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Growing globalization has changed the relationship between the economic institu-
tion ‘market’ and its social contexts. Local alternatives have developed, as some
would argue, as a response to this globalization trend. This paper examines the
seeming contradiction between globalization and local market developments by
examining a recent model of emerging local, more socially embedded markets,
namely CSAs (Community Supported Agriculture). It argues that CSAs, which di-
rectly link agricultural producers and consumers, exemplify the search for market
alternatives that are re-embedded in their physical, social, and ethical context.
Thereby important dimensions of market interaction such as reliance on local ex-
perts, social interaction, and spatial/temporal feedback functions can be recovered.
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INTRODUCTION

The phenomenon of globalization has affected virtually every sector of
the economy. Manufacturing products are shipped around the world to be
assembled in distant locations, Asian software specialists service U.S.
American and European firms’ data processing and programming needs,
and even perishable food products are traded around the globe. The results
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of this growing globalization trend have been increasingly homogeneous
production methods, consumption patterns, built environments and pat-
terns of social organization as well as the concomitant loss of social and
biological diversity (O’Hara & Vazquez, 1998; O’Hara, 1995a, Wilson &
Peter, 1988).

While some have justified this loss of diversity as contributing to effi-
ciency gains, others have voiced concern about the concurrent loss of
adaptability of such homogeneous systems. Under conditions of uncer-
tainty a high degree of adaptability is critical for long-term sustainability.
Particularly agricultural and food markets have come to symbolize these
concerns as agriculture is identified as one of the main sources of biodiver-
sity loss, groundwater contamination and health effects (Carson, 1962; Col-
born et al., 1996). Resistance to fungicides, herbicides and insecticides re-
quires ever increasing efforts to control the negative side effects of
homogeneous crops and hybrid plants; and new, intensive production
methods that depend on externally produced inputs like fertilizers, pesti-
cides and high yield plants, have brought about the reorganization of vil-
lages, regions, and social structures (Shiva, 1991). In the process valuable
local knowledge and traditional methods of adjusting to extreme physical
and climate conditions have been lost while population pressures, transpor-
tation needs, and non-food production compete for increasingly scarce,
arable land. During the past forty years, almost one third of the arable land
worldwide has been lost to erosion alone (Pimentel, 1996). Additional
losses can be attributed to the growing demand for housing, roads and
other built environments.

The tensions between an increasingly global food production system
and the natural, built and social environments, within which all economic
activity takes place, have not gone unnoticed. Growing concerns about the
quality of food, and about the environmental and health effects of food
production systems are stark reminders of human dependence on the natu-
ral systems that provide our most basic needs. Food is essential to our very
survival, and food markets, more than any other segment of our global
markets, remind us that efficient production, allocation and distribution—
viewed as outcomes at a particular point in space and time under a specific
set of boundary and starting conditions—do not offer an adequate decision
basis. What is crucial instead, is the ability to maintain them over the long
run. Given the central importance of food production it is also not surpris-
ing that food markets, despite ongoing globalization trends, point to the
limits of global markets. A growing number of alternative food markets and
local producer/consumer networks have emerged over the past ten years.
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This localization trend shifts the focus back to the context specific ecologi-
cal and social factors global markets tend to externalize.

This paper discusses first the mechanisms leading to a continued loss
of specificity of local food systems. Second, the negative consequences of
these changes in social and environmental terms are presented. And third,
the emergence of local alternatives, in particular Community Supported
Agriculture groups, is examined. The analysis points to the importance of
social and institutional factors like communication and trust in maintaining
the long-term viability of markets. This raises important considerations for
the sustainability debate, which has so far been primarily shaped by con-
cerns for ecological and biological limits and carrying capacities rather than
social and institutional considerations.

