, Swedish 
fisheries authorities were “regulating with prohibitions.” Gunnar explained: 

Restrictions, restrictions, restrictions. Actually, all the gears that I fished with before 2007 are 
prohibited now. And the private waters that I own, the authorities have restricted what I can 
fish there too3…Look, my fishing has been based on catching the fish that is available when 
it is easy to catch, and the price is good. And then stop if there is a period when the fishing is 
bad. That is something one learns to do when one fishes in multiple fisheries. There are better 
and worse periods. We used to alternate between salmon, cod, and herring…It’s terrible, 
what the authorities have done, terrible. It’s like, everything is locked in now and nothing can 
be changed. The authorities just implement more and more restrictions. 

Of the many regulations that the fishers faced, three elicited the most comment: 1) fisheries 
closures; 2) fishing licenses which limited the number of species a fisher could target; and 
3) gear restrictions. Our interviewees, who tended to talk about these together, told us their 
‘rigidity’ made the fishers ‘locked in,’ ‘boxed in,’ and/or ‘stuck,’ causing coastal fishing to 
be less environmentally or economically sustainable. They also threatened fishers’ relations 
with one another. 

To give one example, Erik, who was limited to the cod fishery, was one of many who 
described fishing as ‘better’ when he could switch between fisheries: 

You saved the cod when you were fishing herring during the late summer. But we are no 
longer allowed to do that anymore…When I started fishing, the cod was free from fishing 
pressure for six to eight months. But now people fish cod all year round. Obviously if you are 
targeting cod all the time you are going to hurt the stocks…If we were allowed to fish salmon, 
maybe we could have survived. But that we absolutely are not allowed to do. 

The fishers stressed that the regulations had interrelated ecological and economic 
consequences. Being prohibited from access to fisheries led to harder pressure on the stocks 

2 Salmon, eel, and cod fishery closures elicited extensive comments from our interviewees, but they are far from 
the only fisheries closures in Sweden. Commercial fishing for salmon in the Baltic Sea has been largely closed 
since 2013, with limited exceptions for fishers using passive gear in the northern Baltic. Swedish commercial 
fishing for eel has been largely prohibited since 2007, with a few exceptions and a goal of completely closing 
the fishery after those who currently have permits have exited the fishery. The eastern Baltic cod fishery has 
been closed since July 2019 and it is unclear when (or if ) it will reopen. Most fisheries in the southern Baltic 
were closed between February and August 2021 to protect the cod stocks, with a few exceptions for coastal 
fishers capturing herring for food. See https://www.havochvatten.se/fiske-och-handel/kvoter-uppfoljning-och-
fiskestopp/kvoter-och-fiskestopp/fiskestopp.html (Accessed: 14 March 2021). As we completed final revisions 
of this article, the Swedish fisheries agency had also closed fisheries for cod, haddock, saithe, and whiting on 
the Swedish west coast. See https://www.havochvatten.se/fiske-och-handel/kvoter-uppfoljning-och-fiskestopp/
kvoter-och-fiskestopp/fiskestopp.html (Accessed: 4 September 2022).
3 While most coastal water in Sweden is public, a limited amount is privately owned. Privately-owned water 
(enskilt vatten) is an element of private property agreements on the coast and Swedish islands. According to 
the Swedish fishing law (Fiskelag 1993: 787, 9§), property owners control fishing in privately-owned water. 
However, as Gunnar relates, the Swedish fisheries authority also issues regulations that affect privately-owned 
water.
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that the fishers were allowed to catch. Albin told us, “It used to be that you went out 
and caught what you could make money from. That’s what everybody did…and it made 
for a good spread in fishing. It wasn’t so concentrated on a single species, not like now.” 
Göran explained: 

We can’t do what we want. We can’t switch gears because we want to. We can only fish 
langoustine, me and Tommy. Before, when I started, you could decide. If the fishing was bad, 
then you switched to herring. It, it was driven by – it was availability and demand and prices, 
that determined what you chose to do. That’s not how it is today. No, today you are supposed 
to fish stuff even if you can’t sell it. That’s what you’re supposed to do. 

The fishers said repeatedly that if they were able to decide for themselves, they would fish 
diversely, which was more sustainable. Per explained:
 

I am totally dependent on the flexibility to switch fisheries. With my little boat, I must be 
able to adjust to the fish that are available. I have to be able to have seasonal fishing if I am 
going to survive: herring from March to June, then flounder over the summer, then perch, 
and pike in the winter…And especially tragic is that we can’t fish salmon, and no eel. And 
you have to understand – you had better be clear about this, it is really important that you get 
this right – for every species you take away from a fisher who is stubborn and wants to fish, 
you increase the pressure for another species instead. 

Regulations also had social consequences. Fishers were hyper-aware of differences in licenses 
and gear permits, which sometimes elicited jealousy, anger, and competitiveness. For 
example, Arvid “kept a really low profile” and “didn’t talk about” fishing “because the other 
fishers get jealous” that he had a dispensation to fish eel. Per complained heatedly that his 
fishing license was more restricted than others in his harbour. “I don’t get why my colleagues 
have no restrictions at all while I have restrictions. We leave from the same dock; we fish in 
the same water…It’s my neighbour! What’s the difference between my neighbour’s boat and 
mine? Nothing! Nothing at all.” Staffan contrasted the competitiveness of today with fishing 
in the past, when “people talked to each other” when they were at sea: 

It was really nice. There were a lot of boats out there, and you greeted each other, and yeah…
and then there have been fewer fishers…fewer and fewer boats, in the end it was just me and 
another guy, just about. It doesn’t work, it’s no life, it’s no community…the network got 
smaller and smaller, and the conversations worse and worse: ‘How many lobsters did you 
catch then? Where did you get them?’ Blah blah blah. It was just money talk. 

Paperwork
While the fishers described regulations as inhibiting their skilled performances, when we 
pressed them, it became clear that regulations also forced them to develop new skills. These 
included keeping abreast of the management changes, following the rules, and completing 
“paperwork”: filling out logbooks, applying for and renewing licenses and permits, reporting 
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catches, complying with traceability requirements, providing documentation and fees related 
to safety requirements, and so on. When we specifically asked whether such skills were 
part of being a good fisher, interviewees readily agreed, complaining that “all those bloody 
regulations” that “keep changing all the time” demanded their time and attention. Most 
narrated stories about making mistakes, which resulted in fines or restrictions. Yet while they 
admitted that coastal fishers today needed to be skilful at “paperwork,” it was clear that none 
of them, without our asking, would have talked about this as “fishing.” 

All the fishers said they had to spend a lot of time “with licenses and courses and papers 
and skipper letters and safety courses and health certificates,” as Olof put it. Some, like Arvid, 
admitted they had “read up” and “dug themselves in” (grottat ner sig) the regulations. No 
one expressed pride in these new skills; they voiced frustration, fatigue, and apprehension. 
Ole said bitterly: 

It is so damn much; you actually have two jobs! You don’t have one job. Fishing is the most 
dangerous and hardest job in the world, but you have a f--king office job now too! With all 
the permits that have to be renewed, the courses and shit that you are supposed to be on top 
of. It’s a huge amount of stuff that you are supposed to be working on all the time…It used 
to be wonderful to be a fisher. Now it’s a total hell. 

Explained Nils: 

There is so godforsaken much paper…and a bunch of bloody regulations that are strange, to 
say the least. The regulations have come and gone the whole time. Someone should do a cost-
benefit analysis of all these decisions, what good they actually do, what they mean…and the 
thing is, the fishing, the actual fishing is time consuming, so you don’t have time, or energy, 
for Christ’s sake, to devote yourself to all these papers. 

Torbjörn related that keeping track of “the enormous number of rules” made him 
apprehensive. “You don’t really know for sure that you are following all the rules, you get 
worried, and you keep double checking,” he said. “They are not going to take away your 
license, not unless you’ve done something really bad. But they might take your gear and 
you’d lose days, or even weeks of income.” 

Learning fishing
Social relationships were an aspect of the social-ecological field that fishers found vitally 
important. Fishers entered the profession through social ties. More than half (12) became 
fishers because someone in their family fished. This was often a father, but could be an uncle 
(FB), grandfather (FF, MF), brother, father-in-law, or husband. Many had a “fishing family,” 
or, in the case of Staffan and Åsa, married into a fishing family. Staffan joked that he had 
“pushed his way in” (jag trängde mig väl på) to his father-in-law’s fishing, musing that fishing 
with his father-in-law was “the happiest time.” Some reported their families had fished for 
many generations: Lars was the fourth generation of fishers in his family, Claes the seventh 
generation, and Albin said his family had been fishing for 500 years. 

Nine interviewees became fishers because the villages where they grew up were “packed 
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with boats and pretty much everyone became a fisher,” as Olof put it.4 Many remembered 
becoming interested as children, “running down to the harbour to watch them unload the 
catches,” as Hans recalled, or “earning my first ten kronor as a five-year-old” by cleaning 
fish, as Torbjörn recounted. Nils explained that “you have to be able to give fishing a try” 
by working with someone you know. “How else can you find out whether or not you are 
interested?” All the fishers had fished with others during their careers, serving as crew on 
someone else’s boat or finding help to work on their own vessel. A few had also fished alone, 
either by choice or by necessity. 

Learning from an experienced fisher was the only path toward practical mastery 
according to our interlocutors. Claes stressed that he could never have become a fisher 
without drawing on the experience of others. Arvid recounted that he and his brother 
learned from a fisher who allowed them to crew for him: “He showed us everything, with 
the nets. We were with him and fished with him all the time those first years. Then we went 
over to fishing more on our own.” Sven, who began fishing as a child with his father and 
grandfather, described this as crucial, underscoring how difficult it was to become a fisher. 
Among the skills he learned were “how the wind and current affect fishing, the conditions at 
various times of the year, managing the gear, repairing it, setting it out and everything. There 
is an enormous amount of knowledge buried in fishing,” he concluded. 

Isolation
Relations with other fishers remained significant even after a fisher developed skills. Fishers 
shared information. For example, Åsa described learning how the fishery was doing from 
talking to others about their catches. Per said that he had learnt about a herring closure 
implemented in 2020 from other fishers, prior to the moratorium being announced. Albin 
recounted that he gave up Baltic Sea fishing because of what fishers he knew there had told 
him. “We kept contact with each other, we who were fishing and active. And when I judged 
that they weren’t getting any fish, these guys who were really well-known and have been 
fishing there all the time, well then, I knew there was no point in me fishing there.” 

Relations with other fishers also facilitated access to resources. Many interviewees had 
acquired part or full ownership of a boat through fishers whom they knew. Some inherited or 
borrowed gear and workspaces from fisher relatives or friends. For example, Claes recounted 
that after he finally acquired a license to trawl herring – which took almost two years – he 
needed to acquire tonnage. “Someone who we know, he had trawling tonnage on his boat 
but wasn’t trawling anymore. We were able to trade with them. So, they took our [tonnage] 
and we took theirs.” 

These relationships were being threatened, according to the study participants. Sharply 
declining numbers of coastal fishers meant that there were few active fishers with whom to 
interact. The fishers who were not “tough” (ihärdig) or “stubborn” enough to keep fishing 
had quit, and the authorities were not granting new licenses. The fishers bemoaned “how 
few we are” and told us about “young guys” they knew who wanted to start fishing but 
had been denied licenses. Erik recounted that 20 years ago there were “a hundred small 
vessels” in his area, fishing in the south Baltic. Now there were ten. “So, there is nothing left, 

4 One fisher, Oskar, told us he became a fisher because he enjoyed angling. Oskar grew up in a coastal municipality 
with several fishing harbours. He was the first in his family to fish commercially and felt disadvantaged by not 
having a family member “who had already made all the mistakes so that I didn’t have to make them.”
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nothing,” he said. “It’s the same anywhere you go.” Oskar witnessed a similar pattern on the 
west coast: harbours once filled with fishing boats were nearly empty. The disappearance of 
coastal fishers caused other social relationships to suffer, with wholesale and retail buyers, 
people who repaired boats and nets, the ice supplier. “It’s not going to work if there are only 
ten boats docking in the harbour,” he declared.  

Interviewees projected declines into the future. Göran, citing national statistics on 
the Swedish fleet and the high average age of commercial fishers, predicted that “in ten 
years’ time, there will be no more fishers left.” Torbjörn argued that the current fisheries 
management push to privatise quota would soon replace coastal fishers with industrial 
trawling. Quota in the pelagic fisheries was privatised for ten years in 2009 and renewed for 
a second ten-year period in 2019, and the Swedish fisheries agency recommended in 2020 
that the government privatise quota in the demersal fisheries. He continued:

It’s a dark future ahead. That’s just how it is. A few [industrial] boats will take all of [the quota] 
because they want to turn a profit…There will be few practitioners left. And they won’t need 
to be on the boats anymore! They will be able to hire people to do the actual fishing. So, the 
fisher will become, what should I call it… A factory worker, that’s what I believe.

Public opinion
Fishers experienced Swedish public opinion as anti-fisher. Survey responses led us to 
anticipate that the fishers who trawled and targeted eel (as well as the large-scale fishers) would 
discuss the public’s negative perceptions of them. That the other coastal fishers shared these 
sentiments was less expected. Only one fisher, Åsa, told us that she had never experienced 
negative public opinion, and she specified that this was specific to her trap fishery. “There is 
of course a difference if you catch langoustine with traps than if you trawl for langoustine,” 
she said. “The public definitely has a worse impression of trawling than trapping.”

Most blamed the Swedish Green Party and environmental activists for disseminating 
the view that “commercial fishing is bad, fishers are bad, half-criminals, that it is some kind 
of shady thing that fishers are doing, that fishers are destroying everything,” as Albin said. 
Jan complained that the environmental activists “act like we are a factory that is spewing out 
masses of crap in the water… As if it is us who are the villains. Here you are, in your tiny 
fishing boat, and you are treated like the worst thief ever – I mean, shouldn’t they be on our 
side?” Hans similarly explained that fishers were “blamed for everything that was wrong with 
marine environments.” He recalled that when the Green Party first came on the political 
scene in the 1980s, there had been cooperation between fishers and environmentalists, 
for example to force factories emitting pollutants into the sea to stop. “But then [the 
environmentalists] turned their backs on us,” he said. Linus clarified, “There is a public 
agenda to smear fishers. There are forces that want commercial fishing to disappear. You 
know yourself how Greenpeace and those people react…there are a lot of organisations who 
scream to get attention.” 

Exacerbating negative opinion were celebrity cooks, the press, schools, and the 
authorities. Bo and Hans marvelled at the influence that TV chefs had. Celebrity cooks 
“know nothing about fishing,” Hans avowed, “but as soon as they say ‘don’t eat cod’ the 
entire public follows…Wouldn’t it have been better for the environment if they had urged 
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the Swedish consumer to eat the fish that comes from the nearest harbour, the fish that we 
catch?” The media more generally was “a big problem.” Fishers said the media rarely if ever 
reported positive stories about fishing. “People are so trusting,” Olof explained. “When 
you read the newspaper then you assume that everything in there is true. But half of what 
they publish on fishing is wrong. And there are absolutely no consequences for that.” Some 
recounted stories of misinformation spread in schools. For example, Albin described talking 
with students who told him there were no fish in the sea. “‘Is that what they teach you?’” 
I asked. “‘Yes, there are no fish!’ It’s drilled into them already in high school, when they 
are 17, that there are no fish and fishers are bad.” Compounding the problem was how the 
authorities talked about fishing. Arvid recounted that he rang to accuse the coast guard of 
“slander” for what they had told the media. 

To counteract negative opinion, fishers deployed sustainability discourse. They described 
their own fishing, and/or the fishing that they would do if not prevented by regulations, as 
“sustainable” and “environmentally friendly.” They represented themselves as “taking care of” 
the fish and seas, capturing wisely with an eye to economic and environmental constraints. 
Where possible, they claimed to have a deep family knowledge about fishing, implying the 
sustainability of their practices through references to longevity. They emphasised the “feel 
for the game” they developed from spending time at sea, which meant they knew which fish 
would tolerate capture. 

Fishers supplemented their sustainability claims by pointing to the actors that they 
considered responsible for degraded marine ecologies: animal predators, factories that 
expelled pollution into the sea, farmers whose agricultural fertilisers ran off into waterways 
and caused oxygen-deprived bottoms – “far more runoff than our inland seas can tolerate,” 
as Hans put it – and consumers who “closed their eyes” to the environmental impacts of 
their behaviours, as Lars and Staffan said. A subgroup blamed large-scale industrial boats. 
Linus, Ole, Staffan, and Jan specifically criticised “industrial trawlers” for, in Ole’s words, 
“ploughing to pieces” (plöjer sönder), or in Staffan’s, “sabotaging” the sea. While the others 
did not explicitly blame large-scale trawlers for fishing’s negative reputation, their views 
about their own judicious handling of appropriately sized catches could be interpreted 
as implicit criticism. The authorities were still another actor to blame, being the ones to 
determine the fishing quotas. As Nils pointed out, “All that, your whole life, with ‘where are 
the fish’ and blah blah blah, of course it is us who take the blow (ta smällen). Even though 
we’ve done nothing wrong. Even though you’ve fished your legal quota…why don’t they go 
after the people who set the quotas if that’s the problem?”

Values
Being a “good farmer” is about moral values as well as skills. For example, researchers have 
explored whether the good farmer values efficient production of large yields or “happy pigs” 
(Saunders 2016), family farming or short value chains (Carolan 2020). Others have asked 
whether the values associated with crofting encourage change when the social-ecological 
field transforms, e.g., by augmenting crofting with tourist amenities (Sutherland and Calo 
2020). We now turn to the values that interviewees identified with the good fisher.
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Tough, adaptable, creative
When we asked interviewees what characterised a good fisher, many listed values such as 
“tough,” “adaptable,” and “creative,” attributes that the fisheries literature indicates are 
essential to fishing (e.g., Dobeson 2019; Gustavsson et al. 2017; Pálsson 1994). Toughness 
manifested in continuing fishing. This meant putting to sea, regardless of whether you felt 
like it. As Olof said, “there are always a million reasons you can find not to go out…but the 
good fisher, he’s the one who goes out and does the best he can…He’s the one who is out 
fighting every day.” Fishing has always required this kind of persistence, but our interlocutors 
indicated that toughness also manifested in continuing fishing despite confining regulations 
and negative public sentiment. The good fisher “gets up and goes to work every day, even 
though you sometimes think it is a pain with all the authorities,” said Lars. He “doesn’t give 
up” when he meets opposition, as Sven and Nil put it. He “survives as a fisher,” said Ole. 

To remain in the game, the good fisher adapted. In Per’s words, the good fisher can 
“resaddle tomorrow, now, yesterday. The whole time.” The good fisher responded creatively 
to impinging circumstances, whether this meant bad weather, motor problems, or, in the 
contemporary social-ecological field, fisheries regulations and public environmentalism. 
Albin explained, “That’s what fishers have done, they come up with stuff the whole time. 
They improve, modify. As long as I’ve been a fisher anyway, and that was true of my 
forefathers also…You find ways, you dig down and work on it and keep going, and in the 
end you fish better.” Clarified Bo, “You have to keep going, keep pushing, so that your 
fishing can be something.” 

Toughness, adaptability, and creativity underwrote many of the skills that the fishers 
talked about. For example, “we who remain” were those who were tough and adaptable 
enough to manage “two jobs”: “taking care of” fish and completing paperwork. Toughness 
and creativity were required for fishers to cope with social isolation and disappearing 
infrastructure. The fishers’ sustainability discourses were another example of innovation. 
Faced with negative public opinion and rising concern about the environment, the fishers 
demonstrated their capacity for “invention” and “improvisation” (Bourdieu 1990: 63) by 
how they talked about their skilled performances and feel for the game. 

Discussion 
Our interlocutors’ characterisation of coastal fishing clearly indicates that the “relatively 
autonomous world” (Bourdieu 1990: 73) or field within which they operated was both 
social and ecological. Fishers’ “feel for the game” (ibid.: 61) – what Lars called “the feel you 
have for what you do, and how you do it” – grew from their intimate familiarity with the 
stocks they fished, the marine environments within which they worked, their accumulated 
knowledge about seasonal patterns, wind, weather, and water conditions, as well as their 
knowledge about the remuneration they would receive for the labour they invested in 
capture, market demand, fisheries regulations, the social relationships that would enable 
them to keep fishing, commercial fishing’s public image, environmental activism, and the 
many human and nonhuman actors (including farmers, factories, politicians, seals, and 
cormorants) whose practices affected the state of the seas. Coastal fishing’s rules, the “set of 
objective regularities imposed on all who join a game” (ibid.: 60) were both ecological and 
social in nature, as was the contextually specific and historically determined “game” (ibid.: 
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62; 87-8), shaped by fisheries management and the CFP, declining numbers of fishers, and 
the long-term degradation of Swedish marine environments. 

Turning to transformations in the social-ecological field, official reports, scholarly 
research, and the experiences of our interviewees indicate that contemporary coastal fishing 
differed significantly from the past. Fisheries authorities – informed by scientists – regarded 
fish stocks as overexploited (Björkvik et al. 2020; Havs- och vattenmyndigheten 2019). 
Regulations for fisheries had increased dramatically (Hentati-Sundberg et al. 2015; Hentati-
Sundberg 2017). The numbers of commercial fishers had declined significantly (Waldo 
and Blomquist 2020; Hentati-Sundberg 2017). Public concern about the environment 
and sustainability had become more urgent, with specific critiques directed at commercial 
fishers (see Björkvik et al. 2020; Eckeskog and Paulomäki 2014; Funck and Digréus 2020). 
Continuing fishing despite these new rules of the game required retooling the fishers’ 
practical sense.

Catches were a key arena where the fishers, somewhat reluctantly, adjusted their skills. 
The good fisher “fished sustainably” and “took care of” catches. This meant capturing in 
proportion to the fisher’s labour, the market’s capacity, and the condition of the stock. 
Sometimes handling the catches to get “the best possible returns” and inflict “the least 
possible impact on nature” – “fishing sustainably” – meant fishing less, rather than more. 

To the fishers, complying with fisheries management primarily meant what Gieser 
(2014: 133) calls “skills inhibited”: truncated relations under which opportunities for 
learning that are essential to a craft’s sustainability are diminished or blocked. Regulations 
“locked in” the fishers, who complained this made them less sustainable. Fishers “couldn’t 
do what they wanted,” which was to switch fisheries if the market, weather, season, or fish 
stocks suggested this course. Because of fisheries regulations, stocks were no longer allowed 
to “rest” and fishers were disconnected from market demands, forced to “fish stuff you can’t 
sell.” Fisheries management also inhibited skills related to social relationships. Regulations 
caused fishers to exit fishing and hampered good relations by inciting jealousy, anger, and 
competition among those remaining. “Money talk” dominated and “divisions” among 
fishers emerged. 

Some aspects of fisheries management required reskilling. Fishers had to cope with 
isolation and disappearing infrastructure and fisheries-related services. Fisheries regulations 
required developing new skills at “paperwork,” which felt like a “second job.” None of the 
fishers thought that they excelled at “the administrative part,” but all agreed that the good 
fisher needed skills in this area.  

Public environmentalism also transformed coastal fishing’s rules of the game. 
Interviewees personally experienced what Larsson calls “a shift in the perception of the 
fishing sector, from being respected food providers to being considered an environmental 
threat” (2019: 51). As Larsson notes, the fishers associated this change with Swedish and 
global environmental activism. Public opinion about fishing elicited anger and fatigue, 
but also skilful deployment of sustainability discourses. Coastal fishers adeptly represented 
themselves as sustainable fishers, and others as the “real” source of marine degradation. 

Although transformations in the social-ecological field affected enskilment, the values 
associated with being a good fisher appear stable. In contemporary Swedish coastal fishing, 
as in the broader social science literature on fishing, fishers value being tough, adaptive, 
and creative. These qualities support everyday practice on fishing trips and characterise the 
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“good fishers” who have successfully responded to the obstacles posed by centralised fisheries 
management and negative public opinion. Transformations in the social-ecological field of 
fishing require a new practical mastery, but the personal attributes that fishers value most are 
precisely the ones needed to continue fishing. 

This finding diverges from other scholarship on small-scale fishers and good farmers, 
in which new rules of the game caused producers to change their values. For example, 
scholars have found that programs to “professionalise” small-scale fishers in Atlantic Canada 
(Davis 1991), and policies to privatise fishing rights and enable quota markets in Iceland 
(Dobeson 2019) have encouraged fishers to become “rapacious” profit maximisers and 
operate on quota markets as resource owners. In agriculture, policies to deregulate wheat 
export markets have caused Australian farmers to revalue competitiveness, efficiency, and 
business skills (O’Keeffe 2018). Studies from the US and Sweden show that changes in the 
social-ecological field result in farmers who prize “happy pigs” and local provisioning over 
efficiency and large yields (e.g., Carolan 2020; Saunders 2016). Given the magnitude of 
social-ecological changes that Swedish coastal fishers confront, how should we understand 
the persistent traits of toughness, adaptability, and creativity that Swedish coastal fishers see 
as essential to being a good fisher? 

We argue that the answer lies in what Bourdieu called the stakes and interests that drive 
a field, in this case, commercial fishing. What “gets fishers moving” and makes them want 
to play the “game?” Survival as a commercial fisher and continuing to fish despite all odds 
are themselves key stakes and interests for coastal fishers. As Per said, fishers are stubborn 
and want to fish. They “act” and “struggle” (Bourdieu, 1990: 88) to continue because of 
the pleasure and satisfaction they experience in their ability to adapt to and overcome 
obstacles ranging from natural fish stock fluctuations and the depredations of marine 
wildlife to fisheries management measures that demonstrate an inadequate understanding 
of coastal fishing’s realities (see also Arias Schreiber and Gillette 2021). Contrary to the 
reductionist model that guides fisheries management policies and environmental activism, 
fishing itself – skilled performances, creative improvisations, and intimate knowledges of 
lively local ecologies – drives engagement in coastal fishing (see also Andresen and Højrup 
2008; Højrup 1983). 