THE PHENOMENON OF GLOBAL MARKETS:
DISEMBEDDED ECONOMIES

The phenomenon of globalization can be observed in virtually every
sector of the economy. Inputs, intermediate goods, and final products are
produced, assembled, marketed and consumed in global markets. Yet
global markets are more than spatial configurations of multinationals, who
monopolize entire sectors of the global economy. Global markets are often
characterized by alliances and networks of firms, which form vertically in-
tegrated monopolies. Examples of such vertically integrated markets in-
clude manufacturing products, electronics, and financial services all oper-
ated by one corporate network; or the integrated operation of food
processing, retail, and eating and drinking franchises in vertically integrated
networks like ADM, Kellogg, Nestlé, and Coca Cola. In the case of ‘simple
integration’ parent firms integrate specific production activities performed
by their affiliates into their value-added chain, notably through outsourcing.
In comparison, ‘complex integration’ strategies integrate all parts of the
value-added chains of both parent firms and their affiliates through vertical
and horizontal production and functional linkages (UNCTAD-PTC, 1993;
Watts & Goodman, 1997, 14n). Many of these global networks link multi-
ple smaller producers to a giant processor through specified production
contracts.

In the food system integration has led to significant changes. While
food production and consumption in the traditional food system took place
within a given location-specific set of biophysical and cultural constraints,
in the integrated system food production and consumption are becoming
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spatially and culturally increasingly independent. Hence, these activities
are merely linked by the economic activities of the rest of the food system
(food industry and distribution). The modality of production of agricultural
crops are now determined by technical requirements of the food industry
and retailers, and no longer by the specific modality of consumption of
households operating in a given place and sharing a common cultural iden-
tity. Four fundamental characteristics have accompanied the development
of these global network structures: (1) industrialization and concentration,
(2) spatial and temporal independence, (3) dependence on symbols, partic-
ularly money, and (4) reliance on expert systems.

(1) Industrialization and concentration have shaped all economic sec-
tors. Even the food sector, with its strong links to more locally based and
thus more dispersed agricultural production processes has not been ex-
empt. Growing agro-industrial units produce products that are transformed
into globally distributed intermediate (partially processed) food products,
and processed and marketed as brand name food products by large pro-
cessing firms and franchises. Food growing itself remains reasonably de-
centralized, while food processing and retail conform to the industrial
model of transnational firms with coordinated global intra-firm divisions of
labor, production-based sourcing of specified agricultural products (compa-
rable to intermediate components of manufacturing products from special-
ized sites), and final assembly and marketing (Watts & Goodman, 1997,
p. 15).

If one includes production inputs of agricultural products such as fertil-
izers, pesticides, prescribed highly efficient production methods, hybrid
seeds or other highly specialized seeds required by large food processing
companies, the degree of vertical concentration and linkage between the
agricultural sector and global pharmaceutical and petrochemical industries
becomes even more evident. According to a study of the Rural Advance-
ment Foundation International, the top ten agrochemical corporations ac-
count for 85% of the agrochemical market worldwide, the ten largest veteri-
nary medicine companies market 60% of all animal health products, and
the ten largest seed companies control 32% of the world’s commercial seed
market (RAFI, 1999). Corporate market shares are even higher in specific
seed sectors and for specific crops. 40% of U.S. vegetable seeds, for exam-
ple, come from a single source (Friedland & Kilman, 1999) and just four
companies provide 69% of the North American seed corn market (Hay-
enga, 1998). Since seeds constitute the first link in the industrial food chain,
agricultural producers are increasingly dependent on global input produc-
ers and food processors for their production and revenue generation. This
parallels trends in manufacturing and (increasingly) the service sector,
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agro–industrialization (Barry, 1995; Drabenstott, 1994), and commodity
food markets, which cross national borders (McMichael, 1994). Despite
these similarities it must be noted that the specific globalization trends and
patterns of food markets may have some unique characteristics not ob-
served in other sectors. Further research is needed to better understand
these specifics (Goodman, 1997).

Despite remaining questions, however, it is clear that the global con-
centration process has changed the value of basic agricultural products
themselves. As with other primary sectors, increasingly cheap agricultural
products are considered valuable only when value is added through tech-
nology- and energy intensive processing. In 1990 unprocessed food ac-
counted for only 36% of all agricultural products worldwide while 64%
were processed in some form (The Ecologist, 1996). In the US the top 20
food and tobacco companies provided 52% of all food products in 1995,
up from 23% in 1990 (U.S. Census of Manufactures, 1995). Even food pro-
duction thus shows clear signs of industrialization and concentration de-
spite the fact that food products continue to be more regionally contained
than automobiles or textiles, for example (Watts & Goodman, 1997, p. 14).
Even at its reduced scale, the industrialization and concentration process
of food systems has expanded the domain of the various food systems activ-
ities well beyond the scale typical of the ecological context of its produc-
tion and consumption activities.

(2) Global markets have managed to overcome spatial constraints. Gid-
dens defines this characteristic of globalization as “the intensification of
worldwide social relations which link distant localities in such a way that
local happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away and
vice versa” (Giddens, 1990, p. 64). Droughts and sparse harvests in one
part of the world lead to rising food prices in another, and a change in
consumer tastes from gourmet coffees to herbal teas can cause serious dis-
ruptions among coffee growers half way around the globe. For agricultural
products, a pre-condition to overcoming space is overcoming time con-
straints. Agricultural products spoil and can be stored and transported only
for a limited time. Food markets which extend beyond common regional
or national boundaries thus had to find a way to make agricultural products
more durable and more easily transportable. The organization of food mar-
kets around multinational processing companies has supported this pro-
cess. Apart from increasing the transportability of food products through
processing, multinational argo-firms have developed more durable fruits
and vegetables that are better suited for long distance transportation. As
modified products are produced by regionally dispersed growers, tradition-
ally diverse products and production techniques have become increasingly
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homogeneous, and devoid of spatial and temporal specificities. Buttel
(1997, pp. 346–347) writes:

The structures, technoscientific practices, and ideologies of
global economic integration and competition will slowly but
surely tend to obviate or override the geo-social-agro-ecological
specifications of agriculture that have historically contributed to
agricultural production tending to be relegated to household
producers. In its place we observe a ‘structural trend towards
agro-ecological specificities being diminished or overridden at
the same time that agro-food systems’ vulnerabilities to ecologi-
cal problems increase.

Space becomes ‘empty space’ that is independent of any particular
place or region (Giddens, 1990), and time becomes ‘empty time’ indepen-
dent of biological time demands (Mellor, 1997). In the process, technology
is substituted for nature and the spatial and temporal boundaries set by the
natural regimes of biotic energy cycles, harvest cycles, place specific water
cycles and soil fertilities are eroded and diminished in importance. Spatial
and temporal independence thus signify an increase in scale (space-time-
boundary) aimed at overcoming local biophysical constraints.

(3) A third characteristic of global markets is their dependence on
“symbolic tokens.” Lash and Urry (1996) refer to the increasing importance
of ‘signs’ particularly in information based global markets. This symbolic or
sign information supersedes information about production and distribution
in modern markets. Symbolic tokens can be “passed around without regard
to the specific characteristics of individuals or groups that handle them at
any particular juncture” (Giddens, 1990, 22n). Money especially is a means
for lifting transactions out of a particular social, cultural and interpersonal
context of exchange. “Money proper,” the means of exchange defined in
terms of credit and debt, is undoubtedly important to the long-distance
transactions of global markets. Yet money is more than a means of ex-
change. It assumes intrinsic power in assuring the commensurability of val-
ues as multi-dimensional value categories are translated into monetary
terms (Martı́nez-Alier et al., 1998). The power of money is also evidenced
in the growing independence of capital as capital flows become increas-
ingly dissociated from physical goods and service streams and national
monetary institutions. Interest- and exchange rates are determined by spec-
ulators rather than by national monetary institutions while national institu-
tions, whose objectives may differ from the interests of global capital mar-
kets, find it increasingly difficult to influence the market dynamics of global
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capital. Altvater refers to this phenomenon as the second stage of disem-
bedding—the increasing independence of global markets from (national)
institutions that can shape and curtail them (Altvater & Mahnkopf, 1997, p.
129). Global markets’ dependence on symbols and tokens can therefore
lead to a collapse of the heterogeneity of the systems of control into a
uniform control mechanism.