Conclusion
In contemporary Swedish coastal fisheries, as elsewhere in the global North (see Lloret 
et al. 2018; Pita, Pascual-Fernández and Bavinck 2020), fishers confront new social and 
material conditions created by environmental change, fisheries management, and public 
opinion. Many European fisheries have experienced similar trajectories to those we describe 
in Sweden: degraded marine environments, declining numbers of fishers, and stringent 
fisheries management policies. If we are to understand the extent to which notions of the 
good fisher are geographically specific or, as Burton et al. (2021) have argued for the good 
farmer, widely shared, more case studies of the good fisher are needed (see also Gustavsson 
et al. 2017). Our study contributes to this project of developing the good fisher as a field of 
inquiry within the good farmer literature.

The stakes and interests that get Swedish coastal fishers moving – the moral values 
of toughness, adaptability, and creativity – have significant consequences for fisheries 
management. Regulatory decisions based on reductionist models that assume fishers are 
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driven by profit or economic need often fail to produce the outcomes that managers desire 
(see, e.g., Blomquist and Waldo 2018; Holland et al. 1999). Similarly, fishing policies that 
ignore why different fishers participate in fishing – including sustainable fishing – can 
trigger the exit of fishers whom it might be better to retain. Anthropologists and other 
fisheries social scientists have argued repeatedly that fisheries managers must develop richer, 
more holistic understandings of commercial fishers for effective policymaking (e.g., Arias 
Schreiber and Gillette 2021; Björkvik et al. 2020; Carothers and Chambers 2012). Asking 
what makes a good fisher is a good place to start.

To analyse Sweden’s good coastal fishers, we proposed modifying Bourdieu’s concept 
of field to encompass not only social but also ecological dynamics. Such a move is needed 
if we seek to understand what gets people moving in their relatively autonomous worlds 
(Bourdieu 1990: 73; 88). Looking solely at social, political, or economic dynamics misses 
crucial actants that structure fields. Arguably, in commercial fishing as in society at large, 
“sustainability” is derived from environmental signals and changes as well as social, political, 
and economic factors. If we as ethnographers wish to contribute to developing sustainable 
food, then we too should be able to adapt our concepts and retool our skills, moving our 
research beyond the cognitive and social to include the lively material world.
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ABSTRACT: Based on 16 months of ethnographic fieldwork in Turin between 2019 and 2020, this 
article critically analyses the reorganisation of non-profit organisations engaged in the collection 
and redistribution of food surplus into a network. It specifically addresses the following questions: 
why are these non-profit organisations forming a network? What skills do the workers of these 
organisations have to mobilise in response? What does such reconfiguration denote in terms of 
the meaning of sustainability in the context of neoliberalism and welfare reform? I discuss the case 
of Food Pride – standing for Participation Recuperation Inclusion Distribution Education – a 
network that came into being in 2019. I explain their activities and the ways in which transforming 
into a network became a funding requirement and governance repertoire, but also translated 
into the need for new communication and liaison skills to be taken up by non-profit workers. I 
argue that the development of this network sheds light onto the ways in which neoliberal urban 
governance and notions of sustainability can be interconnected: I show how the network becomes 
a way of “making into value” (Elyachar 2005) specific practices and skills, fosters moral ideals 
of self-governance and naturalises the progressive increase of public responsibilities taken up by 
non-profit organisations.
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Introduction
In November 2019, the municipality of Turin won the national award “Living with Zero 
Waste” (“Vivere a Spreco Zero”). This prize was created in 2013 as part of a countrywide 
awareness raising campaign on the theme of food surplus. The campaign aimed at promoting 
good practices for the prevention of food waste, the advancement of a circular economy and 
sustainable development (Premio Vivere a Spreco Zero 2021). As reported in local news:

The city of Turin was awarded for its articulated and consolidated efforts to support initiatives 
for the prevention and reduction of food waste: a widespread set of projects which is 
grounded in practices of active citizenship, supported by the municipality; [practices] which 
give substance to visions of sustainability and solidarity. [These initiatives vary] from the good 
practices of the Food Priders to the project ‘Ecomori,’ to the Ristorante Solidale and other best 
practices which have been carried out over the years. (Torino Click 2019, author’s translation)
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The food waste reduction initiatives mentioned in this article were developed in Turin 
during recent years, most often by non-profit organisations. Adding to the work of more 
traditional food banks, faith-based charities as well as grassroots social movements, these 
projects attempt to simultaneously address food waste reduction, food assistance, and social 
inclusion, reaching out to and involving different people through a set of actions at open air 
food markets (see Toldo 2017). Their work, mainly entailing the collection of food surplus 
and its free redistribution or reuse in cooking activities, can be contextualised as part of the 
issues of food poverty and insecurity in Italy – as per 2017 data, around 22.3 per cent of the 
population is at risk of food poverty (Marchetti and Secondi 2022) – and the central role 
of local organisations in attempting to respond to the needs of the food insecure (Maino 
et al. 2016). Between 2019 and 2020, thanks to the endorsement of the municipality and 
the financial contribution of the private sector, in Turin, these initiatives were growing and 
the non-profit organisations in charge were increasingly interweaving their actions and 
forming a network.

While the results of these initiatives were publicly lauded as innovative and sustainable 
by the local administration, media, and scholarly debate (e.g., Pettenati et al. 2019), little 
was said about their operations and relation to the neoliberal urban governance framework 
within which non-profit organisations exist. The notion of sustainability was mentioned 
with regard to the (quantitative) achievements of these groups (e.g., amount of food that was 
saved) and rarely problematised in terms of who was involved, held responsible, with what 
resources and through which organisation of labour. Moreover, as these initiatives scaled up 
and were structured into networks, little was said about how the skills needed and passed on 
by the people in these organisations were transformed. 

Literature investigating non-profit organisations in Italy has critically analysed their 
growing significance as part of welfare transformations and its neoliberal restructuring, 
generally characterised by welfare state dismantlement, public outsourcing, and privatisation 
(e.g., Caselli 2015; Busso 2018). Scholars have also underlined the ambiguous role of non-
profit organisations in urban renewal (e.g., see Bolzoni 2019 about the case of Turin), 
and critically inquired into their organisation of labour (Busso and Lanunziata 2016) and 
entanglement with the development of a ‘post-welfarist public morality’ (Muehlebach 2012: 
7) which accompanies neoliberal reforms. Some of these scholars (e.g., Muehlebach 2012; 
Porcellana 2018; Bolzoni 2019) examined these aspects from an ethnographic perspective 
and, through their direct observation, raised new questions on how neoliberal processes 
reconfigure the ways of working within non-profit organisations and vice versa. In the 
fields of sustainable food and food security, researchers have long debated the impacts of 
charitable food donation (e.g., Riches and Silvasti 2014; Cloke et al. 2017). Several analysts 
have discussed these as embedded in processes of depoliticisation of poverty and austerity 
(e.g., Poppendieck 1999; Dowler and Lambie-Mumford 2015; Dickinson 2016) as well as 
underlined the limitations of using food surplus as charitable provision (Kenny and Sage 
2019). This scholarship enquires into the meanings of sustainable food systems and also 
calls for new analysis of the processes through which food charity organisations become 
embedded into neoliberal urban governance and how this affects their way of working.

Based on ethnographic fieldwork, this article critically analyses the meanings and 
consequences of the reorganisation of non-profit organisations engaged in the collection 
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and redistribution of food surplus into a network. While the development of networks of 
non-profit organisations can be beneficial, for example, in terms of exchange of knowledge, 
avoiding redundancies, and economies of scale (e.g., see Kapucu 2007; Lombardi and 
Costantino 2020), my analysis focuses on the critical interlinkage between the construction 
of a network, neoliberal governance, the transformation of work and skills within these 
organisations and the meanings of sustainability. The article particularly addresses the 
following questions: why are these non-profit organisations forming a network? What 
skills do the workers of these organisations have to mobilise in response? What does such 
reconfiguration denote in terms of the meaning of sustainability in the context of neoliberalism 
and welfare reform? To answer these questions, I discuss the case of the network Food Pride 
– standing for Participation Recuperation Inclusion Distribution Education (Partecipazione 
Recupero Inclusione Distribuzione Educazione) - which was initiated in 2019.

The case of Food Pride and its member organisations is part of contemporary 
transformations of post-industrial Turin, its structural crisis and attempts to reconfigure 
its economy, development pathways and image (Belligni and Ravazzi 2012). At the time 
of my fieldwork, the city administration was led by the Movimento Cinque Stelle (Five-star 
movement M5S) and the mayor Chiara Appendino, who was elected in 2016 after contesting 
the traditional party structure and promising a rupture with previous administrations. Over 
the years, the M5S significantly rescoped their approach and programme and continued 
structures and policies that it had previously stood against (Biancalana 2019). From a social 
policy viewpoint, in line with the previous administrations, M5S worked closely with the 
non-profit sector, publicly recognising its fundamental support in forwarding important 
services and praising its role on many occasions. 

Conceptual framework 
In this article, neoliberalism1 has been approached as a process of change, which takes 
different local shapes (Gledhill 2004). Changes in the relation between government and 
citizenship in service delivery and welfare and particularly “neoliberalism as a technology 
of governing” (Ong 2006) are the focus of this study. Researchers investigating the growing 
role of non-profit organisations, also discussed in the literature and in the field as the third 
sector, have pointed to its relation to neoliberal governance in the form of the progressive 
dismantlement of welfare state and provision of public service. Among others, Alexander 
sheds light onto the current shapes of neoliberalism by discussing the British third sector, 
considering it “a product of both market failure and state failure” (2009: 224). Researchers 
such as Muehlebach (2012) and Hyatt (1997) discuss the role of non-profit organisations in 
the development of moral ideals of the good citizen, which they see as a central component 
of neoliberal governance: they highlight the importance given to self-governance, the 
celebration of voluntary work and the model of active citizenship developed in response to 
welfare state retrenchment. Muehlebach unpacks the centrality of morality in neoliberalism, 
which, from this perspective, can be regarded as “a force that can contain its negation – 
the vision of a decommodified, disinterested life, and of a moral community of human 
relationality and solidarity that stands opposed to alienation” (2012: 25).

1 Neoliberalism is generally defined as “a political approach that favours free-market capitalism, deregulation, 
and reduction in government spending” (Oxford Languages). For a summary of anthropological scholarship’s 
contribution to and debate around the notion of neoliberalism refer to Ganti (2014).
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As non-profit organisations take over an increasing amount of welfare responsibilities, 
their workers and volunteers navigate between rising demands for aid, limited resources and 
bureaucratisation, developing new understandings and ways of working around an absent 
state and persistent inequalities (Pusceddu 2020; Koch 2021). Similarly, to the workers 
analysed by Molé (2010), the situation of precarity which characterises their working 
situation (Busso and Lanunziata 2016) as well, as their sector more generally, puts them in a 
situation of structural instability and anticipation. New solutions have to be found regularly, 
resulting, also in this context, in an “experiential apprehension of neoliberal change […] 
which, in turn, shapes practices, knowledge claims, and moral orders” (Molé 2010: 40).

Particularly relevant to my analysis are Elyachar (2005) and Urcuoli (2008), who 
discuss the connections between neoliberalism, the development of networks and the 
reorganisation of labour and skills, respectively. Based on her ethnographic research in Cairo, 
Elyachar (2005) discusses how specific networks and social practices have been incorporated 
into the market through a process of dispossession encouraged by neoliberal policies. The 
author includes in her analysis non-governmental organisations (NGOs) which she sees 
as important actors of such processes “of extracting new economic value by transforming 
culture into value” and presenting it as an “ethical imperative” (ibid.: 9). These processes 
often correspond to a formalisation of previously existing practices and collaborations, a way 
of expanding and “making [them] into value” (ibid.).

Urciuoli (2008) examines how transformations of work and workers’ skills gain 
meaning when analysed as part of the broader context of capitalism and neoliberal reform. 
She explores how skills have been increasingly regarded as “‘things’ that can be acquired and 
measured and that possess an inherent capacity to bring about desired outcomes, outcomes 
that can be measured in dollars” (ibid.: 212). Two elements of Urciuoli’s work are particularly 
salient for this study of non-profit organisations: first, the idea that skills, discourses and 
the formation of new registers create alignment between different actors, and second, the 
fact that some skills become naturalised while reflecting a very specific working culture 
initiated within the corporate world. At the workplace, Urciuoli argues, soft skills - such as 
communication, team building, and leadership skills – become internalised, a way of being, 
while these are functional to a precise organisation of labour. Building on these insights, I 
focus on skills as an entry point to look into (transforming) ways of working within non-
profit organisations and in the social sector more generally. In addition, following the 
invitation of Gillette and Grasseni (this issue), I regard skills and forms of (re)enskilment as 
an opportunity to ask about the meanings of sustainability, starting from its practices, and 
thus contribute to critical discussions on how to achieve sustainable food systems.

Methods and data collection
This article is based on 16 months of fieldwork conducted in Turin, Italy between 2019 and 
2020. I conducted longitudinal and multimodal ethnography, following the methodological 
framework of the “Food Citizens?” project2. The main research method I used was participant 
observation, which allowed me to follow closely and, in most cases, become part (as a 
participant, volunteer or collaborator) of 11 collective food procurement networks ranging 

2 This research is part of the project “Food citizens? Collective Food Procurement in European Cities: Solidarity 
and Diversity, Skills and Scale.” For more information on the project and its methodological approach see: 
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/foodcitizens/dissemination/public-resources. 
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from food markets to food aid initiatives and urban gardens (see also Grasseni 2018). In 
addition to fieldwork notes, this research included 75 semi-structured interviews, mostly 
audio-recorded, as well as the (co)production of audio-visual material such as five cultural 
maps, video footages, and photos. Written informed consent was received from all research 
participants.3 

This article focuses on data collected through participant observation within the Food 
Pride network, which included regular participation in food collection and redistribution 
at open-air food markets, five cooking workshops, and four network meetings and public 
events. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 13 workers and volunteers from 
the network’s organisations as well as four experts on Turin local (food) governance – two 
civil servants, an academic, and an activist. These interviews were transcribed and coded. 
Central themes were defined by reflecting on recurring issues ascertained from my fieldwork 
notes and interviews and, in particular, two Food Pride network meetings. I then put these 
materials in dialogue with questions raised by Gillette and Grasseni (this issue) on skills and 
enskilment for sustainable food. 

In addition to these ethnographic materials, this article also uses material created by Food 
Pride (such as the network’s map reported below) as well as official public documentation of 
the Turin administration and Food Pride’s main founder, namely the Compagnia di San Paolo 
banking foundation. My analysis also benefitted from the juxtaposition of this information 
with that collected within food surplus redistribution grassroots collectives such as Food not 
Bombs4. By taking part in two forms of networks, I could see more clearly their different 
approaches to a similar activity and ways of communicating about it. Finally, informal 
conversations with the workers and volunteers of Food Pride member organisations, as 
well with other research participants, friends, and acquaintances in Turin, also inform this 
study. My data collection and analysis are conditioned by my relations with these research 
participants, the outlook I developed through our exchanges, and by my viewpoints on these 
themes. In line with recent literature on Turin and the objectives of public ethnography 
(Capello and Semi 2018; see also Fassin 2013), I aim to shed light on urban dynamics 
that are silenced by hegemonic representations (e.g., of sustainability, non-profit work, and 
volunteerism) and contribute to critical scholarly and public debate.

The network as members
I was first introduced to the Food Pride network by Sonia Migliore, who was one of its 
coordinators in November 2019. Not without difficulties, I listened to her complex 
description of Food Pride’s member organisations, their different practices, relation to the 
local administration, funding agents, and various challenges (see Table 1). Eufemia was the 
network’s leading organisation: its work focused on different themes (e.g., food, youth work, 
social arts) and it gathered 50 remunerated collaborators (employees and, more frequently, 
occasional and autonomous workers) and 40 regular volunteers, 12 of whom were within 

3 In this article, some research participants are anonymized others are not. I have anonymized only the participants 
whom explicitly asked for it in the informed consent forms and the ones whom I decided not to expose in 
relation to potentially sensitive comments.
4 Food not Bombs is a worldwide grassroot social movement for food collection and free redistribution. It is 
composed of hundreds of autonomous groups located in various countries organising different types of action. 
These groups are generally inspired by anarchist principles of mutual aid and solidarity.
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the Food Pride project (Eufemia 2020a). Eufemia had been involved in the free redistribution 
of food surplus collected at a few open-air food markets in Turin and nearby municipalities 
since 2012. Its work also included the organisation of cooking workshops – using the food 
surplus collected – targeted to specific population groups such as the homeless and people 
affected by mental disorders.

Eco dalle Città was another central member of the network. Born as part of a news 
website on the urban environment and ecology, this association since 2009 developed 
awareness raising initiatives (Eco dalle Città 2021). In 2016, Eco dalle Città had also started 
to collect food surplus and redistribute it at the market of Porta Palazzo, the largest open-air 
food market in Europe (see also Black 2012), and then extended their activities with new 
projects at different markets. This organisation collaborated with around 25 people (based 
on my observations, though difficult to define because of the high turnover), including 
workers and volunteers, and was famous for involving refugees and asylum seekers in their 
food collection activities. 

The third key actor of the network was the organisation RE.TE, comprising six 
employees and around ten volunteers; the organisation was involved in local urban gardening 
and educational projects around food and sustainability in northern Turin. RE.TE started 
to locally collect and redistribute food surplus only after the development of the network. 
Finally, to a minor extent, Food Pride’s collaborators also included an environmental NGO, 
several neighbourhood organisations and social cooperatives. The network received the 
endorsement of the municipality of Turin and other local municipalities and financial 
support from private foundations (Food Pride 2019).

Eufemia Eco dalle Città RE.TE

Food collectors Volunteers and recipients
Workers and volunteers, 
mainly refugees

Intern and the 
head of recipients 

Food recipients

Families in difficult socio-
economic conditions willing 
to engaged in the food 
collection process

Anyone 
families close to the 
head of recipients

Main 
characteristics

Involving recipients in broader 
“activation journeys”

Facilitating waste 
management at 
open air markets

Promoting educational 
activities around food 
surplus collection

Table 1. Food Pride Network Summary

Table 1 summarises basic information about the food collectors, recipients, and main 
characteristics of Food Pride central member organisations in the 2019-2020 period. 
Highlighting their differences such as their various ways of defining food recipients and 
multiple approaches to their work around food waste as described as their main characteristics, 
reveals how visions of sustainability can intermesh differently with ideas of solidarity and 
citizenship, which implied distinct modus operandi. While the organisations put their 
activities under the same umbrella, they also kept their own shapes and characteristics. For 
example, RE.TE used their activities to develop citizens educational campaigns, while Eco 
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dalle Città worked on improving waste sorting and recycling beyond food through their 
collaborations.

The network as ensemble of practices
As I regularly partook in the food collection and redistribution activities of Food Pride, I was 
able to observe these practices in detail. The first time that I participated in a Food Pride food 
collection and redistribution was in October 2019 at the market of Via Porpora, situated 
in the northern working-class neighbourhood of Barriera di Milano. I was welcomed by an 
intern, who said, “you will see: this market is small, vendors are nice, the food they give away 
is less damaged [than in other markets]. But we should start now.” We crossed the street and 
quickly found ourselves in the middle of the market stalls. By the intern’s side, I discovered 
how to ask vendors for their surplus – food that they would not be able to sell anymore 
because it was overripe or damaged – and carried it back to the meeting point, where we 
selected, rearranged, and weighed food, and interacted with recipients. 

As observed at Via Porpora, as well as during other Food Pride activities at different 
markets, this work on the ground never occurred exactly in the same way, despite a shared 
goal and common steps. As presented above, on a general level this was due to the different 
approach of each organisation; in practice however, this related to the everyday interactions, 
people who were present, and amount and quality of food. Importantly, this work on the 
ground required a series of skills linked to the relations established throughout the activity. 
Developing a good, friendly relation with the vendors was key to obtaining their recognition 
and fostering their collaboration in the food collection process. Establishing a relationship 
with recipients required the ability to socialise with a diversity of people, several of whom 
were finding themselves in critical socio-economic conditions. Food Pride workers and 
volunteers often tried to make recipients feel at ease through conversations and normalising 
the use of food surplus. For example, this included changing the organisation of food 
distribution from putting the food surplus on the ground to using a market stand, and from 
putting everything together to developing food boxes that aimed at a more equal division 
(Omar Sillah, worker at Eco dalle Città, interview, 28/02/20). 

The specific skills needed to work and interact with others at the market were not 
necessarily thought about or discussed internally by the organisations, but would emerge 
in practice, through daily exchanges between workers, volunteers, and recipients. From this 
point of view, the work of these organisations was similar to the approach of other informal 
groups involved in the collection and redistribution of food surplus such as Food not Bombs, 
where such relational skills were passed on and experimented during their activities. In 
the context of Via Porpora, the development of these relational skills was made possible 
by the regular presence of some recipients who grew joking relations with the rest of the 
group. Similarly, during the cooking workshops, the relational skills of Chiara, a worker for 
Eufemia, were central to making people feel at ease. According to her, the development of a 
friendly environment was key to fostering the educational and transformative power of the 
cooking experience (Chiara Fiore, interview, 12/12/19). 

The network’s activities around food waste also required the development of gleaning 
skills, namely the ability to search for and select food to be collected and donated. This was 
done quite differently by people in the various organisations, and engaging in gleaning was 
an opportunity for sharing knowledge and opinions. Food selection entailed a high degree 
of discretion, despite the shared Food Pride standard of “dignifying food,” which meant that 
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surplus food should not make people feel worst about their situations. In practice, gleaning 
also varied according to the availability of food and the number of food recipients. In the 
case of on-site distribution, such as Eco dalle Città’s stand at the market of Porta Palazzo, 
the food recipients sometimes also operated a second round of selection based on their own 
skills and preferences.

Looking into the details of different Food Pride practices allowed me to note similarities 
in their general approach to work. On the ground activities at the markets mostly relied on 
the work of precarious workers and volunteers. “Precarious” refers here to various short-term 
contracts such as internships and occasional collaborations which did not include any form 
of welfare benefits such as paid leave or social security payments. In most of my exchanges 
with network participants around the themes of labour and remuneration, precarity was 
naturalised, seen as a common feature of working in this sector in Italy, despite creating 
challenges such as delayed remuneration, unremunerated extra working hours, low pay, 
short-term contracts, and high reliance on the presence of volunteers. These conditions 
hinted at mechanisms that were common to these organisations, calling for a better 
understanding of the broader organisation of the network.

The network as requirement
As part of my participant observation at official meetings and events, in December 2019, I 
joined Sonia and other Food Pride workers at a monitoring and evaluation session organised 
by the main funder of the network for 2019, namely the banking foundation Compagnia 
di San Paolo (CSP). Food Pride had won a one-year financial contribution of 70,000 euros 
through a call for projects “Fatto per Bene” or “For Good” (CSP 2018a). The session was an 
end-of-year evaluation guided by expert facilitators. Its objective was to evaluate the process 
of network building and systematisation of different initiatives. As explained by one of the 
Food Pride coordinators, the development of a network had been a clear requirement of 
CSP’s call and accessing such funds was an important reason that the organisations decided 
to work under the same umbrella:

The call for projects of Compagnia di San Paolo was very much oriented toward “networks.” 
I mean exactly towards identifying systems, it spoke of “systems of recuperation and reuse of 
food surplus.” As a matter of fact, of the – I don’t remember how many – projects presented, 
not many got funded. Precisely because not all of them presented this strength of the network, 
of the systems of recuperation and so on. So, we thought that this could be a winning strategy 
and in fact it was. (Giulia Farfoglia, worker at Eufemia, interview, 03/03/2020)

As I discovered during research within other groups financed by CSP, such as the network of 
community centres (Rete delle Case del Quartiere) and the network of urban gardens network 
(Or.Me. Torinesi), and through a review of CSP’s public documentation, sponsoring the 
development of local networks was a general objective of the foundation. Its main strategy 
was formation of and being part of existing networks; also, building a narrative around 
regional development and sustainability, which highlighted the importance of transforming 
service delivery and promoting the self-organisation of local actors. According to the CSP’s 
report for 2016-2019, the foundation increasingly directed funds towards medium to large-
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scale projects (from 50 to 500,000 euros). This resulted in a higher concentration of its 
spending, while, the report underlines, such big projects often represented ensembles of 
‘coordinated actions’ (CSP 2020: 24). 

Reflecting on the role of CSP – one of the largest banking foundations in Italy with a long 
history of operations in Turin – in shaping the functioning of these non-profit organisations 
revealed some of the ways in which financing mechanisms can influence the post-welfarist 
restructuring of interventions in social, cultural, environmental, public health, and research 
realms. This influence was well known among my interlocutors, who recurrently presented 
CSP as one of the city’s most influential players. CSP’s financial contributions were most 
often perceived as the main way forward for the city’s non-profit sector and service delivery, 
even if its omnipresence was not uncriticised (e.g., for its power and connections to the city 
administration). 

Non-profit organisations’ reliance on temporary funding (such as the call from CSP) 
also played an important role in the (re)definition of their work. For instance, applying for 
yearly funding in the case of Food Pride meant regularly refocusing and presenting differently 
its activities to be able to participate in new calls for proposals. To request funding for 2020 
and 2021, for example, the network had to give a new focus to its work. It decided to 
prioritise and expand the cooking workshops aimed at social inclusion of vulnerable groups 
through the project “Food Pride Kitchen Lab” and extend the collection of food surplus to 
new markets through the project Food Pride XL.

The network as repertoire
While attending the Food Pride monitoring and evaluation session, I noticed that specific 
terms and keywords were used recurrently, both by the facilitators and the organisations’ 
representatives. These included expressions such as “building networks” (fare rete), 
“systematising” (mettere a sistema), and “collaborative platforms” (piattaforme collaborative), 
which called for a new understanding of the work of local organisations and their 
reorganisation in the name of sustainability. This repertoire was widely used, recurrent in 
conversations with non-profit workers and during following meetings. At the same time, 
the actual meaning of these terms needed to be developed and integrated into the work of 
the organisations in terms of new practices. As explained by Alessia Toldo, scholar of the 
University of Turin and facilitator of Food Pride meetings:

We [facilitators] were involved to help these organisations to scale up (salto di scala), so not to 
reason as single entities, but as a system, so we were asked to fill with content general terms 
such as network, system and so on. So [building] organisational skills linked to networking, 
to identifying resources, local opportunities, needs and try to systematise these (mettere a 
sistema) instead of thinking in individual terms. […] At the same time, we tried to provide 
analytical skills to break down terms such as systems into its components so networks of 
actors, resources and so on. (Alessia Toldo, interview, 15/07/2020)

While elaborating on the actual meaning given to this networking repertoire, such as 
“identifying resources” and common “local opportunities”, Alessia also hinted at the new 
skills that concurrently had to become part of these practitioners’ way of working. These 
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corresponded to analytical skills but also to communication and collaboration skills. 

The network as communication skills
“I am now used to cameras, the other day I was even on TV!” said John (pseudonym), 
laughing, while we were walking through the market carrying boxes full of fruits and 
vegetables in our arms. He worked every day at two markets for Eco dalle Città and had 
recently been interviewed as part of a local TV reportage presenting food surplus collection 
as a model of urban sustainability. As he said, amused, public appearances had become quite 
a recurrent thing. During my participation at Food Pride activities, I often saw journalists 
and local coordinators collecting images and figures related to the food surplus from network 
participants, which they used to communicate about the efforts of the organisations and the 
network. Great importance was given to reporting on and communicating about what was 
being done, and this had to become a practice and a skill for workers and volunteers at all 
markets. For example, the daily food collected was weighed and amounts were listed in a 
notebook. This process usually involved two people, who put the boxes containing the food 
collected on a scale, subtracted the approximate weight of the boxes, and made a record 
(see Figure 1).

Similarly, during the Food Pride cooking workshops, pictures were taken by Chiara. In 
addition to preparing and conducting the workshop, Chiara photographed the participants 
at each step: as they cleaned and prepared the ingredients, made the dishes, and ate together. 
She then created Facebook posts to share insights about the activities. When I asked about 
the need for such systematic communication, most workers answered that this was part of 
the job. Some spoke of simple compliance with the instructions given by the coordinators 
while others explained the importance of providing visibility to the initiative for advocacy 
purposes and for its possible upscaling. Eco dalle Città, for example, used its records of 
collected food surplus as an advocacy tool in their information campaigns, hoping to draw 
attention to the importance of the continuation of their project and prove the economic 
advantages of putting into place an accurate waste management system (raccolta differenziata) 
at open-air food markets. 

By contrast, photos were also taken by other grassroots groups such as Food Not Bombs, 

Figure 1. Weighing. Markets of Via Porpora and Corso Taranto. 11/11/2019 and 10/01/2020. 
Photos by the author.
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but for different purposes. While some images were also uploaded on their Facebook page, 
mostly they circulated only within the group through the internal WhatsApp chat used to 
keep participants informed about what was being done. Unlike Food Pride, Food Not Bombs 
was not interested in advertising their work or applying for funding. They also had the general 
ethical rule of not photographing food distribution to avoid the possibility of generating a 
feeling of discomfort among the recipients. As explained by Maurizio (pseudonym), who 
moved across both grassroots and institutional projects:

Why do these projects need to spend money on communication, Facebook, flyers and all this 
stuff? Why do they need these big events to present themselves? This is what scares me about 
institutional projects and why I try to dissociate myself from this excess of communication 
and narrative. Also, in Food Not Bombs people do send pictures but this is not about showing 
off or making oneself attractive for a funding, it is more about saying this happened, this was 
a nice moment. (Maurizio, interview, 12/02/2020)

In the context of the Food Pride network, numbers were a way of proving the network’s 
positive impacts and the scope of its achievements. For example, in this speech Sonia used 
such figures to report on the successes of the network:

By joining forces, we have extended our activities to eight markets, 400 beneficiaries per 
week, 28 volunteers. From February to September 2019 we have collected 80 tons of food. 
This food was redistributed, used to organise cooking classes, informal gatherings (aperitivi), 
conferences: to create a new community. (Speech during the Food Pride Kitchen Lab 
event. 07/11/2019)

Numbers were also associated with the development of ‘a new community’ which was part 
of the changing vision of these organisations, which portrayed their actions as increasingly 
interconnected. 

The network as liaison skills
During network workshops and exercises gathering representatives of the organisations, 
workers learnt to see each other as interconnected through the actual circulation of resources 

and information. One of the exercises was 
the creation of the map below (see Figure 
2), where participants had to represent the 
relations between the different members of 
the network and other local actors in terms 
of transactions, such as the giving and taking 
of food, allocation of finances, beneficiaries 
of the organisations’ actions, dissemination 
of information, and development of skills.

This work of liaison was not entirely a 
new task, as the organisations were already 
used to less formalised but regular and direct 
coordination and cooperation with many 
local actors, whenever this was needed to, 

Figure 2. Map of Food Pride’s actors and relations 
in 2019. Courtesy of Food Pride - Eufemia.
Photos by the author.
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for example, move food or involve new volunteers. With the development of the network, 
however, this function was brought to another level, as the organisations officially functioned 
as connection points, facilitating cooperation among actors with whom they were in contact, 
and going beyond their immediate scope of action. In terms of the collection of food surplus, 
such official linkages allowed for people and resources to circulate across different markets. 
For example, when bigger markets had an excess of food surplus, this was gathered and 
distributed where it was most needed, such as to the canteens of homeless dormitories.

Non-profit organisations generally were conferred the title of “actors on the ground” 
(attori del territorio) and “antennas” (antenne) by local administrators, who regarded them 
as the groups that were most in contact with the city’s inhabitants and so most aware of 
their needs. For local administrators, non-profit organisations could work as liaison agents 
between the administration and the city inhabitants (Luca Deri, president of the city district 
7, interview, 06/08/2020). Networks such as Food Pride, therefore, represented information 
reservoirs in terms of assessing and investigating local needs. The discussion around the 
so-called Gadda law (law n. 166/2016), which incentivises the donation of food surplus by 
guaranteeing tax reliefs to vendors who donate their surpluses instead of generating food 
waste, provides one example. One of the main concerns in relation to this measure was 
the lack of knowledge about the law on the side of the vendors, and the population more 
generally. In response, Food Pride conducted a small investigation based on their everyday 
contact with the market vendors (Scacchetti 2020). Such work around the Gadda law 
exemplified how aforementioned concerns became a responsibility attributed to non-profit 
organisations, which had to find the time and skills to investigate and raise awareness around 
this law throughout their activities and relationships of trust established at markets.

Discussion

Non-profit organisations between urban governance and precarity
Similar to other recent literature on non-profit organisations in Italy (e.g., Bolzoni 
2019; Busso and Gargiulo 2016), the case of Food Pride reveals how these are becoming 
increasingly important agents of urban governance. In Turin, as part of the administration’s 
urban renewal efforts, such organisations play a growing role, especially in terms of service 
delivery and poverty alleviation. Since the late 1990s, non-profit organisations became 
important interlocutors for public administration as demonstrated by the emphasis put on 
local organisations and community building within the municipal plans for the renewal of 
Turin urban peripheries (Periferie 1997-2005). Today, the work of non-profit organisations 
continues to be intrinsically interlinked with the delivery of public services, as austerity 
diminishes local governments’ ability to ensure these directly (Ravazzi 2016; Bolzoni 2019). 
As critically examined by Magda Bolzoni (2019), (some) non-profit organisations also came 
to play a function as part of broader urban governance in Turin, in particular through shared 
agendas with the local administration and private actors. This scholar problematises how the 
organisations included in these processes are aligned with the urban neoliberal agenda. To 
her insights, I add the observation that this neoliberal urban governance agenda reconfigures 
these organisations’ way of working, entailing shifts in their operations related to additional 
communication and liaison efforts and skills.
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The case of Food Pride also speaks to the role of the private sector, in this case CSP, and 
its impact on urban governance, which has also been examined in the literature (Ravazzi 
2015; 2016). In particular, Ravazzi discusses the influence of this foundation in terms of 
its financing of public-interest interventions and participation in local policymaking. As 
austerity impacts the ability of local governments to address public needs, such foundations 
have gained an increasingly important role in public administration (Ravazzi 2016). The 
development of an official network for food waste and food insecurity that I describe here 
can be analysed as an instantiation of such trends, as CSP contributed to the process and 
shaped Food Pride’s repertoire. Few of such practical coordination tools were developed by 
the city administration. Over the last few years, the city of Turin has made several efforts to 
establish a framework to enhance the local food system but, at the time of my fieldwork, 
such activities still lacked a public “control room” or cabina di regia (Alessia Toldo, interview, 
15/07/2020). Examples of these efforts include Turin’s pathway toward a local food policy 
(Bottiglieri et al. 2016) and attempt to develop a Food Commission, which did not 
translate from political intentions and public analyses to long-lasting implementation and 
participatory processes (De Ciero 2019). In this context, I raise questions not about the 
value of networking in general, but about the premises and implications of networks such 
as Food Pride. 

While exemplifying the growing role of non-profit organisations in the neoliberal 
urban context, the case of Food Pride also reveals how their operations remained precarious 
due to their temporary funding, which puts them in the position of constantly needing to 
secure resources such as labour with limited budgets. Building on Molé (2010), I argue that 
precarity influences these organisations’ way of working and pressures their workers – a point 
that is also underlined by Busso and Lanunziata (2016) who explain how the competitiveness 
of this sector is based on the extraction of value from labour (e.g., unremunerated working 
hours in the name of socially relevant tasks). Temporary funding creates a situation of 
instability and apprehensiveness for workers not only in relation to their jobs but also the 
continuation of the overall projects, as temporary financing makes them unsure if and to 
what extent these will be sustained. Further effects can be seen in Food Pride’s need to change 
priorities when applying for new funding calls. This in turn generated the need to attract 
an increasing number of volunteers, which can also be problematic in relation to issues of 
labour, social justice, and citizenship. As critically examined by Muehlebach (2012) in her 
analysis of the transformation of welfare, Italian neoliberalism is intrinsically linked with 
moral understandings of reciprocity and, in particular, volunteerism, which is at the core of 
the contemporary functioning of social services. Volunteerism (and its institutionalisation 
through a set of national laws) builds on an anchored catholic repertoire while transforming 
social welfare provision and the way of working in this sector by putting moral duty at the 
centre (ibid.). The case of Food Pride helps us connect volunteerism and its surrounding 
morality to non-profit organisations’ financial instability and precarious labour, namely, to 
view these as interlinked processes that characterise this sector. 

It is also important to contextualise Food Pride in the history of Turin and its industrial 
past. The industrial crisis, which affected the city from the 1980s onwards, caused a progressive 
shift away from its industrial identity and resulted in attempts to reconfigure its economy, 
development pathways and image (Belligni and Ravazzi 2012). Construction of a new, post-
industrial Turin entailed political efforts by local administrations to develop new models 
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of urban governance and development strategies that aligned with global neoliberalism: 
urban regeneration, a knowledge-based and service economy, cultural agendas and large-
scale events (ibid.). The city was rebranded into an attractive, sustainable, cosmopolitan 
city, but such processes were – and still are – accompanied by political contradictions, 
social tensions and the emergence of new forms of urban deprivation (Vanolo 2008; Semi 
2015; Capello and Semi 2018). In this context, non-profit organisations are asked to fill 
the void left by welfare state retrenchment – while, I add, they face increasing pressure to 
participate in new networking and regional coordination efforts. Such developments should 
be problematised in relation to the shift away from a food right-based approach (e.g., Riches 
and Silvasti 2014). 

New repertoires and skills between productivity and sustainability
This analysis of Food Pride shows how “building networks” (fare rete) and “systematising 
action” (mettere a sistema) emerged as repertoires and new modus operandi for participating 
non-profit organisations. Forming a network reverberated into the organisations’ actual 
work, translating into a way for expanding activities but also requiring new tasks and skills 
for workers and volunteers. In addition to everyday working skills such as curating market 
relations and food selection, new skills such as liaising and communicating effectively 
became a priority. Building on Urciuoli (2008), I consider the diffusion of such skills as 
an important component of the development of new ways of defining and managing these 
non-profit organisations. For example, in the context of Food Pride, putting communication 
skills at the forefront of the organisations’ activities implied formalising their collaboration 
and enhancing their ‘social alignment’ (Urciuoli 2008: 214). “Social alignment” occurred 
through the development of shared terminology and interpretations of their work and 
challenges, which were discussed during joint workshops. Such shared interpretations serve 
as a vehicle for a shared meaning of governance and sustainability, as part of which the 
responsibility for systematising local actions was handed over to actors on the ground. This 
occurred during monitoring and evaluation sessions, during which the various organisations’ 
representatives were invited to discuss the achievements of the network and its long-term 
scope, namely extending the reach and range of the individual organisation’s actions.

The development of the Food Pride network happened via communication and liaison 
efforts such as working toward a collective image, demonstrating results and expanding 
functions. I argue that such criteria reveal how these organisations become part of a 
business-like management culture of social and environmental realms. Put differently, and 
again following Urciuoli (2008), the paradigm of productivity become internalised and 
naturalised through such communication practices. Proving the network’s worth to external 
observers became an important way forward for the continuation of the project. This often 
corresponded to a formalisation of previously existing practices and collaborations, a way 
of expanding and “making [them] into value” (Elyachar 2005) – as was made visible in the 
map above. In the case of Turin, the ‘ethical imperative” (Elyachar 2005: 9) of sustainability 
becomes intermeshed with self-management and adaptation to precarious present and future 
scenarios. Yet the comparison of Food Pride with other grassroots organisations involved 
in the collection of food surplus demonstrates that there is no predetermined way that 
food redistribution activities contribute to the neoliberal urban governance agenda (see also 
Parson 2014). These groups’ different ways of going about the institutionalisation of their 
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actions can be analysed as different ways of interpreting ‘do-it-yourself interventions in the 
public space’ (Spataro 2016: 185), which include citizens’ direct intervention or activities 
mediated by the non-profit sector. They indicate how some approaches (e.g., institutionalised 
vs. grassroots) end up being more valued than others, as sustainable cities are reimagined in 
the context of neoliberal urbanism.

Conclusion
In spring 2020, during the first period of lockdown related to the outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic, I did not partake in Food Pride activities. Instead, I followed the network online 
and through regular phone conversations with some of the workers and volunteers. Rising 
food insecurity and, in some periods, growing food waste due to the temporary closure of 
markets, made the activities of groups engaged in food surplus collection and redistribution 
even more central and publicly discussed (ActionAid 2020). Food Pride continued, when 
possible, with surplus food collection at markets, but the member organisations also started 
to implement different activities based on new regulations and needs. These included 
delivering the food collected to yet other local organisations – which, for example, would 
provide people particularly affected by the crisis with food aid packages – and cooking 
for homeless centres which were without other forms of external support. Overall, over 
the course of the 2020 pandemic, the different Food Pride members scaled up their work: 
they extended their actions to new markets, recruited more volunteers and invented new 
ways of distributing food when the markets were closed. When I joined them again at 
open air markets in mid-May 2020 and thereafter, the amount of food collected and the 
number of recipients had tripled. The crisis proved the ability of these organisations to adapt 
and confirmed their role in the city. As recurrently emphasised by public administration 
representatives, including the mayor, the activation of local organisations and volunteers 
had been crucial to the emergency response measures undertaken during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Such declarations are on the one hand paradoxical – what about their role as 
public administration, their responsibilities, and ability to respond to the emergency? – but, 
on the other, in the context of Turin’s transforming welfare, this role for the non-profit sector 
and active volunteers has become normalised (and encouraged) as a natural continuation of 
the public administration.

Even so, the network configuration revealed its limitations. Food Pride organisations 
mobilised together, but also separately, and through individual collaborations with other 
local actors. As many more organisations started to cooperate, feeling the need to respond 
to the emergency, it was difficult to draw the line between what was done by the network, 
by individual organisations and through collaboration with other partners. Such differences 
became particularly relevant when new financing opportunities – such as calls for emergency 
projects by banking foundations and other private donors – became available. The new calls 
put the network’s members in competition, breaking down interpersonal trust and leaving 
some old partners out of new projects. As explained by some workers, these developments 
brought to light important questions: to what extent should the decision processes of 
individual organisations be discussed with other members of the network? Who owned 
ideas developed and shared in the network? On what occasions would the organisations 
cooperate with one another and when would they work with other partners? Put differently, 
the pandemic crisis revealed how the same urban apparatus that fostered the development of 
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local networks was simultaneously a system that set these organisations in competition with 
one another due to limited funding. 

Critical analysis of projects such as Food Pride are important to unravel the complex 
dynamics that underlie and surround projects which are considered as sustainable and 
innovative practices in Turin – and perhaps in other cities – today. Looking at labour 
conditions and skills provides a useful vantage point on which to reflect on entanglements 
between neoliberal urban governance and initiatives envisioned as sustainable such as food 
surplus redistribution networks. The case of Food Pride shows how, while contributing to 
alleviate poverty and reduce food waste, its work (working frame and way of working) is 
just as importantly sustaining precarious labour as well as the erosion of the welfare state. 
In other words, such research reveals the limitations of these projects as they become co-
opted into neoliberal governance arrangements and so increasingly disconnected from the 
possibility of challenging or transforming neoliberal societal configurations.
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“It’s a Co-op in Spirit, That’s What It Is”:
Fostering Collaboration, Collectivity, and 
Egalitarianism in Food Cooperatives
Celia Plender |  PhD, University of Exeter

ABSTRACT: Drawing on ethnographic examples from London-based food co-ops shaped by different 
political-economic environments, this article explores how the cooperative spirit is understood, 
enacted, and experienced within two co-ops with very different organisational structures and 
logics. While one was started by anarchist squatters in Thatcher’s Britain of the 1980s, the other 
was founded by a local community centre during the New Labour years. Although these histories 
gave them different starting points in terms of cooperativism, they both faced challenges in its 
enactment relating to the different logics, ethics, and values of their members, and the structures 
of feeling in Britain. As cooperatives offer a valuable case study of more civically engaged networks 
of food production and consumption, an exploration of food co-ops offers valuable insights into 
the role of cooperation in a sustainable food system, as well as some of the barriers to its successful 
enactment. The paper highlights tensions between practice and ideology within cooperatives as 
well as the challenges of balancing collectivity and individualism, egalitarianism, and hierarchy. 
It argues that while practice and ideology need to go hand in hand in order to foster a strong 
cooperative spirit, collective reflection on future orientated goals is also a vital component of social 
transformation and pathways to sustainability.

Keywords: cooperative; collectivity; collaboration; egalitarianism; food co-op; skill; sustainability

Introduction
“For the first year or something that I was here,” Jenny1 – the coordinator at St Hilda’s East 
Food Co-op in East London told me, “I couldn’t work out why it was called a food co-
op, and I was like really? Am I missing something?” As Jenny observed, the organisational 
structure of St Hilda’s East Food Co-op diverged significantly from the classical definition 
of a cooperative as “an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their 
common economic, social, and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly-owned and 
democratically-controlled enterprise” (International Cooperative Alliance 2021, emphasis 
added). There was no membership policy, there were rarely any meetings, and Jenny made 
the bulk of the decisions at the non-profit, one-day-a-week fruit and vegetable stall. “But 
then I thought, it’s a co-op in spirit, that’s what it is… rather than on paper. And I think 
probably one of the challenges is just how you keep that spirit,” Jenny continued. 

But what is the cooperative spirit? How is it fostered and kept alive? Although often 

1 While I name the food co-ops I worked with and the managerial figures at St Hilda’s, I use pseudonyms for the 
other people involved with each co-op, unless they expressly gave consent for their names to be used.
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mentioned by co-operators, it is a concept that is rarely defined. At times it refers to knowing 
how to behave as a co-operator – how cooperative practices, structures, and values are 
enacted and how successfully; at others, it reflects on the inclination towards cooperation, 
or the structure of feeling within a place and time and how cooperative this is perceived 
to be (see for e.g., Kasmir 1996: 188; Ulin 1996: 171; Hall 2018: 211). Clearly these 
are not unconnected, and within them is the notion of an ethic or code of values around 
collaboration, collectivity, and egalitarianism. 

Cooperatives “serve as a valuable case in studying alternative forms of organizing 
food and agriculture networks,” providing “an opportunity for imagining and enacting 
alternative food futures” (Hale and Carolan 2018: 127). An exploration of food co-ops and 
the cooperative spirit, therefore, offers valuable insights into the role of cooperation in a 
more sustainable food system, as well as some of the challenges to its successful enactment. 

Building on 22 months of participant observation (2015-17) as a volunteer-member 
at two London-based food co-ops – St Hilda’s East and Fareshares – I explore how the 
cooperative spirit is understood, enacted, and experienced within the co-ops. Each project 
started in, and was shaped by, a different political-economic environment. St Hilda’s East 
Food Co-op began in 2005, at a time when the New Labour government was actively 
promoting community-based coping strategies. Fareshares was founded during the Thatcher 
era of the late 1980s by a group of anarchists and squatters, and has operated as a non-
hierarchical, non-profit, volunteer-run project ever since. The structure of feeling of each 
era – its “particular quality of social experience and relationship” and how “meanings and 
values… are lived and felt” (Williams 2015: 23), has left its mark on their organisational 
structures, logics, ethic, and relationship to cooperativism. While this gave them different 
starting points in terms of cooperativism, they both faced challenges in its enactment, some 
related to forms of stratification. This highlights tensions between praxis and ideology within 
cooperatives (Rakopoulos 2020) which can impact not only on the cooperative spirit but 
also on pathways to sustainability, as I argue here.

Cooperativism, food, and sustainability
Within the British context, the history of the cooperative movement is deeply connected to 
food and sustainability. The first wave in the UK officially started with the foundation of a 
consumer cooperative in Rochdale in the northwest of England in 1844. By going directly 
to the wholesalers, the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers were able to ensure that the 
foods the co-op stocked were safe and affordable in an era in which working-class incomes 
were being affected by industrialisation. Food adulteration was also rife, and food prices 
were high due to the monopolisation of supply by profiteering local shopkeepers (Birchall 
1994: 13). While the Pioneers’ actions were clearly practical, their principles, which included 
participatory democracy, open membership, profit sharing amongst members, and the 
promotion of education, were also ideological. They created space to think about more equal 
social and economic systems, while empowering members through education, collective 
ownership, and the development of democratic and collaborative skills and subjectivities.

Food co-ops also factored into the counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s. 
Countercultural co-ops attempted to promote a left-wing vision of a less consumer capitalist 
and more sustainable society through collective lifestyle choices and everyday actions. 
The means of food production, acquisition, and cooking became increasingly important 
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signifiers of countercultural ideals, in opposition to the increasingly industrialised food 
system, rapidly expanding supermarket sector and mass production. As well as providing 
the minimally processed, local, organic wholefoods favoured by many members of the 
counterculture, food co-ops were also spaces from which to disseminate information about 
countercultural cuisine and left-wing ideology in a non-hierarchical setting (Belasco 2007). 

Both the first and second wave co-operators were effective communicators of their 
ideas, values, and practices, managing to capture imaginations beyond their own. By the 
turn of the 20th century countless other working-class people had taken up the Pioneers’ 
principles and practices; and the ‘Rochdale Principles’ are still used widely by cooperatives 
around the world today. Countercultural food co-ops spread from the USA to many other 
parts of the Western world and the food-based ideals and practices of the counterculture are 
also seen as important precursors to the forms of alternative food networks present in the 
West today (Goodman DuPuis and Goodman 2014).

Despite the significance of the Rochdale Pioneers to the broader history of the 
cooperative movement, 21st century Britain seems to have much less of a cooperative spirit. 
The cooperative sector is “smaller, weaker and more atomized” than in many other countries 
in the OECD with significantly fewer cooperatives and mutuals (Lawrence, Pendleton and 
Mahmoud 2018: 17). It also has less legislation to either support cooperative enterprise 
or enforce specific organisational forms, which goes some way to explain St Hilda’s more 
top-down structure. As Nash and Hopkins point out, the political environment in which 
a co-op is founded can influence its structures as much, if not more than “adherence to 
cooperative rules and principles” (1976: 15), and this is, no doubt, the case for St Hilda’s. 
During the New Labour years (1997-2010), the government actively promoted third sector 
coping strategies as part of the ‘third way,’ a centrist political perspective often characterised 
in neoliberal terms. Food co-ops became particularly popular within local authority and 
primary care trust interventions into issues of food poverty and poor nutritional health in 
this period. Many of these food co-ops were not formally constituted as cooperatives and 
few involved official membership, shared ownership or democratic decision making.

As Sennett suggests, cooperation in its broadest sense requires considerable skill in 
“understanding and responding to one another in order to act together” (2013: x). Like craft 
skills (Venkatesan 2010: 168), cooperative skills must be learned through doing. Indeed, 
much of the cooperative’s prefigurative potential is thought to lie within its collective practice. 
Rakopoulos suggests that the activities of cooperatives become “purposeful” through the 
combination of material practice and the articulation of future-orientated goals around social 
change, “eventually and hopefully leading to a broader cooperative social movement spilling 
into a sea of wider consciousness” (2014: 190-1). Through the combination of practice and 
deliberation, therefore, co-ops can attempt to not only shape the world around them, but 
also the activities and imaginations of those involved, and beyond. In principle, cooperative 
practice and ideology, therefore, go hand in hand to foster strong values and organisational 
structures around collaboration, collectivity, and egalitarianism. 

In terms of sustainability, food projects and networks can also become laboratories for 
transformative learning (Levkoe 2006; Grasseni 2018) from which people not only educate 
themselves about issues of sustainability, but also “learn to exercise their democratic capacities 
through situated deliberation and practice” (Grasseni 2018: 272). The acquisition of such 
skills involves self-making as active citizens who engage “in food-related behaviours that 
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support, rather than threaten, the development of a democratic, socially and economically 
just, and environmentally sustainable food system” (Wilkins 2005: 271). Such democratic 
and educational processes resonate well with the spirit of cooperativism. 

Cooperatives themselves are typically formed in response to specific needs and (often) 
financial imperatives, at times, due to pragmatism, at others a specific ideology. In austerity 
Greece, for example, an informal network of food co-ops quickly developed in response to 
the impacts of measures put in place after the 2008 financial crisis. By forging direct links 
with producers, and taking no profit themselves, the food co-ops were able to provide food 
at prices considerably below market rates, while also cutting out the middlemen perceived 
as profiting unfairly. Those involved saw the co-ops’ activities as going beyond food 
distribution by fostering a solidarity economy intended to contest austerity measures while 
reconfiguring economic activities around reciprocity and mutuality. The intention was to 
awaken political imaginations, while also broadening social reproduction of the movement, 
again highlighting the combination of the practical and ideological (Rakopoulos 2014). 