(4) Global systems are dependent on expert systems (Giddens, 1990).
Experts evaluate the efficiency of fertilizers and irrigation systems, recom-
mend application patterns and dates for pesticides and herbicides, and pro-
vide pre-engineered seeds to agricultural producers who once collected
part of their harvest to seed the next season’s crop and who were local
experts of their local growing conditions. By applying standardized expec-
tations and evaluation systems across diverse time-space dimensions expert
systems offer ‘guarantees’ and eliminate context specific, relational inter-
pretations and evaluations (Giddens, 1990, p. 28). This trend toward a
heavier reliance on expert systems offers a sense of security in a ‘risk soci-
ety’ (Beck, 1992). On the other hand it requires more elaborate training
and control systems. The price paid for the increasing reliance on ‘expert
systems’ thus is the elimination of context specific local knowledge and the
potential conflict with democracy. Credentialed-expert assumptions about
how systems work, expert opinions about the effects of changes on com-
plex food systems, and expert judgments about how these effects can be
evaluated tend to devalue and exclude the local knowledge of non-creden-
tialed experts and of those most affected by systems changes over which
they have no control (O’Hara, 1995b, 1999, 2001; Norgaard, 1994).
Hence, the reliance on expert systems leads to the adoption of technical
knowledge that is related to uniform operations in increasingly standard-
ized food system. Such operations no longer reflect the location specific
characteristics and adaptations of the context in which they are performed.
As a result, useful information derived from solutions developed in response
to location specific problems is lost, and systems adaptability is replaced
by standardized efficiency.

The four characteristics of globalization have their advantages. Yields
for agricultural products have increased rapidly almost without exception.
Increased processing in vertically integrated food systems has eliminated
processing steps traditionally provided in households and communities.
Low food prices have freed labor from the demands of time intensive sub-
sistence agriculture. And the ability to cut time and overcome spatial limits
has lowered production and transaction costs. However, sustainable devel-
opment requires balancing multiple characteristics not all of which are eas-
ily reconciled. Globalization has come at the price of undermining some
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of these characteristics like diversity, adaptability and resilience in ex-
change for the overarching goal of efficiency.

SOCIAL AND ECOLOGICAL LIMITS TO GLOBAL MARKETS

The cost associated with the growing independence from space and
time—such as the negative externalities of extended fossil fuel use in en-
ergy-insensitive food systems (Altvater & Mahnkopf, 1997, 127nn), the loss
of restoration, provisioning and recreation services provided in households,
communities and the natural environment (O’Hara, 1997; Schor, 1995),
the social and cultural effects of streamlined food systems (Marsden, 1997),
and the growing dependence of humans on exosomatic tools—are exter-
nalized by standard accounting and valuation systems. Prices transmitted
in markets simply render the unpredictable and hard to account for envi-
ronmental and social effects of economic efficiency gains invisible. Context
specific environmental and social complexities disappear in the process.
The result is a deceptive sense of predictability. This seeming predictability
and reliance on a familiar, internal systems logic is what Polanyi termed
the ‘disembedding’ of markets (1944). Local markets, where people ex-
change goods and services, are embedded in a network of social relations
and meaning systems of norms and rules (Douglas, 1992; Barham, 1997;
O’Hara, 2001). Global markets are shaped less by social networks and
norms and demand instead compliance with their own norms of efficiency,
rationality, optimizing and ‘time saving’ behavior (O’Hara, 1995). The dis-
tortions created in the process illustrate the fact that the ‘lifting out’ (Gid-
dens, 1990) of market transactions from their social relations and local con-
texts is not simply the unintended side effect of increased market efficiency,
but a reflection of institutional and ideological conditions that express spe-
cial interests and reinforce the market logic itself (McMichael, 1996, p.
26; Altvater & Mahnkopf, 1997). Disembedded markets make the effective
communication across different systems levels sheer impossible since the
high-frequency signals of local markets (reflecting their small scale) are fil-
tered out by the larger frequency at which global markets operate. As a
result, the global economy will ignore the warning signals of instable local
ecosystems and local social systems.