The cooperative model’s long-standing connection to alternative relations of production 
and consumption resonates with notions of ‘strong’ sustainable consumption, and the idea 
of a “radical reorganisation of society” from the bottom up which goes beyond simply relying 
on conventional market approaches or individual actions (as seen in ‘weak’ sustainable 
consumption) (Hinton 2015: 238–39). Nonetheless, there are also potential issues as 
cooperative economic practices are often still “predicated on the existence of a functioning 
[capitalist] market,” creating the contradiction of “being beyond and simultaneously within 
market structures” (Homs and Narotzky 2019: 133; see also Rakopoulos 2017: 193). This 
highlights one of the classic tensions within cooperativism (and perhaps sustainability), over 
whether to build a new system or simply create a more ethical enclave within the existing 
one (Hinton 2015 on sustainability; Plender 2021 on cooperativism and capitalism).

Through collective ownership and decision making about the management of a shared 
asset or sector, cooperativism aims to promote horizontal relations and egalitarian values 
among members through industrial democracy. As has often been identified within the 
study of cooperatives, however, there can be a considerable difference between the ideals 
of cooperativism and the practices of actually existing cooperatives. This has often led 
to forms of stratification built around issues of class, gender, diverse knowledge or value 
systems. These can lead to disenfranchisement, disengagement, and the formation of 
hierarchies (Müller 1991; Kasmir 1996; Ulin 1996; Rakopoulos 2017). Disparities between 
the principles and process of cooperation such as this inevitably have the potential to 
compromise the development of more democratic subjectivities and skills by undermining 
the cooperative spirit. 

In the following sections, I explore in turn how St Hilda’s East and Fareshares Food 
Co-ops were formed and developed, along with the ways in which they experience and enact 
the cooperative spirit. 

A community centre food project
As an ethnically diverse borough with many interrelated issues around deprivation and 
nutritional health, Tower Hamlets, where St Hilda’s East Food Co-op is based, has had many 
different community food initiatives over the years. The foundation of St Hilda’s Food Co-
op in 2005 built on this momentum. St Hilda’s East Community Centre, where the food 
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co-op is based, had recently received a report about community food co-ops from the local 
cooperative development agency, which was looking for more sites. A local resident had also 
approached Lourdes (who was volunteer coordinator at the centre at that time) about setting 
up a food co-op. The resident had previously been involved with some co-ops in the USA 
and was keen to continue her involvement in London. With the consent of the community 
centre, Lourdes then got to work on starting the weekly fruit and vegetable stall.

In the early days, the food co-op only stocked non-organic fruit and vegetables, first 
from the cooperative development agency, and later from an East London social enterprise 
(Community Food Enterprise). Over time, and with the support of a grant from the Big 
Lottery’s Local Food scheme, which attempted to make locally grown food more accessible 
and affordable to people, organic produce sourced directly from a local farm (Sarah Green’s 
Organics) was also introduced. By the time of my fieldwork, there were also wholegrains 
from a large wholesale workers’ cooperative (Suma) and Palestinian solidarity products from 
a social enterprise (Zaytoun). On the tables next to the boxes and baskets of fruit and veg, 
laminated signs gave nutritional information about the goods on sale, and details of who the 
various suppliers and producers to the project were. Within the monthly newsletter, Sarah 
Green also had a regular slot to say how things were going on the farm and what they were 
growing. All this worked to create stronger connections between producers and consumers, 
and a deeper context to the goods on the stall.

When I asked volunteers at St Hilda’s what the food co-op was, many of them contrasted 
it with the supermarket, both in terms of the quality and freshness of the produce, and the 
unscrupulousness that some associated with the profit-making model that supermarkets use, 
therefore identifying and valuing the co-op’s alternative economic credentials. Long-term 
volunteer Toyin explained to me that: 

We know it [the organic food] comes from the farm. We’ve been to the farm as well, so you 
can trust it compared to the supermarket… With the food co-op, we have the facts of where 
the food comes from and a bit of history on the food, how it’s grown and so on. But when 
you go to the supermarket you don’t know where it’s from.

The farm visit Toyin mentioned, catalysed much discussion of the time, care, and effort that 
went into growing Sarah Green’s organic produce, as well as of various issues within the food 
system ranging from pesticide usage to the impacts of supermarket monopolism on food 
wastage and farmer’s livelihoods. This highlighted the food co-op’s role in creating space for 
education, experimentation, and deliberation in relation to food. The direct relationship 
between the food co-op and Sarah Green also attempted to foster a more collaborative and 
socially embedded relationship between consumers and producers, subverting aspects of 
commodity fetishism by making the producers and their labour more visible (Homs and 
Narotzky 2019: 136).

In less overtly or uniformly politicised food co-ops, such as St Hilda’s, Homs and 
Narotzky argue that the “politicization processes emerge organically from collective practices 
rather than as an a priori abstract ideological framework.” They suggest that one area where 
this is most commonly seen is in the shift in how people articulate their motivations for 
taking part in a food co-op, often moving from health and price related reasons to a greater 
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appreciation of the value of collective food provisioning and the relationships within it 
(2019:137). Echoing this form of consciousness raising, Rebecca, a volunteer who was on a 
college placement at the community centre, highlighted the value of schemes like the food 
co-op in helping young people such as her to question where their food was coming from 
and how it was produced in order to make better consumption choices in terms of health 
and ethics. Other volunteers also talked about how being involved with the food co-op 
had changed their relationship to what they bought, which often included incorporating 
more organic produce into their shopping. The reasons for this ranged from health to 
environmental concerns and solidarity with the producers. Aspects of social sustainability 
were also foregrounded as many of the volunteers saw the food co-op as a valuable resource 
for providing healthy and affordable food in an area where there were many people on low 
incomes. Therefore in relation to food, the co-op was able to capture imaginations and foster 
some degree of alternative economic relations through its practices. As such, volunteers at St 
Hilda’s engaged in forms of green and ethical consumption and expressed a complex mixture 
of values, some more individual (health, personal taste, and ethics) and others collective 
(collaborative and community orientated provisioning, stronger connections between 
producers and consumers). 

Ownership and decision-making
While there were clear examples of how food cooperative practices raised consciousness in 
relation to food at St Hilda’s, when it came to the politics of cooperativism, there was more 
ambivalence. Lourdes told me that when St Hilda’s East Food Co-op started, she had hoped 
that it would become a fully community-organised cooperative. She arranged meetings and 
encouraged volunteers to make decisions in this spirit, with the aim that St Hilda’s East 
Community Centre would simply host the food co-op while the members ran it. This never 
happened, however. As she explained, 

I think you need to have some driving forces… You need really key personalities who want 
to take on that role, because it’s huge, it's massive and you know you need that ethical drive 
almost like this is part of my way I want to live, so unless you’ve got that it’s very hard.

Within the pre-existing vertical structure of the community centre, there were also 
clear discourses around ‘service provision’ and support, which McLaughlin suggests can 
differentiate between providers and recipients, reinforcing the hierarchies contained within 
them, while setting expectations for each role (2009). Arguably, it would have required 
substantial work and a strong collective desire from participants in the food co-op to 
break with the more hierarchical rationality and practices of the centre, where those who 
provided support (paid workers) and those who received support (volunteers, community 
centre project service users, and food co-op customers) were more clearly defined. Having 
a paid position potentially also gave Lourdes “more time available to devote to cooperative 
duties and ends” (Ulin 1996: 173) than the volunteers might necessarily have felt they had. 
Lourdes told me that the centre itself had felt like another barrier to community ownership. 
“I tried. I really tried to think round it, tried to give ownership over, but it was really hard 
because the premises was St Hilda’s.” The community centre therefore, wanted to have a say 
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in what was going on. St Hilda’s East Food Co-op has continued with this more vertical 
structure ever since.

During my time at the food co-op, Jenny, who reflected on the cooperative spirit 
at the beginning of this article, was the coordinator. In her early twenties, she had been a 
member of a grassroots workers’ co-op in Newcastle, which operated as a wholefood shop 
and café. Her time at the Red Herring gave her a strong sense of what it felt like to be part 
of an autonomous collective, along with the challenges and rewards that came with it. These 
experiences, no doubt, contributed to her confusion about what made St Hilda’s a co-op 
when she first started. As she put it, the Red Herring really “formed” her, teaching her about 
the political power of food and of cooperation, therefore fostering her own cooperative spirit.  

In relation to St Hilda’s cooperative spirit, she told me that for her the “big thing” was 
“ownership.” “That’s the big, big thing, that people feel it’s theirs.” She regularly attempted to 
foster this sense of ownership by encouraging volunteer collaboration and decision making. 
These decisions could range from the way the produce was laid out on the tables to choosing 
which jobs volunteers wanted to do each session or making suggestions about the overall 
running of the food co-op and what it stocked.

While some of the longer-running volunteers were very vocal about most aspects of 
the project, the jobs they wanted to do, or how it should run, some volunteers, typically the 
newer ones, tended to defer to Jenny. To counter this, she tried to find ways of encouraging 
people to be confident in their own decision-making skills and other abilities, creating 
situations in which volunteers would support and teach each other various tasks. The bigger 
the problem, though, the more quickly someone would take the decision to find Jenny. On 
many occasions, I also heard volunteers identify Jenny as “the boss” of the food co-op, to 
which she would reply, “we’re all the boss,” feeling uncomfortable with this authoritative role.

In their descriptions of what the food co-op was, volunteers often used terms such 
as community, care, friendliness, and family, highlighting the ways in which the project 
successfully fostered feelings of collectivity and collaboration. They rarely spoke of its more 
egalitarian or democratic qualities though, and there seemed to be considerable uncertainty 
and ambivalence around the food co-op’s structures of governance or ownership. Long-term 
volunteer Claire for example, saw Jenny as the organiser; but suggested that the project was 
run by the volunteers, that “it is everyone’s food co-op.” Despite this, she felt that she gave 
‘suggestions’ rather than making ‘decision.’ Alice, another long-term volunteer, said that she 
thought the community centre probably owned the food co-op. She did not feel like she was 
a decision maker, however. “But I think I could [make decisions],” she explained, and she 
saw this potential as “a very important part of the co-op.”

While Alice and Claire had been drawn to the food co-op more out of an interest 
in food and community, Dave and Mark (who had both been customers for several years 
before becoming volunteers), had started interacting with the food co-op, in part, out of 
an interest in cooperatives. Dave, who had been involved with many different kinds of 
activism over the years, defined the co-op as a “community project where we, through the 
coordinator, come together to buy in bulk and distribute it amongst ourselves.” On first 
impressions, he suggested, “it feels a bit more like a shop... You don’t necessarily feel that 
you are part of a cooperative. But yeah, in a way we all are.” While he acknowledged that if 
he was asked to design his idea of a co-op, “that wouldn’t be it,” he had a feeling that “people 
made suggestions,” “people turned out as part of the community” and that they were part 
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of a “collectivity” in which they could have a say. As for Mark, although familiar with the 
idea that members should “have a say in the governance and structure and organisation” 
within a co-op, he acknowledged that at St Hilda’s he only really thought of Jenny due to her 
“facilitative position” and had never actually spoken to anyone about the co-op’s governance. 
This made him unsure of how things worked. “I see there are other people involved but I 
don’t really know how they work together.” As a consequence, he concluded that things 
worked much more informally than in a traditional cooperative, although he did feel that 
Jenny wanted “to get other people involved with decision making and thinking about how 
it’s running.” 

At St Hilda’s, cooperativism was more inferred than it was verbally articulated. This 
inference was seen in the name of the project and in the kinds of practices that were 
modelled and fostered. By comparison, within the grassroots collectives of austerity Greece, 
talking about cooperativism and its aims as well as working with cooperative mechanisms 
were both important aspects of consciousness raising. During market days some of the co-
operators gave talks about the aims of the anti-middleman movement, and there was always 
a meeting afterwards to further discuss the politics of the country, the movement and the 
more formalised cooperative structures they wanted to implement (Rakopoulos 2014). The 
lack of articulation at St Hilda’s left volunteers to come to their own understanding of what 
a food co-op was, what it was for and, in prefigurative terms, what it could do.

Given the relatively small cooperative sector within the UK, arguably there were less 
opportunities for people to have seen or experienced cooperativism first-hand, or to kindle 
an appetite and imagination for such methods. Those involved with St Hilda’s seemed much 
more ready to talk about the politics of food than they were about cooperation, and Jenny’s 
own values around grassroots action and egalitarianism made her feel that it was not her 
place to impose more formalised cooperative structures. If these were to be put in place, 
then they should come from the volunteers, not from her. This potentiality was clearly 
discerned by volunteers such as Alice who felt she could become a more active decision 
maker should she choose to. Nonetheless, there seemed to be a distinction for many between 
suggestions and decisions and who made which, highlighting a mixture of collaboration and 
stratification within the co-op. 

Since leaving the Red Herring, many of Jenny’s jobs have involved food, community 
building, care and a desire to help others, often within the third sector. She is, therefore, 
very familiar with the methods and logics of volunteer coordination. Despite the tensions 
that the issue of hierarchy created for her, in line with the community centre’s ideals and 
her experiences in the voluntary sector, Jenny also felt that imposing structure, was a way to 
provide a more supportive environment:

I think one of the things about having a paid position, whether it’s me or whoever it is, is 
about the support for people … paid workers, you know, they’re contracted to be there and 
it means that the co-op can be more inclusive, it can support more people, you have that 
guaranteed continuity, you have that guaranteed support there...

Therefore in her own practices, there were also competing values at work, with one system 
privileging forms of hierarchy on the basis of care and inclusion, the other organisational 
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egalitarianism. Pragmatics can often win out over egalitarian ideology within cooperatives in 
such situations.2 As Jenny questioned, though, “is that at the cost of ownership?” Nonetheless, 
both sets of values privileged the notions of collectivity, collaboration, and community that 
were successfully fostered within the co-op. These clearly had transformative potential in 
terms of how people worked together and valued themselves and others (within the food 
co-op and its provisioning network) (Homs and Narotzky 2019). In sum, they created the 
sense of a cooperative spirit that Jenny hoped for, but not necessarily the ownership that 
comes with cooperative ideology.

DIY experiments
If St Hilda’s was formed during the New Labour years, in a model reflective of that place 
and time, then Fareshares Food Co-op’s model is also connected to a specific era. This 
first opened for “non-business” as a wholefood co-op in south London in 1988. It was set 
up by a group of anarchists and squatters as a “self-organised, volunteer-run, non-profit, 
vegan” project (Fareshares n.d.). Resembling the food co-ops of the 1960s and 70s, it was 
a place to buy wholegrains and ethical goods, while practicing alternative politics. In the 
early days, there were two slogans on the walls – “nobody’s business, everybody’s business” 
and “not a shop, an experiment in community,” presenting discourses of social anarchism, 
collective ownership, reconfigured economic relationships, and non-hierarchical organising. 
Anarchism and punk were important aspects of the zeitgeist at that time, which reflected 
a sense of disaffection with aspects of Thatcher’s Britain in an era of rising unemployment, 
economic volatility, and neoliberal restructuring. 

Rather than adhering to one strict organisational structure or alternative vision, many 
of the co-ops and collectives set up in this era had a Do-It-Yourself ethos, experimenting 
“with different forms of cooperation,” adapting as necessary to their own particular situations 
(Müller 1991: 33–34), while prefiguratively practicing collective organising, horizontalism, 
and autonomy. When I asked Martin, one of the founder members of Fareshares Food 
Co-op, if there was anything else like it around at the time, he told me, “I didn't know of 
any quite like that because it was never really a straight, legit food co-op as there was no 
membership… You became a member by using it.” He felt that this less rigid or conventional 
model was one of the elements that made Fareshares “some sort of educational tool” in 
relation to food politics, fostering less consumerist and more ethical forms of collective 
consumption and provisioning in a more accessible space. 

Today, Fareshares still operates in a similar vein, aiming “to provide good food for the 
community at affordable prices in the belief that decent food is a basic necessity for health, 
regardless of means” as its website explains (Fareshares n.d.). It stocks “simple unadulterated 
food (often called wholefoods) and related products,” such as environmentally friendly 
cleaning goods and recycled toilet paper. In terms of its sourcing policy, it supports “patterns 
of consumption that promote social justice and sustainable agriculture and fosters an 
awareness of the political and ecological effects of consumer actions.” In order to do this, 
as much of the stock as possible is “organic, local, and ethically sourced. All of it is animal, 
sugar, and GMO-free.” Many of Fareshares’ suppliers are also cooperatives or “collectives 

2 In Robert Ulin’s work with French wine cooperatives, for example, he highlights a co-op in which a certain 
degree of member disempowerment was accepted due to the “necessary organizational complexity that follows 
from the exigencies of international marketing and finance” (Ulin 1996: 172).
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that work for the same aims” (ibid.). The privileging of like-minded projects and the 
enforcement of stronger connections between producers and consumers resonates with some 
of the ideals of a solidarity economy and the ways in which it emphasises the “multiple social 
configurations of an economic system” (Rakopoulos 2014). It also highlights a common 
grassroots cooperative interest in scaling out rather than scaling up to create networks of 
cooperatives while resisting economies of scale and more conventional forms of capitalist 
accumulation (Homs and Narotzky 2019: 137).

Organisationally, the bulk of the decisions at Fareshares is made by consensus at the 
monthly meetings, and in between meetings there is a member mailing list and daybook 
for day-to-day communications. Shoppers are also expected to play their part, weighing out 
and tallying up their goods before telling volunteers how much they owe. This reconfigures 
these economic transactions along less consumerist lines while fostering a more cooperative 
sense of shared responsibility and sociality (Plender 2021). In line with the anarchist and 
cooperativist principles on which it was founded, this speaks to ideals of social and economic 
transformation. Participation in such alternative provisioning networks, Levkoe argues, is 
designed to further the development of more ethical food practices and democratic skills 
which can, in principle, then be applied in other areas of society (2006: 93), therefore 
fostering more active engagement with the food system and society. 

Many of the volunteer-members and shoppers at Fareshares understood their interaction 
within the co-op in terms of sustainability, regularly discussing the social, economic and 
environmental elements of food and its consumption as well as the credentials of the 
products, producers, and suppliers of some of the goods on offer. It was not uncommon 
for those involved to actively avoid buying from corporate food outlets, instead privileging 
local and independent shops, market stalls, and alternative projects such as the food co-op. 
In doing so, they attempted to think more actively in “citizenship” terms about food system 
change and their role within this (Hinton 2015: 243).

The inconvenience of cooperation
Only a few of Fareshares’ members would identify as anarchists today, and others feel no 
great connection or commitment to some of the DIY or cooperativist elements of the project. 
More than its left-wing politics, many of Fareshares’ more recent (often younger) members 
seemed drawn to the project because of its ready supply of more affordable organic, fairly 
traded, and (for some) vegan foods. They also appreciated the co-op’s environmental stance 
in terms of the goods it stocked and its position on packaging, which required customers 
to bring their own shopping bags and containers to decant bulk goods into. This was the 
site of much of their political action, whether based on acts of consumption (choosing 
local, organic, unpackaged or vegan goods, for example), entrepreneurialism in relation to 
ethical goods, or the choice of environmentally focused jobs of one sort or another. Where 
many of the older members were highly articulate about their political ideology, identifying 
their beliefs with the use of various ‘isms,’ for the younger members, their politics was more 
often framed around specific issues – typically climate change, food waste and, for some, 
growing inequalities.

Frictions over changing times and members’ values sometimes cropped up in meetings 
and on the email list. If newer members did not fully see the logic or know the history of 
certain long-standing systems or if they felt that there was resistance to an idea that they put 
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forward for what they saw as the benefit of the co-op, they could feel frustrated. For longer-
running members, frustrations could be felt if they had the impression that something was 
being done impetuously without fully following consensual processes, showing a cooperative 
spirit or working out all the practicalities before acting. 

One meeting in which these generational tensions came to the surface, related to a 
new organic vegetable supplier. Hughes, the farm that Fareshares had been working with for 
many years, was no longer able to provide the co-op with as much fruit and veg as it used 
to, so, some work had been done to look into alternative options. As one newer member 
already had a relationship with a reliable supplier called Brockman’s, they offered to take 
on the responsibility for this order along with another newer volunteer. More than one 
member of the co-op then wrote emails with relevant information about what steps might 
need to be taken in order to set up a new supplier – ranging from details of how to get them 
added to Fareshares’ payment system, how the delivery would be received (by a person or by 
giving the business a set of keys) and the schedule for when the other orders came in and got 
unpacked so that the produce could be checked off properly and refrigerated in good time. 

Before the payment system was fully set up, or some of the other issues around how 
and who would take delivery had been resolved, the newer members started to place orders 
as they were concerned about ensuring that customers were getting a good enough supply. 
When these issues were raised first on the members’ email list and then in a meeting, it 
was clear that both groups were feeling frustrated. The more established members were 
concerned about not being able to pay the supplier and how a new delivery could impact 
the people who might be expected to unpack the goods as they were not arriving in time 
with the shop’s usual delivery and unpacking rhythms. The newer members had a sense that 
the veterans were blocking them and that their behaviour showed a resistance to change. 
For a while this led to an impasse as the younger members decided to step down from the 
Brockman’s order, feeling that everything had become too complicated. Once Brockman’s 
had been added to the payment system, however, another member who had connections in 
both groups, decided to take on the order, which ran more or less smoothly from then on. 

Nash and Hopkins suggest that cooperatives norms and practices work best, when 
there is “a maximum flow of information between all the individual members” affording 
each of them the “rights to formal participation in the decision-making, self-governing 
process,” and also “the knowledge and the skills with which to exercise these rights” (1976: 
12). As the example above suggests, however, communication did not necessarily always 
run smoothly at Fareshares. What a new volunteer got to know about how things worked 
could depend on who else was on their shift, how connected these shiftmates were to the 
collective as a whole, and the relationship of each of these volunteers to the concept and 
practice of cooperation. As not everyone always knew the processes or logics of the project, 
this potentially gave them less opportunity to mentally invest in its values and practices. This 
could also impact on whether they decided to attend the monthly meetings or not, meaning 
decisions were often made by the same group of people who saw this as a central element of 
their work with the collective. The hierarchies this created could not only lead to the feelings 
of impatience and frustration described above, but also the forms of disenfranchisement that 
stopped members from exercising their right to participate in decision making or, indeed, 
the cooperative as a whole.

In Ulin’s work with wine cooperative in southwest France generational divides also 
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hindered the cooperative spirit. A member of the Monbazillac cooperative, for example, 
told him that when the co-op started there was “true cooperative spirit” fostered by the 
profound need to “survive difficult times together” (Ulin 1996: 174). Demarle noted that 
the new generation of cooperative members were completely different though, with different 
expectations of the cooperative based on their own interests and needs, and a desire for 
“greater dynamism” (Ulin 1996: 174). 

For Fareshares, the need that brought the collective together was the inaccessibility 
of organic, vegan and fairly traded goods in an era of precarious livelihoods and anarchist 
energies that fostered the cooperative spirit (1980s Britain). While many of the newer 
members’ interests and activities also revolved around these ethical goods, during my 
fieldwork in 2015-17, they connected less with the collectivist methods of provisioning 
embedded in Fareshares’ cooperative structures. As with Monbazillac, they seemed to want 
more dynamism, questioning whether the cooperative, its logics and ways of working still 
responded to the needs of the here and now. 

These generational issues came up in my discussion with Holly, a newer volunteer who 
worked for a cycling charity that promoted sustainability. She had been a member of the 
cooperative for around a year and a half at the time of our conversation, and worked a shift 
typically populated by other newer volunteers. Few of them attended meetings, or necessarily 
took on extra tasks within the co-op (such as ordering, finances etc.). Holly told me: 

It’s amazing in a way that they [cooperatives] can function with everyone just doing their own 
bit and managing to work alongside one another, but they can be really annoying... tedious… 
Theoretically it can be a utopian way of working but in practice, it’s hard. It’s easier to do 
something yourself or to have someone tell you what to do.

She felt that the co-op was “just maintaining it how it was,” even though the relevance 
had shifted. She acknowledged that it was “still meeting a need” and that people travelled 
a long way to visit as it was “a really good place”. But that more could be done to question 
what need Fareshares was meeting today and to push things forward. She was not sure 
how “the people who’ve been here for longer would respond to that conversation” though, 
highlighting her sense of entrenched power and different interests within the cooperative. 

I also spoke to Ed about the generational tensions at Fareshares. He was in his mid-50s 
and had been a member for around three years at that time. Ed was drawn to Fareshares for 
its cooperativism more than its food, and his own commitment to cooperation could make 
the fragmentation within Fareshares feel disappointing at times. Ed told me:

I think a lot of the skills and the assumptions that go into things like self-organisation have 
sort of atrophied or been eroded over the last 30 years. In 1980, I think about 80 per cent 
of people were in trade unions and now I think it’s about 10 per cent. So… those skills and 
those assumptions about people being able to organise themselves have kind of gone and I’m 
not sure how you get those back, or how you support or encourage those. It feels like starting 
from a very low base.

Similarly, Sennett argues that within advanced liberal contexts such as the UK, a “de-skilling” 
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is taking place in relation to cooperation due to various material, institutional, and cultural 
changes happening within society. These, he suggests, have led to greater stratification and 
atomisation, combined with a weakening capacity for cooperation, and also a weakening 
desire – in essence a weakening cooperative spirit (2013). Within contemporary activism, 
scholars have also identified a certain “unwillingness on the part of individuals to subject 
themselves to collective structures, norms, or identities.” This, in turn, is thought to have 
led to individualised, lifestyle-focused forms of action, which reconfigure the relationship 
between the individual and society (Sörbom and Wennerhag 2013: 454). Although 
environmentalism and ethical forms of consumption had always been a part of the food co-
op’s remit, a more lifestyle-focused approach without the emphasis on collaboration risked 
changing the balance between collectivity and individualism, as well as weaker or stronger 
sustainable consumption, therefore reinforcing tensions around whether cooperativism and 
collective provisioning can be used to foster a new economic system or simply interact more 
ethically with the current one (Hinton 2015; Homs and Narotzky 2019). 

It is not uncommon for those within a cooperative to have different values, interests, 
and politics, and as Rakopoulos suggests “it is impossible to conceptualise cooperatives as 
united, cohesive actors in democratic mobilisation over food concerns” (Rakopoulos 2014: 
97). In the Sicilian anti-mafia, agricultural cooperatives he worked with, the ethics of 
food created class-based divisions, with administrators pushing a food activist agenda that 
interested them and the co-op’s consumers, but not the workers. At Fareshares, there was 
more agreement around the ethics of food and the values of more sustainable provisioning 
approaches. Instead, it was cooperativism itself that created generational divisions, both as 
a means of running the food co-op effectively and, more implicitly, as an activist method. 
As Holly’s comments show, there was also a lack of perceived space for deliberation on the 
needs Fareshares wished to address today. From both sides of the generational divide, this felt 
somewhat insurmountable, creating a level of stagnation, disillusion, and disengagement, 
which worked to disconnect cooperative practice and ideology, and to dampen spirits.

Conclusions
Anthropological engagement with cooperatives has often highlighted the challenges that can 
arise within a model premised on collaboration, collectivity, and egalitarianism. In many 
examples, the variant values, interests, identities, and experiences of those involved, combined 
with the complex contexts in which they are working, have hampered cooperative processes 
and spirits. Despite their different organisational models, at Fareshares and St Hilda’s they 
also ran into barriers. For St Hilda’s the organisational structure of the community centre 
and the project itself, combined with third sector logics around service provision, created a 
less conducive environment to strong forms of cooperation. Nonetheless, through collective 
practice and encouragement from Jenny, some level of shared endeavour and cooperative 
spirit were fostered, even if there were ambivalences around ownership, decision making, and 
the internal workings of the cooperative. Through these practices, volunteers developed a 
strong sense of collectivity, and for many, a greater appreciation of the values of more socially 
embedded food provisioning. Although “politicization processes” emerged from collective 
practices (Homs and Narotzky 2019: 137), the lack of an ideological framework meant 
these were informed by a mixture of individual and collective interests and subjectivities. 
From a sustainability perspective, without enacting the more participatory aspects of 
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cooperativism, arguably the skills, consciousness, and capacities needed to expand practices 
of “food democracy” (Renting, Schermer and Rossi 2012) that could feed into wider food 
system and societal transformation remained under developed.

At Fareshares, while volunteer-members had a greater opportunity to see, experience, 
and practice cooperative principles through its horizontalist organisational model, these 
approaches did not always capture member’s imaginations, diverse interests or values, 
leading to fragmentation, stasis, and more individualised actions. In relation to green and 
ethical consumption, this could overemphasise the role of sovereign subjects and their sense 
of spontaneous will in social or political change (Muehlebach 2012: 49–50) as opposed 
to the collaborative and collective practices and ideals of cooperation. As such, arguably, 
these consumption practices could represent weaker forms of sustainable consumption 
premised on individual acts (Hinton 2015: 238–9). This highlights the ways in which 
“intense individualization and collectivization [can] coexist” within contemporary society, 
which Muehlebach puts down to the moralising social order embedded within neoliberal 
structures of feeling (2012: 49–50).

If the “acquisition of a skill is embedded in a larger social knowledge about the value 
of that skill” (Venkatesan, 2010: 158), then the less cooperative context of contemporary 
Britain and the structures of feeling of this era have implications for how people understand 
and enact the cooperative concept, and how cooperation is valued and performed. 
While St Hilda’s had a collaborative spirit, and Fareshares had cooperative organisational 
features, neither had a coherent collective shared vision or articulation in relation to food, 
cooperation, or wider socio-economic structures. Instead, each project was imprinted with 
different logics, ethics, and values reflecting those of their members and the wider context 
in which they operated. 

This highlights the fact that cooperative is not “a self-explanatory term but one claimed 
and contested by varied groups, associated with different political and ideological allegiances 
and formed as a response to different problems and needs” (Rakopoulos 2017: 195).

Arguably, the competing ideas often found within cooperatives make it harder to move 
from performing aspects of cooperativism to a fuller expression of collaboration, collectivity, 
and egalitarianism. In such a context, therefore, finding ways to bring together practice and 
ideology more coherently through material actions, collective discussions, and definitions of 
what needs the project is hoping to address, and what its aims and future visions are, becomes 
even more important in the successful development of cooperative skills, spirits and politics 
– however challenging. Within sustainability-oriented projects the same is true. Without 
the combination of collaborative action and collective reflection on future orientated goals, 
the transition from small scale practices to wider transformations remains less “purposeful” 
(Rakopoulos 2014: 190–1), more individual and more challenging.  
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ABSTRACT: This article explores the empirical realities of fatherhood and family lives as 
experienced by Faroese men, through an anthropological lens. It delves into the question about 
men’s ambivalent roles and identities in Faroese society today: what does it mean to be a father 
in the Faroe Islands today? Drawing on information from an ongoing ethnographic study of 
contemporary Faroese fatherhoods, the first extensive research project on men and masculinities 
in the context of the Faroe Islands, in this article I am querying common representations of the so-
called ‘new man’ disseminated through diverse contemporary studies on fathers and fatherhood: Is 
the Faroese father a ‘new man’, a ‘traditional’ man, or a representative of something else entirely? 
My objective is to rethink the father and his fathering styles through empirical exploration of the 
generative interplay between local gender and masculinity norms and images of the ‘new man’ from 
political and academic discourse and hence, to further the anthropological participation in and 
contribution to public debate on culture, parenthood, gender, and masculinity in understudied 
corners of the global North.
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Becoming a father 

Picture this! A maternity ward, where after long hours of waiting for the meticulously 
monitored body to be born, constantly inspected by advanced medical instruments, you hear 
the first cry of a baby. 

In one such ward, a smiling midwife gave me a pair of scissors and invited me to cut the 
umbilical cord of my new-born son still attached to his mother. To her surprise, the corporal 
ribbon cutting ceremony, representing the father’s new active role in childbirth, materialised 
without any photos being captured and instantly digitally disseminated to friends and 
relatives. A nod of approval from her told me that the soft incision separating the baby from 
his mother had been done according to the book, or at least adequately from the midwife’s 
professional point of view, and that I had passed the test for new fathers. Not many years 
back, fathers were under no circumstances allowed to witness the birth of a child. Today 
however, fathers generally need a very good excuse for declining the opportunity to be by 
the mother’s side during delivery, for happily cutting the umbilical cord under supervision of 
the midwife, and for observing and supporting the mother through the initial phase of the 
postpartum period. For the father thrown into the orbit of this elementary human biological 
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transformation, as a body in its web of technological and socio-cultural organisation, the 
whole experience, with its intense and highly affecting course of events, involving a ”complex 
imbrication of the social and the somatic” (Protevi 2009 cited in Garlick 2016: 49), is hard 
to grasp and put into words. The setting invites him to reflect on his life, his new-born 
baby, his family, his masculinity, and his future, but what does his body think? The affective 
atmosphere puffing the father, “something that hesitates at the edge of the unsayable,” is 
impersonal “yet can be felt as intensely personal” (Anderson 2009 cited in Frykman and 
Frykman 2016: 10). The inclusion of the father in the team welcoming the baby’s arrival 
into the world in the delivery room, a change of practice largely promoted by women, was 
highly motivated by a desire to affect the father in direction of a new postnatal fatherhood, 
which would assumingly result in an array of more ‘intimate’ fathering practices (Dermott 
2008). However, the father’s active presence in the delivery room can also be interpreted as 
a passage destabilising men’s relation to the natural world; hence also, men’s bodies’ relation 
to freedom, through affect, complicating “divisions between natural, technological, and 
social domains” (Garlick 2016: 53). After having finished the contemporary father’s close 
to mandatory duty, when I gave the medical scissors back to the midwife, who continued 
her work, I felt happy, proud, but also a bit puzzled. The atmosphere in the room was of an 
emotional assemblage associated with happiness.

The maternity ward of the national hospital located in Tórshavn is where all childbirths 
in the Faroes take place nowadays. The tall windows of the ward point towards the seafront 
and the untamed North Atlantic Ocean. They play a significant role in reminding the new-
born’s relatives of their attachment to the sea and the land, their reliance on the capricious 
nature of the weather, and the scope of their imagination. The wind shakes them, the rain 
whips them. The fog blurs them, the sea salt taints them. On a cloudless day, moving boats 
and ships encircled by nomadic seabirds are eyed through them. The ever-changing colours 
of the scenery, in stark contrast to the clinical and placeless interiors of the hospital, may 
accentuate feelings of being alive and part of nature, as in Spinoza’s notion of ‘conatus’ 
referring to an ingrained and intensive tendency to continue to exist. The new-born cannot 
but sense the moods and intensities of the place, the sounds penetrating the thick windowpane 
and blending with the close-by human and non-human pulse and soundscape. The human 
voice surrounding the new-born is also a part of the chorus of the nature, because Faroese 
is, according to some visitors to the islands, a sort of deep and soft ‘underwater’ language 
(Minervudóttir 2003), which very well could be a homely melody for the baby recalling its 
aquatic antenatal life. 

The aim of the study
Talking to Faroese fathers from different walks of life, the moment they became fathers, 
the long hours and days spent at the hospital together with the mother and the baby, was 
always narrated as an unbelievable episode in life. This article is about Faroese fathers and 
their family lives. It delves into the multi-layered question about men’s ambivalent roles 
and identities in Faroese society today: what does it mean to be a father in the Faroe Islands 
(Faroes) today? How can knowledge about the father and the family help us better understand 
and interrogate representations of Faroese culture? As a Faroese father of four children 
myself, I have for many years been engaged in discourse on and scholarly exploration of the 
discrepancy between dominant cultural representations of Faroese men and the everyday 
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lives and personal narratives of islanders since the end of the twentieth century. In my 
ethnographic project, I easily attuned myself to most of the scenes composed by the fathers 
and summarised in my (field)notes, happenings from a familiar world evoking familiar 
affects and ‘intensities’ (Jansen 2016, p. 68), but without the ambition of uncovering truths 
approving a dominant ‘picture of the world’ of fathers (Stewart 2007: 1). Rather, scenes of 
‘immanence force’ (ibid.), singularly and in combination, can map connections moulding an 
(unexpected) image of fathers and fatherhoods. In this article, drawing on information from 
an ongoing ethnographic study of contemporary Faroese fatherhoods, the first extensive 
research project on men and masculinities in the context of the Faroe Islands, I inquire 
about common representations of the so-called ‘new man’ disseminated through diverse 
contemporary studies on fathers and fatherhood: Is the Faroese father a ‘new man’ unlike 
his predecessor, or a representative of something else? My aim is to research Faroese men’s 
navigation through gendered spaces – in relation to family life, the child-father relationship, 
childbirth, etc. – based on their own words and action. My objective is to also rethink the 
father and his fathering styles through empirical exploration of the generative interplay 
between local gender and masculinity norms and images of the ‘new man’ from political and 
academic discourse; hence to further the anthropological participation in and contribution 
to public debate on culture, parenthood, gender, and masculinity in understudied corners 
of the global North. Doing anthropology at home, as a father among fathers, I am obviously 
compelled to contextualise and reflect on my positionality – as an ‘insider’ in a small-scale 
society – in the field (Hastrup 1987). It was a mistake, says Anthony Jackson (1987: 8), 
“to think that the distant “savage” had more to give to anthropologists than one’s local 
‘compatriot’: they simply have different types of information to impart.” In my analysis of 
the contemporary father in the family and society, I aspire to address processes of unfairness 
in relation to society’s presentation of men as fathers in the Faroe Islands. With the help 
of the voices of the fathers from my study, I aim to unsettle usually taken-for-granted 
assumptions, as well as to make restricted knowledge about fathers’ everyday lives and 
fathering practices accessible (Madison 2011: 5). The father is an important part of the 
anthropology of reproduction. This study therefore, also aims to guide people who have 
been “challenging long-standing structures of oppression and striving towards reproductive 
freedom and justice” (Han and Tomori 2022: 15).  

This article is based on the ethnographic project ‘Faroese Fatherhood: Exploring 
everyday life, family life, and masculinity across two generations of men in contemporary 
Faroe Islands’ (2019-2022), at the University of the Faroe Islands. Together with my research 
assistants, I conducted 20 individual interviews (more interviews have been conducted in 
2022) with fathers of different age groups and from different regions in the Faroe Islands. 
In most cases, the interviews were held in the family homes of the fathers, but in a few cases 
the conversation took place in other settings. All fathers involved in the discussions were 
Faroese men in heterosexual relationships with active participation in the labour market. 
Most fathers were from the capital Tórshavn or regional towns in the northern and eastern 
parts of the Faroe Islands. The participants have pseudonyms in this article and information 
about their families, homes, working places, and biographies is presented without details 
that could uncover their real identities. Conducted in 2019 and 2020, the interviews were 
voice-recorded and lasted between 60 and 150 minutes. In addition to semi-structured 
individual interviews, the project includes a national online survey, essays from students, 
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observations, and media-extracted material. 
Doing ethnography ‘at home,’ in the Faroes, is tricky in the sense that it is difficult to keep 

a ‘professional’ distance from the research participants – relatives, friends, friends of friends, 
colleagues, or others belonging to the same small community as the anthropologist – in the 
field. But fortunately, it represents a journey bypassing most of the 80 different hazards (e.g., 
coup d´état, malaria, depression) enlisted in the American Anthropological Association’s 
Surviving Fieldwork report (Howell 1990, cited in Nimb and Rubow 2018: 111). Why go 
through purgatory if you can enjoy ethnographic ventures in a laid-back homely location? 
But obviously, it could be suggested that there are other challenges facing the ethnographer 
at home, one of the most evident being the way extensive local knowledge ‘blindfolds’ the 
researchers, blocking their eyes for new perspectives on well-known phenomena (Hastrup 
1987: 104). However, doing ethnography at home in a small-scale community has in many 
cases been an enterprise with the aim of creating counter-narratives to dominant images 
of the northern periphery as backward and ‘traditional.’ Doing ethnographic research at 
home is also a way of critically reassessing earlier authoritarian ethnographies by visiting 
scholars. In the North Atlantic and Arctic communities, the ‘native’ researcher from the 
local community is also a person with the capacity to adjust and revise myths and stereotypes 
about their community rooted in colonial history and the primitive/modern dichotomies of 
evolutionist theories (Gaini 2021). 

The context 
The Faroe Islands (also spelled Faeroe Islands) or the Faroes, is an island country in the North 
Atlantic Ocean, halfway between Norway and Iceland. It is a self-governing (constituent) 
country of the Kingdom of Denmark – yet not a member of the EU. The Faroes, with a 
population of 53,000 inhabitants, is a group of 18 islands (of which one is uninhabited) with 
an area of 1,400 square kilometres in total. The Faroese are of Nordic origin, descendants 
of Viking settlers arriving to the archipelago in the eighth or early nineth century (settlers 
from Great Britain and Ireland had been in the country a few centuries earlier), and speak 
Faroese, a Nordic language. The economy is heavily dependent on export of fishing and 
fish farming products to the world market. More than 95 per cent of the population is 
Christian, of which more than 80 per cent are members of the (National) Lutheran Church 
of the Faroe Islands (including the Inner Mission), but there are also many active free church 
congregations, the largest and most powerful being the Open (Plymouth) Brethren. There 
are more than 140 churches and congregation houses in total in the Faroes; according to 
recent surveys, this is the Nordic society with the largest percentage of people considering 
themselves to be religious and to have a religious identity (í Skorini et al. 2022). The Faroes 
have one of the highest fertility rates in Europe, 2.5 births per woman, and relatively high 
life expectancy for women (85 years) and men (81 years). Unemployment rates are very low 
(less than one per cent today) and the economy has been very strong for almost a decade now 
(until the COVID-19 pandemic). An advanced urbanised society inspired by the welfare 
systems of the neighbouring Nordic countries, the Faroese society is strongly connected to 
the globalising world through economic, political, and cultural collaboration and networks. 
As a small-scale island community with strong religious and local identities connected to 
large collaborative family networks, and with a large part of the population engaged in 
activities associated with Faroese rural lifestyles (sheep farming, small scale fishing, fowling, 
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whale hunting, etc.), the Faroes are often portrayed as an exotic and conservative ‘exception’ 
in the Nordic region. In this landscape, men and fathers have also commonly been defined 
in relation to the work of rural men at sea, in the valley, or in the mountains (Gaini 2011). 

Hithertofore, fathers in this society have commonly been associated with self-reliant 
characteristics; they are often illustrated as hardy men in no need of any special support 
in relation to their social and family life. Men’s associations, offering counselling and legal 
assistance to men of all ages, do not exist in the Faroes. Research and (academic) instruction 
on gender has predominantly focused on Faroese women and the Women’s Rights Movement 
(e.g., Rafnsdóttir 2010; Jacobsen et al. 2011; Knudsen 2016). For some years now, the 
Faroese Gender Equality Board (an outcome of the Gender Equality Act 1994) has tried to 
develop a focus on men and fathers in some of their projects, most noticeably in the political 
debate about parental (paternal) leave reform. Slowly but steadily, the Faroes is moving 
in the direction of the neighbouring countries in the Nordic region, but contemporary 
family life and parental roles continue to be presented in media debate as a ‘remnant’ of 
the past (Hayfield et al. 2016; Hayfield 2020; Gaini 2011). “Gender equality cannot be 
achieved without men and boys,” Faroese Prime Minister Axel Johannessen emphasised in a 
conference speech in 2019, which resonates a careful turn in the gender equality discourse 
in the Faroes. “Sometimes we forget how much it means to have a father who refuses to 
accept that his daughter should not have the same opportunities as a boy,” Mr. Johannessen 
added in defence of the Faroese fathers who discreetly contribute to gender equality through 
their fathering practices. My own ethnographic research on contemporary fatherhood 
and masculinities in the Faroes has also made the public aware of the men missing in the 
mainstream gender equality debate (e.g., Gaini 2010, 2011, 2016; Lopez et al. 2018).

Since the 60s and 70s, growing urbanisation and administrative centralisation, cycles of 
international out- and return-migration, new opportunities and motivations for (secondary 
and tertiary) education, the introduction of modern (electronic) media, the downfall of 
small-scale traditional fishing, and other intersecting structural processes, have promoted 
new lifestyles and the recognition and empowerment of a range of groups symbolising 
new gender and family identities (Rozanova-Smith et al. 2021). In the post-war era, young 
Faroese women in large numbers moved out of their small village communities in quest of 
a future with formal education, professional career, and a more ‘modern’ social life. Many 
men and women belonging to sexual minorities also left their native islands for good, as a 
reaction to the extensive stigma and homophobic prejudices targeting them, which made 
it practically impossible to live – openly – as non-heterosexual in the Faroes until the 90s 
(Joensen-Næs 2015). The strong position of Christian faith and conservative moral values 
in relation to family and gender issues reinforced intolerant attitudes towards, and parochial 
suppression of people not fitting the dominant heteronormative family model. Generally 
(in gross statistical sense), men have higher incomes, higher representation and position 
in boards and committees, and higher representation in local and national councils and 
governments (Rafnsdóttir 2010). Research has shown that many Faroese women (the 
majority) are in part time jobs, hence earning less in average than men do (Hayfield et al. 
2016; Nielsen et al. 2020; Knudsen 2009). 
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Searching for the ‘new man’ 
The ‘new man’ has not really gained a foothold in the local understanding of men’s everyday 
lives and fathering practices in the Faroes; this, even though the general characteristics 
associated with the ‘new man’ have an impact on the values defining the conversations on 
health and gender equality policy today. In the Faroes, which is commonly presented as an 
island community with relatively conservative family values (Gaini 2013), public interest in 
fathers and fatherhood issues seems to be very limited. The father is normally absent from 
public conversation about family, culture, and society (Gaini 2020), with the recent heated 
and crucial political discussions on paternal leave and gender equality in the labour market 
being an exception (e.g., Hayfield 2020). “There are few things like a father, nothing like a 
mother,” an old Faroese proverb says, indicating that it is easier to substitute or do without a 
father than a mother. Historically, the dominant representation of Faroese manhood was an 
image of a man at work, first and foremost physically demanding and hazardous endeavours 
in untamed nature. Songs and legends were dedicated to the heroic working man, but hardly 
any word was uttered about the man in the context of the family. The Man was in focus 
while the father was absent, or rather, the man and the father covered one and the same 
identity. To be an adult man was to be a father, as is clearly testified in the narratives of the 
fathers involved in this study.

The representation of a ‘new man’ and ‘new father’ championing inclusive and 
caring fatherhood styles, and practicing ‘gender equalitarian fathering’, as a contrast to his 
‘patriarchal predecessor’, has been in focus in a range of international studies on fatherhood 
and masculinity drawing on rudimentary ‘not new man’/‘new man’ oppositions (Edley 
and Wetherell 1999: 181-182). In my point of view, this timely discourse has raised many 
important questions inspiring analysis of tensions between different groups of men, but 
regrettably, it has neither paid enough attention to men’s own narratives and experiences, nor 
demonstrated rigorous understanding of cultural variation and transformation concerning 
family values. 

Gender equality is a characteristic of what has been coined the ‘new Nordic manliness’ 
of the middle-class (Gottzén and Jonsson 2012). The topic of paid parental leave policies 
and practices, with focus on ‘daddy’s quota’ (the father’s exclusive portion of the parental 
leave) schemes in the different countries, has been at the centre of the academic debate. 
In the conclusions of the volume Fatherhood in the Nordic Welfare States, edited by Guðný 
Björk Eydal and Tine Rostgaard, the editors point out that:

While the overall results confirm that the goal of policies on gender equality, families and the 
labour market are the equal rights of both parents to earn and care, structural and cultural 
hindrances remain that need to be recognised and defined in order to eliminate these obstacles 
(2016: 398, my emphasis).

From the above point of view, fathers are still not doing enough. In a new report, State of 
Nordic Fathers, readers are also alerted that ‘progress is slow’ and that the goal, a Nordic 
world with fathers and mothers sharing childcare responsibilities equally, “is nowhere in 
sight” (Cederström 2019: 44). In pursuance of a better understanding of what it means 
to be yesterday’s, today’s, or tomorrow’s man, we need to carefully explore the cultural 
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narratives and family discourses in the local setting (Dudgeon and Inhorn 2003; Edley 
and Wetherell 1999). Many Nordic studies on fatherhood draw on national surveys, which 
rarely shed light on men’s peculiar ways of interacting with their children and involvement 
in their children lives at micro level (Marsiglio and Pleck 2005). Another limitation is the 
reports’ lack of information about fathers and families from rural and autonomous island 
communities (Greenland, the Faroe Islands, and the Åland Islands) in the Nordic region, 
places representing an alternative modern and democratic (caring) family man belonging to 
the twenty-first century society.

The Nordic studies are to a large extent drawing on research from the school of Critical 
Studies of Men and Masculinities (CSMM), rooted in progressive feminist-academic 
discourses on men and gender (especially among scholars in Northern Europe, Australia, and 
USA) emerging in the eighties (Hearn 2004). Since the end of the twentieth century, we have 
witnessed a massive growth in the academic literature on men and gender, with topics such as 
sexuality, health, and fatherhood being in focus (Johansson, 2011). The scholarly literature 
on fatherhood and fathering in social and interdisciplinary research has predominantly 
queried what has been considered precarious and problematic facets of men’s lifestyles and 
masculine values. Many of the central discussions engaging researchers from this milieu 
revolve around representations of the ‘good father’ (Edley 2017; Miller 2011) embodying 
‘democratic manhood’ (Kimmel 2006: 254) and practicing ‘responsible fathering’ (Doherty 
et al. 1998) resonating a ‘healthy masculinity’ (Johansson and Andreasson, 2017: 179). This 
has been reviewed in opposition to ‘irresponsible men’ (Fox 1999), ‘bad dads’ (Furstenberg 
1988), and other undesirable father figures. The ‘post-patriarchal family’ (Johansson and 
Andreasson 2017: 190), which is the natural home of the reflexive father resonating ‘intimate 
fatherhood’ (ibid.), has largely turned away from the father-as-breadwinner ideal in favour 
of a dual earner/dual carer regime. This is an interesting observation, defining present-day 
middle-class dads in the global North through the lens of an imagined patriarchal past; 
however, it does not shed light on the lives and social realities of different groups of fathers 
representing other cultural norms and family values in the twenty-first century (Gaini 2020). 

In the Nordic literature on fatherhood, most projects discuss one or several of these 
themes: (a) family policies of the modern welfare state; (b) the core values of individualism 
and gender equality in family and everyday life; and (c) the social and political organisation 
of the labour market (e.g., Brandt and Kvande 2003; Cederström 2019; Eydal and Rostgaard 
2016; Johansson and Andreasson 2017). Anthropological studies of masculinity and family 
have exposed the huge variety in fathering experiences around the globe (Dudgeon and 
Inhorn 2003; Guttman 1997). It is important to realise and take note of the plurality of 
fatherhoods and masculinities and the fact that endemic notions of fatherhood “are constantly 
created and transformed in everyday interactions” (Cornwall and Lindisfarne 1994: 10). 

‘Being there’
Contemporary Faroese fathers do want to be good fathers spending time with their children 
and taking part in the family’s everyday chores. The fathers participating in my project 
energetically emphasise their ‘new roles’ in the family in contrast to common images of their 
fathers’ and grandfathers’ parenting styles, but they do also connect their fathering practices 
to selected qualities associated with Faroese manhood of past generations (Gaini 2020). 
Jacob, a father of three children (and a fourth baby on its way) in his 30s, explains:
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The father role...yes, well...in the past there was one, and I think today there is another, right...
or you have got some additional things, right...I remember my grandmother always used to 
say, that when my grandfather was going out to stroll [the baby stroller] it was shame, you 
didn’t do such a thing those days, right? You didn’t hang diapers on the string, that was totally 
shameful. That was what grandmother did, and mothers did that. Now we go on [paternity] 
leave, we clean, and we wash, we do all those things that the mothers or the women do, right? 
And that is fine, it suits me fine, but still, I think there are some things…that we men, we 
should just not do it…and some things that women should not do either, because this is one 
thing and that is a boys’ thing…and I think it is fine, that some things are kept separated. 
Everything does not have to be just to be…Now we talk very much about everything having 
to be the equal…[Gender] equality is a bit inflated today, a bit hysterical, I think.

Jacob, like many other present-day Faroese fathers, genuinely wants to be closely involved 
in his children’s lives and to encompass an intimate fathering practice; he prefers however, 
doing fatherhood in his own way, without too much meddling from others. His performance 
of intimacy in relation to his family life does not necessarily indicate a symbolic revolt 
against more traditional forms of breadwinning masculinity. 