The side effects and ‘spillovers’ of disembedded markets can be
viewed as the feedback mechanisms through which harmed social and en-
vironmental systems communicate their injury. Contrary to mainline eco-
nomic theory these feedback mechanisms are the rule and not the excep-
tion. Kneese and Bower (1972, pp. 3–4) write:
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(economic theory) developed on the presumption that virtually
everything of value is suitable for private ownership with little
or no ‘spillover’ to other persons, households and firms when
the private property is out to use by its owners. . . . [O]f course
it was realized that sometimes adjustments had to be made for
‘market failure’, but these were implicitly, if not explicitly, re-
garded as minor with respect to the overall allocation.

In reality, there are myriad ‘spillovers’ and frequent adjustments are
necessary to address the failures of unregulated markets. Three main con-
flict areas between disembedded global markets and local context systems
can be distinguished: the consequence of physical, social and ethical dis-
embedding. The first one, the disconnecting of markets from their physical
environmental context, has been addressed in environmental economics.
Early concerns of this discipline focused on the continued overuse of envi-
ronmental resources (see for example Meadows et al., 1972). Since the
1970s attention has shifted to the overuse of the environment’s capacity to
receive and process emissions and waste as a fundamental problem of mar-
ket failures. Specific concerns related to food production are ground and
surface water pollution through over-fertilization (O’Hara, 1984); salination
and declining groundwater tables through large-scale irrigation; loss of soil
fertility and soil compacting through industrial scale, machine intensive
production methods; pest resistant crops and health effects from pesticide
and herbicide use; uncertain long term effects of irradiated and genetically
modified foods (Colborn et al., 1996); and fear of diseases from mad cows,
hormone treated milk or pesticide sprayed apples. Particularly the close
and intricate connectedness between food systems and human health con-
fronts consumers with the consequences of disembedded markets (Stein-
graber, 1997).

Many of the physical, biological and ecological consequences of dis-
connected food production systems are recognized only over time and
sometimes across significant distances. This temporal and spatial discon-
nect between the source and the effect of identified spillover effects results
in a lack of feedback that Buttel (1997) considers the root problem of the
‘sustainability of unsustainability’. As Constanza et al. (1997, p. 165) argue:

With greater distance, it is more difficult for people to see the
consequences of their actions. Those who see the consequences
are in one place, those who can do something about it are in
another, and the distance between them makes communicating
and agreeing on a collective solution difficult.
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Even as basic context systems deteriorate, food production may, at
least in the short term, still be considered successful provided the measure
of its success is increased output (Buttel, 1997, p. 350). Yet the food sector,
more than any other sector of the economy, confronts us directly and rather
physically with the consequences neglected environmental contexts.

Less visible and often less tangible are the effects of social and cultural
disembedding. Since social support systems are traditionally provided out-
side the market economy in households and civic organizations social qual-
ity impacts cannot be “assigned a value by the price mechanism because
they are indicators of non-market interdependencies” (Fritsch, in Becken-
bach, 1994). Some macroeconomic indicators have attempted to account
for changes in social contexts by measuring expenditures for crime and
security related services and non-market services provided in households
and communities (Daly & Cobb, 1989; Cobb et al., 1996). Putnam (1995)
and Coleman (1988) describe the loss of social capital, that is, the loss of
civic involvement and informal communication systems supported by so-
cial networks of care, nurturing and trust among the members of a commu-
nity. This social capital generates noticeable mutual benefits accrued to a
community through its “features of social organization such as networks,
norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation” (Put-
nam, 1995, p. 67). In his article ‘Bowling Alone,’ Putnam cites the alarming
decline of citizen involvement in formal and informal institutions as evi-
dence of the demise of social capital. Maintaining these networks of com-
munication and support not only benefits the stability of communities and
social networks, but the stability of markets themselves. Their loss leads to
the erosion of essential networking and provisioning activities offered in
households and communities, as well as to the growing dependence on
market activities for basic survival and material needs (Shiva, 1991). Both
factors can contribute to social destabilization as local knowledge, informa-
tion, social organization, identity and thus socio-diversity are lost. As socio-
diversity we define “the diverse ways of social and economic arrangements
by which peoples have organized their societies, particularly the underlying
assumptions, goals, values and social behaviors” (O’Hara, 1995a).

The third aspect, the loss of moral embeddedness, is closely related to
the first two. First, moral values are socially and culturally determined and
changes in social structures and knowledge systems inevitably change
value systems. Secondly, value systems imply interpersonal and social val-
ues as well as environmental values as expressions of humans’ relationship
to the natural environment. As disembedded markets become the norm
both relationships are increasingly determined by the utilitarian ethic un-
derlying the rationality of self-organizing markets instead of more diverse,
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context specific ethical norms. The value of nature, human labor and
knowledge, for example, becomes associated primarily with its usefulness
to generate material goods and services since they assumed to be largely
responsible for generating increased material well-being and thus for im-
proving the conditions for society overall (O’Hara, 1998). This is not to say
that all ‘embedded’ systems are necessarily good or that the utilitarian ethic
is a priori bad. Embedded traditional value systems can promote restrictive
and oppressive social norms, place the well-being of non-human species
above human well-being, or promote the exploitation and destruction of
nature. Adam Smith’s notion of a market mechanism that achieves the so-
cial good of society through the self-interested pursuits of individual market
participants must have sounded like a freedom call to the lower casts of
medieval societies that assigned everyone their God-given place in a strict
social, economic and political order. Yet even Adam Smith’s self-interested
economic actors did not exist in an ethical vacuum. Instead their self-inter-
est was curtailed by the generally accepted norms of a puritan ethic that
understood human beings first and foremost as empathetic and sympa-
thetic, morally bound by a sense of responsibility for their neighbors’ fate.
This corrective understanding of a normative context is quite different from
the loss of ethical context precipitated by an unfettered reliance on libertar-
ian global markets. The loss of the ethical embeddedness of global markets
has been criticized even by staunch supporters of the global market econ-
omy (Soros, 1996) who have pointed to the self-defeat of the self-regulating
global market. As accepted and predictable values are lost the result is
a growing sense of insecurity and mistrust that impacts effective market
interaction itself. Examples include the erosion of democratic values in in-
creasingly expert dominated global systems that negate the perceptions of
local knowledge.

Giddens (1990, p. 34) reiterates this theme. He defines trust as “confi-
dence in the reliability of a person or system, regarding a given set of out-
comes or events . . . The experience of security usually rests upon a balance
of trust and acceptable risk.” (See also Beck’s [1992] description of modern
society as ‘risk society.’) According to Giddens, two kinds of trust relations
shape human interaction: confidence in institutions, which are ‘faceless
commitments’ and trust in persons, which are ‘facework commitments’ (p.
88). The reliance on abstract expert systems characteristic of complex mod-
ern societies is an example of ‘faceless commitments’ associated with insti-
tution-trust rather than people trust. Arrow writes:

Trust is an important lubricant of the social system. It is ex-
tremely efficient; it saves a lot of trouble to have a fair degree
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of reliance on other people’s work. Unfortunately, this is not a
commodity which can be bought very easily. If you have to buy
it, you already have some doubts about what you’ve bought.
(Arrow, 1974; see also Fukuyama, 1995)