Faroese fathers might well be more visibly involved in child-related activities today, 
‘being there’ and valuing hands-on fathering with one-to-one relationships. However, they 
generally avoid any explicit self-identification as ‘new’ or ‘modern’ fathers destabilising 
Faroese manhood as mirrored in dominant cultural representations. In many cases, the 
fathers deliberately turn focus to parenthood, rather than talking about fatherhood per se, 
for the sake of stressing the symbiosis between the father’s and the mother’s parenting and 
social practices. To summarise, you could say that the fathers prefer talking about everyday 
autodidact fathering practices and family life instead of expounding abstract fatherhood 
and masculine ideals. According to many of the fathers, parenting is a dynamic ‘teamwork’ 
enterprise with intra-familial negotiation about many practicalities in relation to work, 
education, care, play, etc. They want to talk about the ‘secret life of the fathers,’ what they 
really do at home, among the closest family members, rather than debating dominant and 
somehow mythic-exotic images of Faroese men and manhood stemming from media and 
popular culture. The fathers from the Faroese study do not express any strong nostalgia 
when they talk about the transformation of the Faroese family and of the father’s position in 
society since the late twentieth century. Leo, a 37-year-old father of two from a village, says:

I think what is really frustrating is that you as a man have so many roles. The role is so wide-
ranging. Because you have to be both this ultra-macho man for your sons and all that, and 
be there for your spouse...at the same time as you ought to be the soft and caring and all 
that in the other end of the spectrum, and you have to do all these uninteresting everyday 
chores and wash the floors and wash the toilet and all that...at the same time as you should 
represent this macho father…or this perfect father. It can be quite a task to know where you 
are going and how to act all the time...I think this is quite frustrating and tiring, sometimes...
surely [...]. In a way things were simpler in the past. But on the other hand, I think the 
children are richer today, because they have much closer relation [‘nærvera’] to the father and 
the fathers are much more involved in everything. So, I believe this is an advantage for the 
children. I think so.
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Here, Leo is narrating the negotiation and combination of different father-types – local and 
global, ‘new’ as well as less new – that Faroese fathers pragmatically engage in, as well as their 
pragmatic and strategic struggle to find identity solutions based on what looks like a set of 
ambivalent gender styles and norms. In her book Do Men Mother? (2018), Andrea Doucet 
examines fathers’ navigation through the ‘maternal worlds’ of the mothers. She suggests 
that “rather than comparing fathers to mothers, we require novel ways of listening to and 
theorising about fathers’ approaches to parenting” (2018: 222). This is indeed one of the 
ambitions of this article. What Faroese fathers want to communicate is not that they do 
more or less work than their wives and partners, or that they ‘do mother’ more than the 
mothers ‘do father.’ They detail how they (day by day) struggle, together with the mother, 
to cope and make ends meet. They do not invest much energy in instruction of ‘how things 
ought to be,’ because there is no clear answer to this question. Most of the fathers offer 
very detailed narratives about small episodes in the story of their family, about their routine 
communication with and reflections on their children, but they express hesitancy when 
invited to share their personal perspectives on fatherhood at a more general level. “This is 
really funny, to sit here talking to you, it is just like being at the psychologist or something 
like that,” says Jacob suddenly in the middle of the interview, smiling cheerfully thereafter.

Jack-of-all-trades  
The detraditionalised ‘new man’ performing inclusive ‘gender-equalitarian fathering’ (e.g., 
Edley and Wetherell 1999: 181–182), echoing dominant ‘Euro-American models of 
masculinity’ (Powis 2020: 203), is amalgamated with the local fatherhood norms in the 
everyday lives of contemporary Faroese men. “I did not think about it at all,” says Julias, a 
father of three children aged 3-10, who worked as an officer at the sea for many years, when 
he is asked to share his personal thoughts on ‘life as father’ before his first child was born. The 
couple was young and had not planned the coming of their baby. “It was not really before 
half a year after [the baby was born] that I registered that I had become a father,” Julias 
explains, “but when the baby came to this world, that was a very powerful experience!” Julias 
is very eager to tell his story, to openly share his thoughts on his life as a father, and it is quite 
clear that he is very happy to be a father, even if his family life has forced him to change his 
working-life – to be less at the sea, and to earn less money. He recalls his young adulthood 
and the worries running through his mind when he for the first time was becoming a father: 
“to have a place to live and to earn money [for the family].” He reveals that he was all the 
time thinking about his ‘ability to support’ the family. He went from working almost 300 
days a year at the sea to being half of the time at home. Now he works on land. He does not 
miss the life on board the modern vessel, which can be quite a lonesome trade for the officer, 
but, says Julias firmly, “what I miss, is the money.” 

While Julias has a lot of reflections, ideas, and curious experiences that he wants to talk 
about, he also admits that there is no good advice for the emergent father to pick up from the 
family: “In my family, you don’t talk about such things.” It is taboo, he claims, to talk about 
‘problems’ in relation to fathering practices in the Faroes. Asked about the possible need to 
provide birth-preparation courses to first-time fathers as a strategy for better preparation for 
the role as father, Julias reacts with a puzzled look. He believes that young men might need 
it, but at the same time he does not really suspect that they will take the offer. “If someone 
had told me at that time [before becoming a father first time], I would not have listened 
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anyway,” he says, because “when you are young, then you know best yourself.” In other 
words, you will not confess that you need any guidance. Half-jokingly, Julias says about 
himself and his wife that they are ‘curling parents,’ hinting at their round the clock rush to 
take the three kids to sports training, music lessons, birthday parties, school meetings, etc. 

Contemporary fatherhood is an ‘intimate relationship,’ says Esther Dermott (2008), 
and this represents a conceptualisation, which seems to fit very well to the material from 
the Faroese study on fatherhood. She concludes that “because caring activities flow from 
an emotional connection rather than themselves constituting the fathering role, the 
practicalities of ‘intimate fatherhood’ are fluid and open to negotiation” (Dermott 2008: 
143). According to her study from England, the idea of intimacy can help us analyse 
the relation between ‘culture’ and ‘conduct,’ or, in the Faroese context, between cultural 
representations of fatherhood and fathering in practice. It is also important to differentiate 
between fatherhood and fathering, fathering usually being defined as “a set of everyday 
practices performed by men in relation to their children” while fatherhood, in brief, refers 
to “a society’s collective understanding of what it means to be a man” (Edley 2017: 99-100). 
More precisely, fathering concerns the personal individual experience of men ‘as they engage 
in fathering practices’ (Miller 2011: 6). The media caricatures of fathers as hypermasculine 
fishermen, images of hardy fathers not adhering to the ‘post-patriarchal’ family norms of the 
‘new man’ (Johansson and Andreasson 2017), obscure the real masculinity of the majority – 
the ‘silent majority’ (Inhorn 2012) – of Faroese fathers today. 

Julias avoids describing and defining the ‘good father’ categorically in our talk, because 
he finds it difficult to create a general image fitting all families. He says that it is easier to 
talk about ‘good parents,’ because couples make their own creative arrangements defining 
the responsibilities and privileges of the father and the mother. Talking about the qualities 
of a good father, another participant in the study ponders:

There are very many roles, I think, that you put in a pot, right? But I do not know…well, 
Jesus, this is really funny, this thing, now I really have to think myself, I am not conscious 
about these things myself…it just…it just happens automatically.

The father’s lightness and friskiness echo a state of ontological security in a shifting landscape 
of fatherhood and parenthood, yet also a spontaneity and passion for what is to come. 
Reflecting on Julias’ story and examining it in relation to my own fathering experience, as 
well as in relation to the narratives of other fathers from the Faroese study, I find it quite 
challenging to draw upon the sociological literature on fatherhood in the quest of defining 
their fathering styles and gender identities. The Faroese fathers seem to be embedding 
an obscurity and ambiguity in their narration: they generously share rich and exciting 
information about their lives as fathers at the same time as they are holding back when 
the assured ethnographer awaits the father’s endorsement of his conclusions. The father 
weaves the information about fathering and fatherhood into a story about a life, a family, 
and a culture. The fathers prefer keeping a low profile and to be inspected as a part of a 
family, not as fathers per se. I suspect the Faroese fathers want to identify with a jack-of-
all-trades, fathering being one of the trades. You could, maybe even use the term ‘father-of-
all-trades’ focusing on his apparent ambition to master different (local and global, new and 
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less new) fathering styles at the same time. Most of the fathers disapprove the ‘masculinity 
crisis’ scenario and the need for a “narrow vision of the family perpetrated by […] moral 
entrepreneurs” (Coltrane 2001, cited in Doucet 2018). One of the fathers told us that 
he hated talking “about modern fathers”, which he considered to be a chimerical concept 
about complex and contradictory realities. What worries the fathers, much more than any 
potential change in the power balance between the mother and the father, is the growing 
societal pressure on families leading to a more ‘regulated’ and less ‘autonomous’ life for the 
children and the parents. Their fathering emancipation is, so to speak, shielded and bolstered 
by resilient family values and norms of a ‘family-oriented’ island community (Enderstein 
and Boonzaier 2015). Their renegotiation of masculinities and fatherhoods is grounded in 
the local cultural and gender norms (Powis 2020). 

‘Everything, except the laundry’
What the fathers seem to agree on is that fatherhood in not something that fathers spend 
much time chatting about, at least not man to man. Most of the participants in my study 
openly admit that they hardly ever talk about ‘being a father’ and fathering with their friends 
and relatives. Curiously, only their partners had queried about these issues before. “Well, 
I still have not been sitting at a birthday party or anything, where the men gathered in a 
clump to talk about when they became fathers,” says Danie, a father of two children in his 
late 30s, satirically when he compares the men’s behaviour with the ‘maternal world’ of the 
mothers. While Daniel, who lives in the capital of the Faroes, indeed fits the image of the 
inclusive and caring father, he dislikes the idea of being part of this confined category. “Well, 
the father role [fatherhood] is not being defined because you sit down and decide to define 
the father role,” he explains. The point is, according to Daniel, that the father is “not told 
what the father role is” today, and thus, he concludes, the father role “is to a higher extent 
defined on basis of how the relationship [father-mother] is.” Chris, a father of three from 
Tórshavn, explains that he “does not talk much about how to raise his children with others, 
friends or colleagues.” He claims that he does not really want to. All this makes it difficult 
for the ethnographer in the field to scrutinise the Faroese father based on the father’s own 
narratives. He has a lot to tell, but how can the information help us understand what it 
means to be a Faroese father today? The adult father is a man, and the Faroese man is, as 
mentioned earlier, absent from the arena of discussion on gender and parenthood. 

The father-of-all-trades reinterprets and remodels dominant images of parenting 
practices through his flexible and unpretentious style of fathering. It is important to 
recognise, as Andrea Doucet does in the preface of her book, “the complexity and diversity 
of mothering and fathering as relational identities and practices – sometimes distinct and 
sometimes overlapping – depending on the contexts within which they unfold, and the 
approaches used by those who study them” (2018: xv). While fathers, in some international 
studies, might give the impression that they do more – caring and involved fatherhood – 
than they are doing in real life, I strongly doubt that this is the case in the Faroese study. 
It might even be the other way around, as the fathers seem to have very limited interest in 
making a fuss over their work at home. They would never explicitly maintain that they do 
more caring work at home than the mothers do. 

Thomas, a married man in his 30s with four children under the age of ten, lives with 
his family in a town in the northern part of the Faroes. When asked about his experiences he 
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says, “I don’t know really…it is difficult to say what you think before”. He is searching for his 
feelings about ‘becoming a father’ before his partner became pregnant for the first time nine 
years ago. “Of course, you find yourself a partner and you want to have children,” he affirms 
unequivocally, but “you talk privately with your partner about when to get children…about 
names…about if it is a boy or a girl, etc.” Thomas, who works in a large IT company, says 
that he was flooded with euphoria when he became a father. He says that he was “extremely 
proud and happy to get a healthy child and that everything went well.” He also says that 
it was tougher to be a father than he had imagined. How does he describe a ‘good father?’ 
Thomas narrates: 

I think that you, of course, have to show love and compassion and presence to the children – 
and, yes, upbringing. To educate them in a reasonable style in all respects, and to be a good 
role model, not only in words, but also in deeds. And yes, just be there and try as well as 
possible to get them through life. And to give them appropriate challenges and to support 
them and not too much of that thing of wrapping them in cotton wool. 

Thomas, who has fully used his paternal leave quota, says that most contemporary fathers 
spend a lot of time with their small children. They feed the babies, change their diapers, play 
with them, he adds. “I don’t know if my father has changed diapers or such things,” he says 
laughingly. How did he prepare to become a father? “No, no. You just throw yourself into 
it,” he says, even though he had been to a ‘preparing for the birth’ seminar together with 
his wife. “That was not about the father’s role or anything like that,” he stresses, “and it was 
only once.” Thomas says that he and his wife did not talk much about the role of the father 
and of the mother before they became parents. Now, “we manage to take care of most issues 
on our own, but, of course, you always ask your parents if you are unsure about anything,” 
argues Thomas.  He takes part in all activities and chores at home. “I actually do anything 
except washing clothes. I don’t do that, but I can wash the floor and hoover and wash the 
toilet and clean and all that.”

When Thomas says that the new father cannot be fully prepared for the expected 
baby – “you just throw yourself into it” – he suggests that it represents a deep shift in life, 
a ‘miracle’ of some kind, or, from a cultural anthropological perspective, a rite de passage, 
that moulds the father, doing whatever he needs to do as a father. While this might sound 
quite naïve and romantic, even irresponsible, it should not be misinterpreted as a statement 
of primitive nonchalance, because the Faroese father will usually have many people around 
him – his partner, relatives, in-laws, co-villagers, friends – who have relevant experience and 
expertise, and who will make his ‘throw yourself into it’ idea less risky – and more collective. 
From another viewpoint, Thomas’ perspective also reflects an image of the mother as the 
‘coordinator,’ as the parents make themselves ready to welcome the baby. As many fathers 
reveal in the interviews, the mothers work hard to learn and get advice from friends and 
older (female) relatives – to be as ready as possible for the birth of the new family member. 

The father, as the jack-of-all-trades, seems to be in a position where he quite 
unrestrictedly can move between ‘being there’ and ‘being elsewhere,’ being at home and 
being at work, but, nevertheless, in a way demonstrating his efforts to support his family. 
The fathers talk about how strenuous it is to be parents in a modern family, and about how 
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little they knew about this before their first child was born, but, albeit without saying it 
directly, they also seem to trust that the mother will be at the centre of the family, at least 
as long as the children are small, while the father will be contributing on many different 
fronts. It is also important to emphasise that most of the fathers participating in the Faroese 
study do not represent marginalised masculinities or ethnic minorities. They represent 
heteronormative masculinities and dominant family values, and do not feel vulnerable and 
compromised in the interview situation. Unlike mothers, according to Tina Miller’s study 
from England, for the fathers “telling of any difficult experiences is less problematic and, 
sometimes, unexpected and difficult personal experiences are candidly voiced” (2011: 183). 
This is interesting, and most likely also valid in the Faroese context. 

‘It just happens’
Frank, a 35-year-old workman with a wife and two children under school age, says that he 
had a “dream of becoming a father” when he was a teenager, but that he did not have any 
elaborate goal concerning his family life. “It just comes naturally,” he holds. Frank believes 
it is important to have a good foundation – first housing and income – when starting a 
family life with children, but he does not worry much about other family issues. “We find 
out,” he says (more than once during our talk) reassuringly about his family project and its 
predicaments. He is self-confident and opposes ‘too much planning’ in life because it is – in 
his own words – ‘not natural.’ Things ‘change rapidly’ in life, he explains, and you need to 
be ready to adapt to new conditions. Frank says that a ‘good father’ should always be there 
for his family and for the children. “He should always take the lead if he or his family are 
facing problems. He should try to be a role model for his children.”

Pondering about his own childhood, Frank feels that children are less free to do what 
they want today. Reflecting on the difference between the Faroes and other countries (well-
known neighbouring countries above all), Frank talks about large cities where “it is not 
possible to just let the children play outdoors,” but also about age and parenthood. “We 
are maybe a bit younger when we start our lives,” he says, “while in Denmark they do 
more planning to reach a certain age before starting to get children.” This is an important 
difference, according to Frank. “You know many people here in the Faroes, who are parents 
from their 20s or early 20s,” he insists, adding that in the Faroes, in contrast to Denmark, 
“you can start a family life before you start with anything professional,” referring to modern 
young adults’ educational and career plans and strategies. Frank links this narrative to his 
perspective on ‘freedom’ in the Faroes. You can do both at the same time, he believes, be a 
father and study or work, without social stigma. 

Frank is also eager to talk about parental leave, which is an important topic for him 
as father. His employer tried to convince him to continue working, but Frank insisted on 
taking paternity leave for two weeks soon after the birth of his child. “I was once fired 
because I asked for permission to go on paternity leave,” he reveals. He talks a lot about 
the daily routines and collaboration with his wife concerning the children’s activities, 
upbringing, and education. Frank and his wife continuously discuss and negotiate all the 
family-related things that must be done, and there seems to be a large degree of flexibility 
in their arrangements. “It would maybe also have become quite boring or uninteresting if it 
were to be completely directed by a template,’ he says graciously, ‘so I also think it is fine to 
take it as it comes.”



FIROUZ GAINI  |     “YOU JUST THROW YOURSELF INTO IT”: ON FATHERHOOD AND FAMILY IN THE FAROE ISLANDS108

Frank’s narrative, speaking for a ‘take it as it comes’ formula in relation to different 
family arrangements, echoes the general attitudes of some of the other fathers in the Faroese 
study, who also defend a ‘laissez-faire’ position within a Faroese cultural context. Yet, this 
does not represent a promotion of accidental parenthood, because its outcome is stringently 
influenced by common family values and child rearing norms within the family (Gaini, 
2020). The negotiation between the father and the mother, as well as between the parents and 
their close relatives, is to a large degree based on tacit knowledge and cultural codes. Among 
these fathers, the father-mother relationship is immersed in the life of a larger family group 
supporting the young first-time parents without taking control of their everyday matters. 

Unveiling the father
The Faroese fathers from my study, without exception, talk about a transformation of the 
Faroese family when they compare their own childhood with their contemporary family life 
with partner and children, but they at the same time also identify a strong continuum in 
the fathers’ roles and identities consolidating narrated contrasts between the so-called ‘new 
man’ and the man that he pushed into the abyss of the authoritarian and patriarchal family 
structures of the past. Through review of the “micro-politics of men’s family lives,” we notice 
that the Faroese father, as a ‘modified breadwinner,’ is living with and negotiating different 
masculine styles of caring today (Miller 2011). Therefore, obviously, there is a gap between 
cultural representations of radical change in fathering styles and the individual men’s own 
narratives about small-scale change in their everyday fathering practices (Dermott 2008). 
In my study, as already stressed, as well as in an English study of fatherhood (Williams 
2008), none of the fathers refer to their fathering approach as being ‘new.’ The Faroese 
men are pragmatic jack-of-all-trades fathers performing a personal-style intimate and caring 
fatherhood, and in general they focus more on protecting the autonomy of the parents in the 
larger societal context than to sustain any idealised image of Faroese fatherhood. 

The way the fathers talk about the family’s freedom and wellbeing, as well as about 
how family life evolves according to a ‘it just comes naturally’ and ‘take it as it comes’ script, 
an implicit attempt of “equalising all aspects of parenting” resonates from their description 
(Dienhart 1998). The easy-going attitude of many fathers echoes a feeling of safety, autonomy, 
and togetherness in the local community, but also a nature-human symbiosis in the everyday 
life of Faroese men. In my study, I learnt that the Faroese fathers were masters in the art of 
presenting ambiguous and unconfined explanations to categorical queries. Most of them 
gave rather messy descriptions of the ‘messiness of the experiential’ (Ahmed 2010), thus a 
quite honest response to what they most likely considered to be unanswerable questions. 
Many fathers’ narratives about fatherhood seem to represent a ‘throwtogetherness’ (Massey 
2005) of affects, feelings, objects, and the past. Concerning the transition to parenthood, 
Faroese fathers demonstrate a strong paternal involvement and emotional engagement in the 
process, even if they indeed are “involved in their children’s lives in a variety of ways” (Habib 
2012: 104). Most of the contemporary fathers in the Faroes perform a ‘shared caregiver role’ 
(co-parenting), while their fathers and grandfathers, especially among men working at the 
sea, had a relatively peripheral role in the everyday parenting of small children (Gaini 2020). 

The Faroese jack-of-all trades fathers, belonging to a ‘family-oriented society’ (Gaini 
2013) with child-centred family arrangements, and with a culture giving the women a ‘natural’ 
primary caregiver position, have a certain ‘pick and choose’ privilege in their negotiation of 
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the father’s parental role in relation to the small children (Johansson and Klinth 2010, cited 
in Miller 2011: 44). This does not mean, nevertheless, that they necessarily escape the most 
tedious tasks in the everyday life of the family. The family arrangements depend very much 
on the labour market position of the parents. Among some of the men whom I interviewed, 
engagement in child-focused active care seemed to reflect a kind of compensation for the 
loss of the father’s strong breadwinner status. A non-European immigrant father married to 
a Faroese woman shared his view on ‘Faroese fathers’ in an interview. He explains:

I think fathers here are more involved in their child’s life in terms of changing clothes, making 
food, and playing a lot. I don't remember my father played with me a lot because he had 
to work all the time. But here in the Faroe, at least fathers are more involved and are more 
connected. They know how to communicate with children. Like I see many fathers here, they 
know how to do everything with a child. Like they know how to clean after they [defecate], 
they know how to give a shower. They know how to read the stories, watch TV, and play a 
lot, which is fascinating because we don’t have that back home.

From this perspective, the fathers do indeed mirror some of the qualities of the ‘new man,’ 
who is defined in opposition to ‘emotionally distant and authoritarian fatherhood’ (Dermott, 
2008: 23), but, as we have seen in this article, this is not the outcome of an embracement 
of Euro-American models of global masculinity, but much more a result of the Faroese 
family’s pragmatic and silent adaptation to a new era without gender melee and rejection of 
local fatherhoods. 

Another approach to the outlining of the Faroese father, is to look at rural fatherhoods. 
In a Norwegian study on rural masculinity and changing fathering practices, Berit Brandth 
says: ‘The trend towards blurred gender roles in childcare indicates that gender boundaries 
are now more fluid than before.’ But, she argues, the Norwegian rural fathers’ “involvement 
in childcare does not, however, seem to clash with dominant rural gender norms” (Brandth 
2016: 446). Her conclusion is that the fathers do not break with the dominant gender 
norms despite moving towards a ‘new fatherhood’ fitting the universal ‘new man’ ideals, but 
the problem, in my point of view, is that the image of the ‘dominant’ rural gender norms 
represents a simplified understanding of ‘traditional’ families, which reflects myths about the 
past (Coontz 1992). The lack of a ‘clash’ between normative regimes can be misinterpreted 
as the absence of change and progress in rural communities, hinting a conservative cultural 
resilience hindering the implementation of the modern democratic family to the place, but 
what young Faroese fathers, as well as many other rural fathers, struggle to achieve is to 
maintain their lifestyles and working identities at the same time as society expects them to 
be more “connected to the family process” today (Williams 2008: 499). 

Kaleidoscopic image of the father
Contemporary fathers embrace new styles of fathering. For instance, the almost obligatory 
ritual of cutting the bloody umbilical cord of the new-born baby (preferably also 
photographed as documentation of the father’s active presence at the childbirth) in front of 
the approving smiles of the midwives and the mother, entering what Doucet (2018) called 
the ‘maternal world,’ but also ‘masculinising the experience’ in his narratives (Herrera 2020: 
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263). He is willing to cross the line, to step into what used to be the mother’s domain, and 
to domesticate it, giving new meaning to the identity of the reflexive father-of-all-trades, 
but the father avoids talking loudly about this shift. He prefers doing the ‘new fatherhood’ 
in his silent and unpretentious way, without any brouhaha, and without too much focus on 
gendered behaviour, because in this way he will defend the family from too much unwanted 
external attention. One of the fathers told me that he does not favour ‘too much planning’ 
in his family life, indicating an almost spiritual belief in the force of (human) nature in the 
life of his family, echoing his peer’s stoic open-ended ‘you just throw yourself into it’ reaction 
to queries about the transition from being a young man (without children) to becoming a 
father; also such reasoning testifies a strong future optimism among (married and working) 
men belonging to large and tightly connected family networks. 

Properly educated people, says Thomas Hylland Eriksen, know “that simple answers to 
complex questions are rarely satisfactory” (2018: 53). No educated person, he adds, believes 
“that a single kind of theory and a single kind of scientific method is capable of generating 
all the answers one wants or needs” (ibid.). There is no simple answer to the question about 
the contemporary Faroese father. Attempts to unveil the father should be based on different 
imaginative perspectives. Listening to fathers telling their stories, but at the same time also 
reflecting on my positionality in relation to the fieldwork, has convinced me that the fathers’ 
narratives about fathering and fatherhood serve as knowledge largely absent from the Faroese 
debate on gender, parenthood, and cultural norms. A global kaleidoscopic mapping of the 
Faroese father is not an easy undertaking, and, as a father jokingly says, “it would probably 
be much easier to just film me in everyday life,” rather than having a conversation in the 
form of an interview. “Men are not one-dimensional. Their lives are full of contradictions” 
(Lorentzen 2011: 113), and Faroese fathers are no exception to this observation. 

The Faroese film Atlantic Rhapsody (52 pictures from Tórshavn) from 1989, represents a 
kaleidoscopic story structured as a series of vignettes in a relay race - a person or object out 
of a scene brings the audience to the next scene with new people, tensions, and intensities 
(Ottarsdóttir 1989). It is about a small town, the world’s smallest capital, its people, meetings, 
and places, and there are many men and fathers – fishing, drinking, cruising in their cars, 
doing police work, serving breakfast at home, visiting their mistresses, writing poems, etc. 
– in the small unforeseen scenes, which are like knots on a string. A knot is something “for 
things to be joined,” something “always in the midst of things,” says Ingold, and these things 
are lines with loose ends (Ingold 2013: 132). “What is life, indeed, if not a proliferation 
of loose ends!” (ibid.). The Faroese father is also at a crossroad where things happen, while 
other things happen elsewhere, and it is therefore not easy or desirable to isolate him in 
totalising descriptions of the identity of the father overlooking his affective relations with 
the material world, the ocean, the fish, the sheep, the mountains, the weather, but also with 
the culture and language of the islands. As we have observed, the father prefers expressing or 
doing fatherhood rather than talking about the father, but he is also, so to speak, ‘worlding,’ 
creating a world through engagement with several interrelated phenomena (Stewart 2012), 
his fatherhood as his way of being in the world. The father, circumnavigating academic 
efforts to curtail him to a father category separated from other humans and nonhumans, 
is a jack-of-all-trades (or father-of-all-trades) relying on affect, emotion, and reason in his 
everyday enterprises.
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ABSTRACT: The term ‘terroir’ is traditionally used in wine making; in this article, we perform an 
analytical intervention on the concept of ‘terroir,’ as a potentially useful category to think through 
issues of territoriality in the framework of environmental disaster from an anthropological 
perspective. Incorporating ethnographic fieldwork on the extreme drought that has been 
unfolding in Southwestern Angola since 2009, we explore the analytical potential of ‘drought 
terroirs’ to untap the complexities and scales of environmental disaster, and at the same time 
debate the problem of territoriality as an ethnographic problem. We argue that an ethnographic 
transposition of ‘terroir’ into ‘drought terroir’ can help us grasp further complexities and nuances 
of territoriality in terms of scale, agency, and temporality in the face of current debates on global 
climate change.
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Introduction: localising climate change
In these anthropocenic times, we are increasingly aware of the scales and networks of climate 
change and its effects. While it is presented as a global phenomenon, our anthropological 
insight has compelled us to focus on the local consequences of such global effects. This is 
a classic anthropological junction – ‘small places, large issues,’ as Thomas Hylland Eriksen 
famously put it (1995) – that has traditionally placed our discipline, as the expert on 
bounded socio-cultural spaces, at the forefront of the denunciation of globalising processes 
and their effects on the ‘local.’ 

However, in recent times things have become somewhat complicated. As early as in the 
1980s, Ulf Hannerz was discussing with his colleagues how we needed a new anthropological 
methodology that could grasp the complexity of the global-local ‘system’ beyond the classic 
nation-based approach (1987). Likewise, Arjun Appadurai (1996) discussed culture and flow 
within post-national settings, while scholars such Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson (1997) 
deconstructed notions of cultural boundedness. These early and popular identifications 
(of this requirement) within our discipline itself, paved the way for multi-sited and multi-
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layered ethnographic approaches, which culminated in ground-breaking studies of socio-
spatial, cross-scale entanglements in the age of global capitalism (famously Tsing 2015).

On the other hand, when it comes to environmental issues, we can argue that, at 
least in mainstream discourse, the global process vs. local consequence approach still enjoys 
a strong epistemological, political, and economic currency. Here, certain processes and 
consequences – from the ozone hole, greenhouse effects, and El Niño to the Arctic and 
the Amazonian rainforest ‘regions’ – have become emblems in the ‘localisation’ of climate 
change processes. This territorialisation and localisation reveal a certain directionality or 
scaling in the configuration of the ‘spatiality of environment’ that relies simultaneously on 
the logic of boundedness and subjection to overarching globalising processes.

In this article, we argue that the global vs. local perspective can be as productive as 
it can be obscuring of certain socio-environmental processes, namely in what concerns 
the temporality, scope, and agency of both structure and infrastructure in the making of 
environmental disaster(s). While it is useful to draw attention to the local consequences of 
supralocal processes (e.g., El Niño or La Niña), it does not fully account for the complexity 
of agencies and scales involved in environmental disasters, as it perpetuates the idea of an 
overarching, depersonalised global process and frames the local as the ‘victim slot’ (see Hughes 
2013), the recipient of disaster, the subject of vulnerability (Afifi and Jäger 2010). From this 
perspective, it feeds into a spatialised understanding of climate change as a globalised ‘top-
down’ process with an identified directionality when it comes to scale and agency, and with 
a necessary end-result of the local as recipient and simultaneously the victim (Kirsch 2001; 
Oliver-Smith 2008).

It is precisely this spatialising form that we intend to challenge in this article: while we do 
not ignore the importance of the local in the study of climate change effects, we propose 
to simplify our approach to it, focusing on agency and temporal convergence. In our 

Figure 1. Representation of the spatiality, directionality, and scale of climate change
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recent research conducted in 2020-21 on extreme drought in Southwestern Angola,1 we 
have realised that the general explanatory narratives for the drought conveyed by the local 
government and mainstream media are restricted to lack of rainfall due to the El Niño 
cycle; however, beyond these narratives, there are other distinct local processes, agencies, 
and formations that produced very different kinds of drought. This was pointed out to 
us during our research several times, for instance by our colleague Francisco Osvaldo – a 
climate specialist from the Angolan Institute of Meteorology (INAMET) – who pointed to 
the distinction between meteorological drought (as a result of lack of rainfall), hydrological 
drought (stemming from the overuse of aquatic resources), and socio-economic drought 
(produced by human, economic, and industrial activities).

This goaded us into focusing on the specific processes that produce very diverse 
manifestations of drought within the wider spectrum of ‘drought in Southwestern Angola,’ 
which are ultimately the result of processes of ‘convergence’ (the conjunctural coincidence 
of socio-natural, socio-economic, and socio-political factors in a given spatiality) and 
‘divergence’ (the friction and conflictuality produced by that same coincidence). Below we 
will explain, discuss, and problematise these processes of convergence and divergence as 
a form of ‘terroir’ – i.e., as an aggregation of processes and agencies into a given ‘place’ – 
which we play against the more traditional anthropological understandings of territoriality 
and locality. Before we describe such cases, we will first perform a conceptual unpacking of 
terroir, and its relevance for anthropological debates on territoriality.

Terroir and its anthropological potential
‘Terroir’ is a concept commonly used in enology to describe the specific topographical and 
climatological conditions under which a specific wine is produced, enabling its uniqueness 
or particularity and subsequent marketisation. Or, as described by Pablo Alonso González 
and Eva Parga Dans, a notion that involves ‘the taste of wine and its organoleptic properties, 
and ultimately the territorial, political, and economic model upon which the wine world is 
based’ (Alonso and Dans 2018: 186). From this perspective, by highlighting locality in the 
production of value, the concept of terroir necessarily embodies a political economy that 
markets ‘place’ into a global audience (see also e.g., Demossier 2011; Hermansen 2012). 

Specifically, terroir theory is grounded on four main factors for the formation of specific 
processes that form the idea of ‘uniqueness’: climate, terrain, soil, and tradition (see Figure 
10 below). Agricultural scientist John Gladstones framed it in terms of the ‘whole natural 
environment’ and ‘unique geography’ (2011: 2), i.e., a combination of climate, topography, 
geology, and soil, which imparted a specific ‘property’ to grapes and vines.2 At the same 
time, beyond the ‘natural’ factor, he also acknowledged the role of human ‘modification’ 
and ‘treatment’ of the natural environment as a factor in the production of the uniqueness 

1 For the last 10 years, approximately, the provinces of Namibe, Huíla, and Cunene in Southwestern Angola have 
experienced a drought cycle that has had dramatic effects, to the extent of provoking a largescale humanitarian 
disaster that killed hundreds of thousands of livestock and put 1.3 million people in a situation of acute food 
insecurity (Blanes et al., 2022). In 2020 we began an urgent research project funded by FORMAS that assessed 
the impacts of the drought and the social and political mobilisations in response. We visited and talked to 
several communities in these provinces, and interviewed stakeholders, namely local administrators, community 
activists, and NGOs (Blanes et al., 2022).
2  As rightly pointed out by one of the anonymous reviewers, while often presented as ‘natural’ in this framework, 
the soil component is inherently socio-natural, and more often than not a product of technique. 
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(2011: 2-3) – what is usually called ‘tradition’ in the wine industry. What stems from these 
formulations of terroir is an idea of convergence in territory that is inherently ‘positive’, in 
the sense that it highlights a ‘productive’ quality in terroir, which then becomes the subject 
of discursive and symbolic production.

Other than being a staple of the wine industry, ‘terroir’ was also the organising 
concept of a corpus of studies conducted in West Africa mainly by French geographers and 
agronomists, which rejected both environmental determinism and the conditioning based 
on assumptions about ethnic identities, and instead directed its focus to the various strategies 
deployed by African societies, their knowhow and their modes of relationship with land, soil, 
and topography (Suremain 2019).3 Later, the terroir approach became a rural policy (terroir 
villageois), based on targeted initiatives for improving the livelihoods of agriculturists and 
pastoralists, grounded into ideas of ‘territorial specificity’ and ‘locality.’ Such development 
initiatives highlighted terroir as a ‘socio-spatial construction’ (Bassett, Blanc-Pamard and 
Boutrais 2017: 108) that articulates environmental conditions, subsistence and livelihood, 
governmental rule, and neoliberal formation. 

Loosely inspired by these precedents, in this article we propose a conceptual adaptation 
of the concept of terroir, as a ‘space of socio-natural convergence,’ into climate change 
debates to talk about the specific conditions under which drought situations emerge beyond 
the general climatological context. This implies joint consideration of climate conditions, 
human-related factors, and their incorporated historicities, to explain drought. By human 
factors, we think specifically of forms of governmentality (or lack thereof ) whereby situations 
of scarcity emerge (Hellberg 2018), as well as the connections of people, place, and economic 
venture (Sjölander-Lindqvist et al., 2019). And by historicity we mean a more overarching 
consideration of the short- and long-term climatological processes (cyclicities of rainfall and 
drought) as well as interventions and uses of the land – from traditional subsistence practices 
(small-scale agriculture, transhumant herding) to infrastructural designs (roads, canals, 
dams) and largescale farming or mining projects, for instance. We can already see here a 
fundamental distinction between ‘terroir’ and ‘drought terroir’: while the ideology of terroir 
relies on some degree of temporal depth, teleology, collective mobilisation, and stabilisation 
in the manufacture of unique products, the idea of drought terroirs points more towards a 
conjunctural and often unstructured convergence of agencies and factors stemming from 
natural and social processes and relations, with varying rhythms and directionalities.

With the necessary adaptation (or translation) to contexts of drought (or environmental 
disaster at large) the ‘terroir approach’ can offer a diverse understanding of territoriality that 
can transcend the usual binaries that a more classical anthropological approach to climate 
change enables through its boundary making: global vs. local, internal vs. external, etc. It 
also allows for the identification of different forms of agency and temporality involved in 
processes of territorialisation, as we will argue.

As mentioned above, our identification of ‘drought terroirs’ derives from the empirical 
confrontation with a wide diversity of drought situations in the vast region of Southern 
Angola, explained by different processes and actors, but all resulting in the same kind of 

3 From a geographical and biological perspective, terroir can be understood as in proximity to the concepts of 
‘endemism’ or ‘endemic zone,’ in terms of the identification of bounded native singularities in what comes to 
landscape elements or species. However, terroir exceeds the biological and geographical by introducing a human 
factor. 



KRITISK ETNOGRAFI – SWEDISH JOURNAL OF ANTHROPOLOGY 119

humanitarian and environmental disasters. Instead of being uniformly distributed, the 
effects of climate events – in this specific case, water scarcity – manifest, and are experienced 
by the communities in diversified ways, depending on various factors such as the existing 
infrastructure, political administration, the use of the soil, the access to resources, etc. Thus, 
‘drought terroir’ as a methodological tool emerges inductively out of the observation of 
specific local processes and formations that produce different kinds of drought experiences. 
Here, a central aspect is what we could call, reinterpreting Don Handelman’s concept 
(2005), ‘micro-historicity,’ or the concrete confluences that produce a present convergence, 
which thus becomes necessarily an ephemeral assemblage of factors.4 

Yet, this ethnographic attention to specific, localised ways in which the drought is 
experienced does not preclude us from being attentive to the regional, national, and global 
scales of analysis. In fact, very much like the terroir approach designed by the French 
agronomists, our proposal here is to be taken as part and parcel of a larger cartographic 
aspiration (Bassett, Blanc-Pamard, and Boutrais 2017: 109) that ultimately aims at outlining 
the regional contours of a drought that manifests itself differently from one place to the next, 
and lends itself to diverse readings according to the person who is describing it. The ‘drought 
terroir’ as methodology is, therefore, an invitation to focus on locality by acknowledging 
the different (temporal, agentive) convergences and conjunctures that frame it, however 
ephemerally, as a ‘problem.’

From this perspective, drought terroir is also conciliable with the idea of the 
Anthropocene, and ‘the global and longue durée scales’ it calls for (Mathews 2020: 68). 
We have observed a proliferation of reflections on the methodological implications that the 
Anthropocene brings along for anthropology. The challenges of ethnographically chronicling 
the undoing of the nature/culture divide on the one hand and global phenomena with 
different local imprints on the other, are plentiful (Mathews 2020; Tsing, Mathews and 
Bubandt 2019). Some authors have used ontologies as methodological approach to their 
studies on climate change (see e.g., Whitaker 2020; Rosengren 2018); in the same instance, 
others have questioned the role of anthropology within the geopolitical unfolding of climate 
change, and its capacity to account for the (perceived and/or real) destabilisation that the 
change is effecting unto social life (Crate and Nutall 2009; Barnes and Dove 2015).

In any case, what we may call the methodological predicament of scales is far from being 
new to anthropology. Long before the concept of the Anthropocene entered the lexicon of 
the discipline, a different sense of growing global connectedness and flow had shaken its 
foundations and changed its ‘research imaginary’ (Appadurai 1996; Marcus 1999) for good. 
We refer here to the debates on the cultural consequences of globalisation (or the world-
system, apud Wallerstein, Frank, Amin and others) and the fate of ethnography. Working 
upon the fact that ‘a conversation between cultures goes on,’ as put by Ulf Hannerz  (1987: 
555), anthropologists had to leave behind old assumptions of an ‘isomorphism between place 
and culture’ (Inda and Rosaldo 2002: 11) and change altogether their conceptualisation of 
the latter, at the same time that they would need to come up with new methodological 
strategies to account for this. 

Authors engaged in these debates came to describe culture as somehow disconnected 
from a specific, bounded location, i.e., deterritorialised on the one hand; and reinserted in 

4 We would like to thank Richard Georgi for suggesting this formulation. See also Nel (2017) for a discussion 
on territorial assemblage.
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new time-space contexts, or (re)territorialised (Inda and Rosaldo 2002: 11) on the other 
hand. The term de/territorialisation coined by Inda and Rosaldo, captures effectively this 
double epistemological movement of ‘lifting of cultural subjects and objects from fixed 
spatial locations and their relocalization in new cultural settings’ (ibid.).5 On the other hand, 
it perpetuates the idea of binarisation of the experience of territoriality, which does not fully 
encapsulate the ‘socio-natural agencies’ we are trying to convey here.

Thus, expanding on the notion from Inda and Rosaldo, we could describe our concept 
of ‘drought terroirs’ as accounting for a terroirisation (instead of a territorialisation) of 
climate change. From them we learn that no global dynamic is ever apprehensible outside 
of the concrete processes by which it becomes territorialised. But at the same time, and 
in counterpoint with the mainstream understanding, this territorialisation emerges not so 
much from a logic of localisation or delimitation, but rather one of temporal convergence of 
environmental, economic, political, and sociocultural factors, or perhaps even conjunctures 
(Sahlins 1981), which may or may not coincide with more classic geographic systematisations. 
This convergence thus highlights the temporality (ranging from ephemeral to ‘eternalised’) 
of certain expressions of territorialisation.

Methodological solutions like multi-sited ethnography have also marked these debates. 
As noted by Candea, though, the proposal by George Marcus and further explorations 
of it, were always stronger in sketching an ontological horizon – a seamless world in 
which everything is in connection, in flux, in assemblage – than in establishing an actual 
methodology to study it. How to know about this world and, more concretely, how to 
identify the (multitude of ) sites in which ethnography would actually take place? It is in 
reaction to this zeitgeist that Candea advances his suggestion of ‘bounded fieldwork’ in 
‘arbitrary locations’ (Candea 2007) – actually existing instances, in which arbitrariness 
results from the fact that they do not bear a necessary relation to the wider object of study. 
As he describes, ‘as a heuristic device, the arbitrary location is perhaps best understood as 
the symmetrical inversion of the ‘ideal type.’ If the ideal type is meaning which cuts through 
space, the arbitrary location is space which cuts through meaning’ (Candea 2007: 180).

Tsing et al. (2019) recognise these anthropological studies of globalisation as a source 
of inspiration for more recent reflections on the Anthropocene. In that line, cursorily 
recalling these debates, particularly in their methodological unfolding, paves the way to 
arguing how the notion of ‘drought terroirs’ is useful for an ‘anthropological awareness 
of the Anthropocene’ (Moore 2016: 28), one in which we acknowledge multiple, more 
than human agencies – from the farmers’ tractor capabilities to the salinity of the soil, 
the taste of the capim (grass), the size and status of the Ngombe or Barotse ox, or the 
inclination of the Oncocua mountain – across different forms of hierarchy and intersection 
(Vaughn et al. 2021). 

In conclusion, the ‘drought terroir’ approach is an explicitly localised point of departure 
for a reflection that stands in the continuation of recent anthropological research on climate 
change, which critically takes on the connections between local and global experiences 
and perspectives, and provides ethnographic accounts of ‘uneven histories, discourses, and 
political economies’ (Moore 2016). This is precisely what we will attempt in the next section, 
where we explore instances of ‘drought terroirs’ in Southern Angola.

5 Arjun Appadurai, in turn, claimed that ethnographers had always attended and contributed to ‘processes of 
localization’ rather than actually existing localities, except that they were unaware of it (1996).
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Drought Terroirs in Southern Angola
Beyond the urban sprawl of its capital 
Luanda and mid-sized cities such as 
Huambo, Benguela or Lubango, Angola 
remains very much a rural country, with a 
vast majority of population living directly 
off the land (see e.g., Heywood 1987; 
Neves 2010; Pacheco et al. 2013). About 
80 per cent of the agriculture produced in 
the country is for local livelihood. In this 
framework, along with the country’s central 
plateau, Southwestern Angola – in particular 
the provinces of Cunene, Huíla, and Namibe 
– is typically known as the country’s ‘cellar’: 
the main areas of agricultural production in 
the country, both in terms of largescale and 
subsistence production. It is also known as 

Angola’s ‘milk reservoir,’ due to the traditionally ideal conditions it harbours for pastoralist 
activity. This is due to the fertility of its soil, the diversity of its landscapes and the aquatic 
networks provided among other things by the Cunene and Caculuvar rivers. In this regard, 
although it is not necessarily famous for its wine production,6 Southwestern Angola has several 
different forms of agricultural terroirs populating its landscape, due to the specific produce 
it offers in the Angolan context – from strawberries in Humpata to massango (sorghum) 
in Oncocua or milk in Cahama. However, as explained above, in recent years this region 
has experienced a situation of extreme drought which has created a serious humanitarian 
disaster. In this context, beyond those agricultural terroirs, it also incorporates what we call 
‘drought terroirs’: spaces of convergence of socio-natural processes that temporally produce 
diversified heightened drought experiences. Let us look at two such cases.

Drought Terroir 1: Humpata
We take as first example a ‘counterintuitive situation’ we encountered in Humpata, a 
municipality situated a few kilometres southwest of the city of Lubango, the capital of 
the province of Huíla. We use the term counterintuitive because, unlike other areas of the 
province severely hit by low annual rainfall such as Gambos, Humpata has experienced 
less rainfall but has also remained a relatively humid municipality throughout the current 
drought cycle. This is explained by its mountainous and plateau topography and abundant 
water flow (both surface and underground) coming from the nearby Chela mountain ridge 
– a microclimate that also explains why both indigenous Ova-nyaneka communities and 
Boer and Portuguese settlers chose the area for their herding and agricultural endeavours 
throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Most of the hydraulic infrastructures 
we find in Humpata (the Neves dam and the open-air water canals stemming from it) are 
remnants of those early settlements. Today, the main road that intersects the municipality 

6 We should note, however, that we did come across recent, pioneering efforts to produce wine in the province 
of Namibe, specifically in the Bero region.  

Figure 2. Southern Angola and the provinces affected 
by drought. Source: OpenStreetMap.
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(connecting Lubango to the province of Namibe) is populated by largescale agro-industrial 
ventures, specialising in a range of produce from citrines and strawberries to dairy and meat 
products. Around such fazendas, moving inland from the main road is where we find small-
scale farming and herding communities (of Ova-nyaneka, Nganguela or even Ovimbundo 
ethnicities), who live mostly off selling their goods and produce in the local Humpata market.

It was among these communities where we encountered a ‘drought terroir.’ The 
problem began in 2018, when one of the water canals that carried the water from the Neves 
dam collapsed due to a sudden episode of flooding of a river that flew under the canal, after 
construction work undertaken upstream by the local administration diverted its usual flow 
intensity (see Figure 3). The flooding exerted too much pressure on the old infrastructure 
and led to its collapse, causing a dispersal of the water flow and the subsequent interruption 
of downstream distribution. This affected several hectares, leaving herders and small-scale 
farmers suddenly without any access to water. As one of those affected explained to us, 
the water flow now spreads around the broken canal, and it is only good ‘for the cows 
to drink.’ Though our conversations with the locals, we estimated approximately 2,000 
people directly affected by these circumstances. Inversely, the collapse did not dramatically 
affect the agro-industrial projects located south of the terroir, mostly because they had the 
necessary infrastructural resources for water autonomy, namely privately built underground 
water holes (See Figure 4). 

In the meantime, the affected populations in the terroir have sought different solutions. 
Farmers in the northern section and with sufficient financial resources paid Chinese 
companies to build their own water holes and chimpacas (water reservoirs) that could either 
collect rainwater or retain underground water coming from the mountain ridge to the 
West. Others resorted to more artisanal methods, using petrol engines to pump water from 
upstream into containers for transport. But those in the southern areas and with fewer 
resources, who relied on the canal for their lavras (family plots) where they cultivated corn, 
potatoes, carrots, or sprouts to sell in the local market, could not continue their agriculture, 

Figure 3. Local farmers observing collapsed canal in Humpata (Huíla, Angola). Photo by Helder 
Alicerces Bahu, 2019.
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also due to the lower rainfall. Many of them 
took their business elsewhere, investing their 
meagre savings (up to 1500 kwanzas, or 2 
euros) to purchase other goods to sell in the 
market, or ultimately move to the city of 
Lubango to find jobs, working as kupapatas 
(motorcycle taxiing) or zungando (street 
selling). In the same instance, the women 
and children had to walk back and forth to 
collect and transport water ‘de cabeça’ (with 
containers on their heads), since they could 
not afford to pay for water distribution such 
as moto-cisterns (see below).

In response to the events, the local administration declared that it did not have the 
funding to address the problem at short notice, despite the recent municipal funding 
programs promoted by the state (e.g., the PIIM, a municipal development investment 
program sponsored by the national government). So, the local dwellers mobilised and 
decided to develop a provisional reconstruction of the canal based on voluntary work as 
well as material and transport donations from both the administration, local construction 
companies, and the nearby fazendas (Figures 3, 5). Pajó, a local farmer, while not being 
directly affected by the problem at the canal, took on the technical leadership of the venture, 
using his former experience in construction to design a technical solution and mobilise 
neighbours to help out in the reconstruction. When we visited the canal in October 
and November 2020, we found a group of about 10 locals diligently building a support 
structure. However, considering the voluntary nature of the reconstruction, and the recent 
exodus of many locals to Lubango, as of June 2021, the work of reconstruction continued, 
although interrupted by lack of construction materials. By the end of the year, the local 
administration announced that it had obtained funding for the construction of a long-term 
solution, to begin in the month of November.

Figure 5. Locals working on the reconstruction of the canal. Photo by Ruy Llera Blanes, 2020. 

Figure 4. Map of ‘drought terroir’ in Humpata. Map by 
António Válter Chissingui.
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Thus, the ‘drought terroir’ of Humpata emerged not from a severe lack of rain, but an 
infrastructural problem created by lack of urban planning, financial deferment, land 
occupation and exploitation, and an incompetent public administration. In this respect, 
the lack of rainfall experienced in Humpata, although not dramatic in absolute terms, 
heightened the problem for a group of small-scale farmers.

Drought Terroir 2: Gambos
In the recent history of drought in Southern Angola, the Gambos region has been 
recurrently signalled as one of the most affected, with abnormal rainfall since at least 2009. 
This is particularly problematic because, like Humpata, this region is not necessarily arid 
or semi-arid, it has traditionally enjoyed abundant underground water, making for a very 
fertile, albeit quite stony, soil – which becomes attractive for the livestock’s consumption 
but requires recurrent rainfall or irrigation for successful agriculture. For this reason, the 
valleys of Tyimbolelo and Tunda dos Gambos for instance, were traditional go-to areas 
for transhumant herders of Kuvale ethnicity flocking in from the nearby Namibe and 
Cunene provinces, as well as to the local Ova-nyaneka communities. The river Caculuvale, 
which intersects the Gambos from Lubango down to the Bicuar National Park, has also 
traditionally carried abundant water for both grazing and farming. This explains why, after 
the constitutional reforms of 1992 – which allowed for private initiative – and the end of 
the civil war in 2002, many fazendas (agro-industrial projects) began to set up operations 
in the area, sponsored mostly by regional or national politicians. Since 2017, after the rise 
to power of João Lourenço and the development of largescale investment plans in national 
production, Angolan agriculture experienced a boom of sorts, in particular in the central 
and southern provinces of the country. In this framework, Gambos became an Eldorado 
for a new wave of agroindustry (specialising in corn, sorghum, and livestock). According 
to the local administration, in 2020 there were more than 30 different fazendas found 
operating in the Gambos region alone. This growth implied an increasing pressure on the 
local topography and resources, and the backbone for the drought terroir we describe below.

Since 2010, the drop in annual rainfall in the region began to affect both largescale 
and small-scale farming and herding. For small scale agro-pastoralists, the lack of rain 
ruined their annual crops, and forced them to take their herds further into the mountains 
in search for edible graze, extending the transhumance routes throughout hundreds of 
kilometres and several months. It also pushed them into reducing their livestock (something 
they have traditionally avoided, because of the status, power, and wealth involved in cattle 
accumulation) by selling or bartering their cows or goats. For largescale farmers, it forced 
them to seek more aquatic sources in order to maintain their production plans. This necessity 
created two major problems for the communities living across the Gambos region.