The fact that disembedded, distanced markets themselves undermine
values of trust and reliability is felt not only by individual local actors, but
also by global corporations. Friedmann argues that giant food companies
and retailers seek to counteract this lack of trust and reliability by aggres-
sively transforming the world economy into giant networks at least in part
to increase the security and predictability of their own markets. He writes:

[Transnational corporations] are the major agents attempting to
regulate agro-food conditions, that is, to organize stable condi-
tions of production and consumption which allow them to plan
investment, sourcing of agricultural materials, and marketing on
a global scale. (Friedmann, 1993, p. 52)

Social theory suggests that in situations of increasing distrust, alterna-
tive movements will emerge as consumers get organized to overcome their
sense of unreliability and insecurity (see for example Beck, 1992). Given
the close connection between food systems and human well-being it is not
surprising that alternative food systems have emerged in many complex,
post-industrial societies. These alternatives generally seek to re-establish di-
rect links between producers and consumers and to reestablish some con-
trol over a food system that has become distant and anonymous. Farmers’
markets, food cooperatives, and other direct marketing schemes are part of
this trend to regain a degree of reliability and trust. Local food market alter-
natives give growers a choice over what products to produce and what
production methods to use; and they give consumers access to food they
trust to be healthier and less harmful to their own bodies, their families and
the environment. Alternative movements are an expression of the eroding
trust in established markets as well as in established institutions intended
to curtail self-organizing markets and make them more accountable and
trustworthy. Unger (1997, p. 212) argues, that “institutions in their role as
trust agencies” can in principle replace mutual trust among individual
actors. Yet health standards, FDA (Food and Drug Administration) regula-
tions, and environmental laws have not been successful in alleviating con-
cerns about the lack of control over transnational agro-firms (Watts and
Goodman, 1997, p. 13; Marsden & Wrigley, 1996). Trust in institutions has
therefore eroded as easily as trust in individuals. This is true for formal
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institutions like regulatory agencies and for less formal ones as knowledge
systems. Funtowicz and Ravetz (1991) point out that under conditions of
uncertainty scientific analysis itself must disband its traditional search for
truth and work instead toward establishing trust by means of adequate qual-
ity control mechanisms for knowledge production (post-normal science).

A specific example of a food sector alternative that seeks to re-establish
a sense of reliability and trust is discussed in the following section of this
paper. This alternative, like others that have emerged over the past decade,
may provide a vehicle for re-connecting and re-embedding food markets
into their physical/spatial, social and ethical context.

LOCAL ALTERNATIVES TO GLOBAL FOOD MARKETS

Many local alternatives to large-scale global food markets are emerg-
ing around the globe. According to the USDA (U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture) there were 2,410 farmers’ markets in the US in 1996, an increase of
20% in only two years. These markets have more than one million custom-
ers every week. In addition, there are thousands of producer/processor co-
operatives and consumer cooperatives. In Europe the search for alternative
food systems started in the late 1970s. Since then, organic food production
has increased significantly, in part supported by changes in agricultural pol-
icies within the European Union in 1991. In Austria, for example, the num-
ber of organic farms increased by a factor of ten between 1990 and 1996
(BMLF, 1997). Recent studies show that the demand for organic food was
as high as 25% of total demand in Germany, 12% in Great Britain and
Austria, 11% in France and Sweden, 9% in Denmark, 7% in the Nether-
lands and 3% in Italy (Agrar News, 1998).