On the one hand, it reduced the number of publicly accessible water holes – both the 
traditional hand-made holes (cacimbas) built by the communities and those built by the 
local administration – many of which began to appear ‘privatised,’ i.e., inserted within the 
limits of the agro-industrial fazendas. Local farmers and herders thus, had less sources of 
water, and reports of conflicts between herding communities for access to the few remaining 
holes began to sprout (see e.g., Amnesty International 2019). One such case took place in 
the area of Tyihepepe, where the Catholic Mission of Santo António dos Gambos stands. 
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The mission was created in the early twentieth century, spearheading the Portuguese 
colonisation endeavours towards the eastern province of Cunene. One of the reasons for 
its importance was the easy access to water on that site, both from the Caculuvar river and 
the underground. Through the work of the local priest Pio Wakussanga in recent years, it 
has played a major role in supporting the local communities suffering from lack of rain 
by offering a free water access point, collecting foods and seeds for local distribution, and 
campaigning in the national media to raise awareness regarding the drought situation. A 
few years ago however, a conflict emerged. With the backing of the national government, 
the then provincial governor João Marcelino Tyipingue (also owner of one of the fazendas) 
announced, without prior consultation, the construction of a pipeline that would transport 
water from Tyihepepe across the road into the Tunda dos Gambos. The plan was to build 
three water holes and a 60 thousand cubic meter tank that would then channel the water into 
the Tunda. However, an unprecedented local mobilisation and nationwide denunciation of 
the situation, led by Wakussanga, managed to halt the project. 

At the same time, while the government was supporting largescale ventures with the 
development of such infrastructures, it did not do the same for local communities, especially 
those located further away from local administration (Chiange). The kimbos (households) 
located in the valley of Tyipeyo, for instance, have seen their crops die from the lack of 
rain. This in turn has affected their livestock, especially caprine, which has mostly died of 
starvation or has become unsuitable for barter or selling. Recently, the local administration 
sponsored the construction of a water hole in Tyipeyo, using funding from a national 
emergency fund. However, ignoring the community’s advice, they built it in a location with 
a stony terrain that only accessed salty water, making it unsuitable for consistent farming.   

In a conversation held with the local administrator in Chiange, he proudly told us that 
they had invested a lot of time and money in making water holes across the Gambos, but 
due to lack of preliminary technical surveys, most of the water prospections had come back 
negative (i.e., with none or insufficient water). He complained that the Angolan Geological 
Institute could be more proactive in their work, especially since the Angolan government 

Figure 6. Map of ‘drought terroir’ in Gambos. Map by António Válter Chissingui. 
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is reviving an old colonial research institute, Hidromina, to support the revitalisation of 
mining activities in the Gambos. This perspective was indirectly confirmed at a national 
level, through a conversation with the director of the National Institute of Water Resources 
(INRH), when he emphasised the largescale infrastructural projects developed by the 
government in response to the drought – none of which are located in the Gambos.  

However, their main complaint was not so much the salty water, but the state of the road 
that connected the community to the municipal headquarters (Chiange), which was 
barely passable unless by specifically prepared 4x4 vehicles such as the one we used to visit 
the community. One specific hill in this section, the ‘Morro do Issako’ was particularly 
nightmarish in this respect, as it combined a stony, irregular ground with a dramatic 
inclination (around 10 per cent). Despite the local administration’s recent initiative to 
restore the road, one can only appreciate the levelling of the track in the first few kilometres 
from Chiange, up till the village of Pocolo, halfway between the town and Tyipeyo. This 
curtailed their options in terms of alternative strategies for resisting drought periods, for 
instance using motorcycles to engage in barter or sell their goats in Chiange. On other 
occasions, the younger members of the kimbo would travel north to the fazendas to seek 
temporal work, but the ongoing limitations with COVID-19 related mobility restrictions 
prevented them from doing so in 2020. In any case, the state of the road, and in particular 
the Morro do Issako, made it impossible to seek immediate solutions. For instance, in 2019 
the community was offered a moto-cisterna – a motorcycle with a 500-liter cistern attached 
– in the framework of a program sponsored by the national government to bring water into 
rural areas. The motorcycle made it into the Tyipeyo valley, but never managed to circulate 
again. It never left the kimbo, where it remains parked. Pedro Uchito, the patriarch of the 
local community, told us: ‘Traders avoid coming here. Usually, they would bring produce 
to barter for our animals, but they can’t even take the animals back to the main village 
[Chiange], because of the road.’ 

Figure 7. The seculo (leader) of Tyipeyo and his family in his kimbo in Gambos. Photo by Ruy 
Llera Blanes, 2020 
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The local administrator of Chiange told us about the effort to solve this problem, but also 
complained about how slow the process of funding was. All their requests and applications 
for funding and investment required presidential or ministerial approval in Luanda. This 
explained why the road was only partially completed: lack of funds.

The ‘drought terroir’ in Gambos, unlike that of Humpata, begins with a severe lack of 
rainfall. However, while traditionally the local agro-pastoralist communities have relied on 
networks and mobility to access water or engage in alternative economic activities in times of 

Figure 8. A stalled ‘Moto-cisterna’ in Tyipeyo in Gambos.

Figure 9. A section of the ‘road’ that connects Chiange to Tyipeyo, near the Morro do Issako.
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scarcity, the current infrastructural situation, in particular in terms of roads and hydrological 
structures, is pushing the communities of Tyipeyo into drinking salty water and remain 
dependent on external donations and assistance to survive. This situation of dependence 
vis-à-vis other actors in the field and the reduction of possibilities for subsistence as far as 
the local pastoralist and agro-pastoralist communities are concerned, in the face of the lack 
of rain coupled with infrastructural breakdown is in itself a ‘drought terroir.’ 

Unpacking Drought Terroirs 
What does one make of these socio-natural formations of Humpata and Gambos? And in 
what way are they actually ‘drought terroirs?’ Let us briefly return to winemaking. Enology 
theory usually invokes four main factors for the formation of specific, micro-terroirs which 
ultimately compose its ‘uniqueness’: climate, terrain, soil, and tradition (see Figure 10). While 
the first three criteria (climate, terrain, soil) seem very much objectifiable and graspable, 
the concept of ‘tradition’ is, from an anthropological perspective, interestingly problematic. 
It refers loosely to ideas of technique and savoir faire, materiality and manipulation. For 
instance, more than just the quality of the available soil of the terroir, terroir tradition 
implies modes of ‘working the soil,’ e.g., through its topographical manipulation (terracing, 
drainage, etc.), the introduction of components (fertilizers, etc.) and handling the atmosphere 
or ecosystem (managing rainfall patterns, introducing or rejecting nearby fauna and flora, 
etc.). Likewise, beyond the crop output (grapes in their different varieties), terroir tradition 
implies their mixing, production, and preservation, e.g., based on traditional (wood) or 
modern (steel) artifacts. 

Within the analogy we are rehearsing here, we can argue that the drought terroir incorporates 
similar processes, however involving different actors, agencies, and results. In the drought 
terroir, ‘tradition’ includes other forms of ‘technique,’ in particular the structural and 

Figure 10. 4 Influences of Terroir. Image credit: www.winegeography.com
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infrastructural components (roads, engineering), political economy (investment in agro-
industrial projects, disinvestment in small-scale farming), and different outputs (ruined crops, 
dead animals, etc.). To illustrate this analogy further, we have added below a table through 
which we attempt a transposition of the ‘terroir’ logic from winemaking into other socio-
natural processes such as drought. While we do not necessarily espouse such classificatory 
exercises, in this case it can be helpful for the identification of layers and actors at stake. 

Terroir Wine Terroir Drought Terroir Humpata Drought Terroir Gambos

Climate - Cold
- Hot 
- Windy
- Foggy

- Two seasons: cold and dry 
/ warm and rainy
- Average lack of 
rain in this cycle

- Two seasons: cold and dry 
/ warm and rainy
- Extreme 
temperature variation
- Average low rain
Severe lack of 
rain since 2009

Terrain - North or South-facing
- Altitude

- Plateau
- Western mountain ridge
- Abundant aquatic resources

- Caculuvar River
- Mountains and valleys
- Forest 

Soil - Rock
- Mineral deposits

- Fertile terrain
- Long-term farming history 
- Agro-industrial use

- Stony but still fertile terrain
- Salty soil
- Agro-industrial use

Tradition - Technique
- Winemaker

- Boer technology (roads, 
canals, transport)
- Neves dam
- Fruit cultures
- Public construction 
or lack thereof
- Local administration
- Governmental investment 
in agro-industry

- Traditional cattle ‘paradise’
- Agro-industrial fazendas 
and their hegemony
- Governmental investment 
in agro-industry
- Appropriation or dispute of 
underground water resources
- Local 
administration problems
- Impossible road, lack of 
investment in infrastructures
- Impractical water hole
- Mobility restrictions

Figure 11. Terroir, from wine to drought

What this transposition from wine terroir to drought terroir enables us to perceive is 
precisely the dimensions of scale, agency, and temporality. For instance, while a ‘regular’ 
terroir relies on a sense of cyclicity and repetition, in the drought terroir what we perceive 
is an ‘event’ or a temporal convergence of both natural and human processes in a given 
territory. Within these human agencies, some are located within the terroir (local agro-
pastoralists, local administration, owners of fazendas, NGOs, etc.), while others are 
located in different scales and agency (the provincial and the national governments, and 
the infrastructure companies) and layers of materiality (initiatives, programs and strategies, 
funding campaigns, etc.). Furthermore, other, not necessarily human agencies are equally 
involved (water and its absences, bovine and caprine species, the sun, insects, etc.). It is 
precisely through the divergent agency of these different actors, processes and factors that a 
‘drought terroir’ emerges and is expressed as a crisis or disaster.  
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Conclusion: anthropological terroirs in the face of climate change
As recently noted, (Alonso and Dans 2018; Sjölander-Lindqvist et al. 2019), the concept of 
terroir has acquired an ‘emerging’ condition, enabling new scenarios for the circulation of 
‘locality’ in the global markets – beer and wine being cases in point. Based on this premise, 
and in complement to it, in this article we have explored such emergences from a less ‘creative’ 
and perhaps less ‘optimistic’ perspective: that of climate change and climate disasters. Here, 
we identified a different kind of terroir at work: drought terroirs. 

The drought terroirs in Humpata and Gambos appear as a consequence of a 
convergence of ‘socio-natural’ conditions conjuring a specific drought event. In particular, 
the contemporary dynamics of local governance and administration in southern Angola, 
which on the one hand allowed for the full-blown development of large-scale agro-industrial 
exploitation of the landscape, and, on the other, did nothing/little to accommodate the 
local communities and their reliance on the material infrastructures inherited from colonial 
times. It is through the divergent directionality and impact of these different agencies that 
the environmental and humanitarian disasters appear. However, the cases of Humpata and 
Gambos are not unique in Southwestern Angola. In our research so far, we have encountered 
multiple other micro-instances of drought produced by ‘socio-natural processes’. 

In any case, a ‘terroir approach’ can be understood as a methodological contribution 
to ongoing research on the social impact of (as well as contribution to) climate events such 
as droughts, highlighting the scales of convergence of different agencies and infrastructures 
at a local level. It allows us to challenge the mainstream idea of a global agency impacting 
local victims, and explore different layers and scales of environmental agency, in particular to 
what concerns ideas of victimhood and vulnerability. Here, as Malm and Esmailian (2013) 
have pointed out, the focus on specific determinants of vulnerability becomes key: in a 
given drought terroir, for instance, who becomes vulnerable, and how (O’Reilly et al. 2020; 
Vaughn 2022)? And who doesn’t? 

Figure 12. 4 Influences of Drought Terroir. Authors’ composition.
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From an anthropological perspective, the terroir introduces complexity to the 
dimensions of temporality, scale and agency, transcending the more traditional understanding 
of territory and community as not only bounded but also stabilised, socio-political categories. 
Here, they can also appear as ephemeral assemblages, the socio-material convergence or 
conjunction of structural and infrastructural articulations, mediated by human and non-
human agencies – from the rain that doesn’t fall, to the canal that falls apart, the road that 
remains unfinished and the corn that does not grow.

Methodologically, it reminds us of the necessary incompleteness of our ethnographic 
evocations (Strathern 1991): while today it appears as a convergence located for instance, in 
Humpata, tomorrow it may appear elsewhere. In this respect, socio-natural convergences (and 
subsequent divergences) such as the drought terroirs, illustrate an Anthropocenic problem 
of fragmentarily and fleetingly accounting for uncertainty, precarity, and transformation. In 
this framework, ideas of both territorial and temporal continuity (‘culture’ and ‘tradition’, 
for instance) become bracketed, as we realise that terroir agencements are in continuous 
articulation and re-articulation. 
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We complete this thematic issue’s contribution on skill, food, and sustainability with a 
team report based on ethnographic research which focuses on reskilling for sustainability 
in multiple European locations and involving diverse social actors and stakeholders. The 
Food Citizens? project (2017-2024) is a comparative ethnographic analysis of collective food 
procurement networks and phenomena in European cities. Three Ph.D. candidates, two post 
docs, and one principal investigator – all trained as anthropologists - have worked on it in 
various phases and roles – from developing the project framework and conducting fieldwork 
to designing the project’s i-doc (www.foodcitizens.eu). The project’s principal investigator 
(Cristina Grasseni) has co-edited this kritisk etnografi thematic issue ‘Is Europe skilling for 
sustainable food?’, and one team member (Maria Vasile) is among the article authors. Team 
research had four foci of analysis – diversity, solidarity, skill and scale – and sought to explore 
them ethnographically, in the cities of Gdańsk (Poland), Rotterdam (the Netherlands) and 
Turin (Italy) in particular. Each of the team members brought ethnographic experience 
to the research process, including previous and ongoing research on solidarity economies, 
alternative food networks, and food heritage in European regions such as Croatia, Catalonia 
and northern Italy. 

Skill was one of the main research foci, asking which societal formations emerge or 
become visible around food provisioning (particularly at the level of urban foraging, short 
food chains and local food governance), and what roles skill and enskilment play in them. 
For the purposes of the project, skill was explored as the acquisition, transmission and 
performance of relevant expertise – as well as its absence or loss – not only in growing food, 
but also in managing food chains, setting governance agendas and collaborating within 
and across food networks. Skills were analysed as something that developed in relation to 
context-specific cultural, political and economic phenomena and as a means to observe 
these in terms of their practical unfolding. Operationally, ethnographic investigation was 
led by specific questions, namely: Which relevant skills do participants in collective food 
procurement have, and which do they lack? Which skills repertoires do their networks 
develop, and which expertise do they need for it? Do food procurement networks make 
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existing or novel relevant expertise (such as homesteading) available in a collective? How? 
Do collective food procurement networks obviate imperfect intergenerational knowledge 
transmission of relevant skills? Are existing skills (e.g. from ongoing allotment gardening 
practices) overlooked or endangered through gentrification? Are (newly acquired) skills 
considered transformative of the participants’ lifestyles, and if so, how? Are skills pertaining 
to foraging (e.g. growing, sharing, cooking and selling) made relevant to short food chains 
(e.g. managing, selling and pricing) and governance (e.g. liaising, planning and negotiating)? 
How? In sum: how do members of contemporary societal formations organised around 
food provisioning produce, distribute or consume food collectively? Do they have adequate 
expertise, and how do they acquire it, from which fields (for example growing, sharing, 
cooking or selling food)? How do they learn and disseminate their expertise?

What follows summarises the most relevant completed and work-in-progress research 
results and insights that the Food Citizens? team can contribute in (partial) response to our 
project framework questions – and in addition to them. These insights were gained through 
independent research prior to and during the project, and we wish to profile them here as a 
collective harvest about reskilling for sustainable food in Europe.

Federico De Musso’s ethnographic research builds on participant observation in both 
fieldwork and film-making in Catalonia and Southern Italy. In his work on Italy’s Solidarity 
Economy Network, for example, he examines a travelling farmers’ market initiated by 
collaborations between orange growers and solidarity purchase groups named GAS 
(https://vimeo.com/53209804).  Networking with consumers and fellow farmers required 
multiple skills, ranging from creating an online infrastructure to managing communication 
and logistics, to finetuning the political message the market would bring to the different 
market squares it visited. Farmers had to hone their networking skills to juggle diverse 
commitments that gravitated around political solidarity-related to the issues of fair labour, 
environmentally sustainable farming, and fair prices to producers. Fatigue results from these 
intensive socioecological engagements, which demand multiple skills on multiple fronts. 
This, in turn, raises questions about how sustainable such efforts to promote sustainable 
food provisioning really are. Farmers strategically prioritise skills according to the social 
environment in which they find themselves. Moving from town to town with their travelling 
market, farmers evaluated how each square responded to their market and implemented 
different types of skills accordingly. The customers’ flow affected how the market day felt to 
the farmers and how they, in turn, acted. In a “fast” flow, farmers concentrated on quickly 
teaching customers how to recognise good products to emancipate them from standardised 
supermarket product aesthetics. If a market square felt “slow,” with fewer customers coming 
through the day, farmers focussed on relational skills to attract customers to the solidarity 
economy – or to keep the farmers’ network together.

In Ola Gracjasz’s research in the Polish port city of Gdańsk, food preservation skills 
such as pickling and fermenting link the present with the past, combining the rediscovery 
of Polish culinary tradition with urban reskilling (https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/
foodcitizens/news/reflections-from-the-field-poland). In Poland, practices of food self-
production are maintained despite economic growth (Smith et al. 2015). Interestingly, these 
practices are not connected to a shortage economy nor to a peasant background, but rather 
are cultivated by the middle classes and working women. For example, in Ziemiosfera - an 
emerging vegan-cum-zero waste shop-and-café in Wrzeszcz, a hip neighbourhood of Gdańsk, 
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Gracjasz experienced pickling and fermenting workshops as an urban trend connected with 
health and environmental awareness, self-advancement and possibly rural nostalgia.

Additionally, during her ethnographic research at two food markets in Gdańsk (Bazar 
Natury in Garnizon and Polanki in Oliwa neighbourhood), Gracjasz observed an attempted 
reskilling of farmers and food producers. Bazar Natury is a novel type of food market within 
the Polish context, offering specifically ‘local’ and ‘organic’ (as well as artisanal and exotic) 
produce for considerably higher prices, thus catering to more affluent consumers. On the 
other hand, Polanki is a food market with more than 50 years tradition that is undergoing 
a process of revitalization. These physical and spatial transformations are accompanied by 
changes in personhood, similar to what Elizabeth Dunn (2004) described in relation to the 
effects of privatization on factory workers in south-east Poland in the 1990s. Owners of 
Bazar Natury, and the members of Inicjatywa Miasto (City Initiative) who are responsible for 
the revitalization of Polanki, instruct farmers and sellers to change the ways in which they 
present their stands and relate to customers, in order to increase sales and fit the new vision 
of food markets as friendly, elegant and orderly. Again, like in the example of pickling and 
fermenting workshops, urban skills are being promoted and combined with some of those 
traditional to food markets, such as direct contact with farmers and producers.

Principal Investigator Cristina Grasseni’s work with heritage cheese makers in northern 
Italy and urban gardeners in the Netherlands focusses on (re)skilling and (re)scaling. The 
issue and politics of scale and skill transpire from the story of an almost forgotten recipe 
for a mountain cheese called Strachìtunt made in the summer high pasture of Bergamo by 
transhumant dairy farmers. For contemporary Strachìtunt cheese refiners, Strachìtunt centres 
on their vision of the local landscape as accommodating unique non-human inhabitants 
that are crucial to their cheese, such as moulds, grass and cows. A Protected Designation 
of Origin (PDO) deploys EU legislation on geographical indications to protect the very 
local economy of Strachìtunt in the competitive, world-wide market of heritage cheeses. By 
turning Strachìtunt into a certifiably local resource, PDO use the market as a way of ensuring 
the continuity of local cheesemaking skills. Yet while PDO is meant to protect and possibly 
increase the marketing value of “food heritage”, it is applied without questioning how this 
repositions cheese in a competitive, potentially global market (Grasseni 2021). Elsewhere, 
Grasseni elaborates on the interconnection between local communities’ ideal(ised) scale 
and the skilled vision accompanying it, analysing for example apprenticeship in urban 
gardening practice as a ‘re-alignment’ of visual perception in the learning environment – 
with other senses, including technical apparatuses, and with human and non-human others 
(Grasseni 2022). 

Robin Smith’s longitudinal ethnographic research in Istria, Croatia reveals how networks 
of solidarity among neighbouring winemakers are woven not so much out of hopes for 
reciprocation, but rather out of the need to keep their community of practice resilient in the 
face of myriad challenges. Rather than burden themselves with the administrative aspects 
of formalizing organizations, young farmers skilfully organize informal groups of friends 
to resolve shared winemaking issues so they may each make ends meet and scale up their 
businesses in their own, diverse ways – this despite institutional roadblocks and historically 
rooted reticence to formalizing collective work (Smith and Grasseni 2020; https://www.
leidenanthropologyblog.nl/articles/community-in-economic-kriza). 

In their efforts to muddle through, winemakers have also doubled down in local 
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solidarity through their individual engagement in traditional, informal favours and helping 
relationships in their villages that sometimes go back generations. This requires adeptly 
navigating diverse relationships and interests. Indeed, lightening the load through sharing 
work and helping neighbours sometimes means helping competitors, reflecting the local 
value of solidarity, of putting community first (Smith 2023). More broadly, discussions 
of community values around the economic governance of their territory, especially the 
farmland upon which their livelihoods depend, and their role in this, have become central 
in winemakers’ minds as new fiscal norms are adopted and their associated compliance 
regimes intensified. These new regimes have also led to collectively questioning their trust 
in those governance institutions – their motives, decision-making and behaviour – and 
what economic agency winemakers have in challenging them (Smith 2020). In the face of 
major structural changes, what is central to the art of getting by in Istrian winemaking, and 
crucial to stabilizing the livelihoods of their neighbours, is their skill for informal organizing 
into solidarity groups to resolve short-term needs with an eye to their collective long-term 
strength and resiliency.

 Maria Vasile’s fieldwork on urban gardening and food redistribution in Turin 
critically contextualizes various initiatives within neoliberal agendas of urban regeneration 
in this post-industrial and multicultural city, which shares with most growing European 
cities the issue of gentrification. Appreciating the diverse skills of urban gardeners, designers, 
and developers of new “community” gardens such as Orti Generali helps to bring to the 
surface the hegemonic power and exclusionary features of aesthetic assumptions about the 
urban green (Vasile and Grasseni 2022). Vasile also reports on the practices and related 
skills that are endangered by the regeneration of the urban green and hegemonic narratives 
of sustainability such as the spontaneous gardening traditions (orti abusivi) of old factory 
workers, who immigrated to Turin at the time of its productive boom, or itinerant shepherds, 
whose land use becomes reduced, contested and hindered. 

Similarly, in participant observation with a diverse range of grassroots associations and 
non-profit organizations which collect and redistribute food surplus in Turin such as Food 
Pride and Torino Solidale, Vasile investigated the challenges and contradictions underlying 
the process through which volunteers are left in charge of ensuring food security, especially 
in times of crisis such as during the COVID pandemic wave of 2020 (https://www.
universiteitleiden.nl/en/foodcitizens/news/torino-from-food-to-demands). In this context, 
learning with others new skills to select food surplus, prepare food aid packages and interact 
with food recipients also sheds light on the high degree of discretion that these new welfare 
configurations incorporate. Overall, due to the elevated number of non-profit organizations 
and initiatives encountered in Turin, the researcher also questions the new skills that their 
workers and volunteers need to develop to fit in the citywide private funding system of social 
interventions headed by the banking foundation Compagnia di San Paolo (Vasile, this issue).

Against the backdrop of neoliberal communitarism emerging across Europe, Vincent 
Walstra takes GroenGoed´s Vredestuin (Peacegarden), near Rotterdam's central station, as 
one of his ethnographic sites to investigate whether and how urban community gardens 
challenge dominant norms in Dutch society. The members of these social urban gardens 
prioritize “dwelling” in a “taskscape” (Ingold 1993) of reciprocal interhuman and human-
nature relationships over producing food for economic viability. For them, the garden’s value 
is its capacity to change relationships, including between humans and nature. Moreover, it 
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is a site that particularly fosters a deeper appreciation for food and provides opportunities 
for collective learning in the midst of one of the Netherlands’ largest cities (Walstra 2022). 
In these settings, gardeners sow seeds – both literally and symbolically – to move the city 
toward investing in social and ecological sustainability.

Yet, whereas participants readily abandon capitalist rationality in the garden, in the 
larger context of city governance officials believe economic viability is the bottom line for 
funding projects and make decisions based on social entrepreneurship innovation. The urban 
gardens therefore evoke a discussion about a hierarchy of skill. Learning skills of growing 
and maintaining a garden depends upon skills of knowing how to apply for subsidies 
(bureaucratic skills) or to sell herbal tea made from garden plants (marketing skills). In 
the resulting friction between institutional norms and innovative citizenship participation, 
a debate emerges in which citizens and government officials reconfigure the norms and 
systems along which urban gardens and other non-marketable innovations are supposed 
to be audited in the future (https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/foodcitizens/news/edible-
cities-network).

The first lesson drawn from this team report is that (re)skilling for sustainable food 
is labour intensive, both for consumers and for producers. It can lead to fatigue (De 
Musso) and it is a situated process in which the intensity of commitment and information 
exchanged and learned varies within a relational and contextual field (Grasseni). Secondly, 
communication and self-restyling are of paramount importance to this process. In multiple 
contexts, such as fresh food markets, initiatives against food waste, and urban gardens 
(Gracjasz, Vasile, Walstra), they can be experienced both as a form of self-enhancement but 
also as a marketing imposition. Finally, the role of state and local governance is paramount 
in facilitating, shaping or even impeding this process (Smith, Vasile, Walstra), and it has 
important implications for the ways in which the practice and discourse of reskilling 
triangulate with bureaucracy, welfare, and politics. In sum, several lessons can be drawn 
from this diverse palette of research results, which are in line with this thematic issue’s 
analytical and critical findings characterising the process of (re)skilling for sustainability 
in Europe - namely prefiguration, conflict and ‘sustainability talk’. These seem to be three 
recurring features of skilling for sustainable food in Europe as a multifaceted phenomenon 
involving multiple social actors with diverse and sometimes opposing stakes.  
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