Community Supported Agriculture groups (CSAs) are a fairly recent
addition to the growing list of alternative food market models in the U.S.
The purpose of CSAs is to provide consumers with healthy, locally grown
food while revitalizing local food markets and preserving small-scale, fam-
ily farms (Barham, 1997; Ostrom, 1997). To achieve this aim, CSAs link
local consumers and producers by offering consumers the option to pur-
chase ‘shares’ of freshly grown produce directly from local farmers. In re-
turn for paying their annual CSA share price, member households receive
freshly harvested vegetables, fruits, herbs and flowers throughout the grow-
ing season. The weekly deliveries of CSA produce shares vary in size de-
pending on the conditions of the growing season. As a result, some of the
risks of farming are shifted from the farmer to the consumer household.
Consumers usually pay for their annual share by early spring to provide the
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CSA farmer with a guaranteed base income for the season and to provide
funding for the purchase seeds and equipment at the outset of the growing
season. Consumers, in turn, have a chance to become actively involved in
production decisions affecting their own food supply.

CSAs offer a dramatically different food systems model than the large-
scale production/processing schemes typical for conventional food markets.
By linking consumers to local producers assimilative capacities and storage
capacities for waste and emissions which large scale, global food systems
borrow from those with lower consumption levels and from future genera-
tions are passed back to the local producer and consumer. If soil productiv-
ity declines, weather patterns negatively affect product yields, and pests
impact the storage capacity of harvested produce, the effects are directly
felt by CSA households and farmers. CSA consumers only receive whatever
food is in season and can be stored or processed in households. As a result,
the time and skill demands of food preparation, processing and storage
are reintroduced into consumer households as large-scale food processing
operations are eliminated. Externalities lost in the large scale/long term
feedback loops of global food systems are therefore re-internalized in the
more direct time/space demands of local producer and consumer activities.

CSAs also reclaim ‘externalized’ expert systems and reestablish the ex-
pertise of local, context specific experts. Information moves more effec-
tively from producer to consumer and from awareness to action. Ostrom
(1997) found in a survey of CSA members in Madison, Wisconsin, that their
membership had altered their own consumption habits and compelled
them to question various aspects of the larger food system. Attending farm
events and volunteering at their CSA farm offered many members new in-
sights into agriculture, food quality, and health.

CSAs also recover lost dimensions of the market as ‘realm of social
interaction’ (Biesecker, 1996) as producers and consumers reconnect and
communicate their preferences and goals in CSA membership meetings
rather than through the narrow channels of money transaction in distanced
markets. CSAs remind participants and observers that markets are not sim-
ply value neutral, mechanistic processes for efficient allocation and distri-
bution. They are complex institutions of communication and interaction
between producers and consumers who seek to communicate their individ-
ual interests as well as the overall interests and objectives of the CSA. Multi-
ple dimensions of interaction and communication are relevant to reestab-
lishing the trust lost in disembedded markets. And while personal
interaction may not be a guarantee for trust, it may fill the vacuum created
by the erosion of ‘faceless commitments’ in illusive global markets as ‘face
work commitments’ are re-established (Giddens, 1990).
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A survey of CSA member households in upstate New York (�21⁄2 hours
north of New York City in the Northeastern United States) supports the
notion that consumers’ interest in alternative food markets indicates a
search for re-embedded markets. The survey instrument was a self-adminis-
tered questionnaire consisting of 32 questions. Seventy-four member house-
holds or 73% of all CSA member households participated in the survey. The
high participation rate can be attributed to the fact that member households
received their questionnaire at their weekly CSA pick-up site. A pre-
stamped and pre-addressed envelope was distributed along with the ques-
tionnaire.

As survey results show, respondents addressed all three areas of physi-
cal/spatial, social, and ethical embeddedness. Table 1 summarizes the fac-
tors respondents ranked as ‘very important’, ‘important’, ‘indifferent’ or ‘un-
important’ in motivating them to become CSA members. The means imply
that on average members ranked the first eight factors (1 to 8) as ‘very
important’ or ‘important’, the next five (9 to 13) as ‘important’ to ‘indiffer-
ent,’ and the remaining three (14 to 16) as ‘indifferent’ to ‘unimportant.’

TABLE 1

Factors Motivating CSA Membership

Std.
Motivation for Being Member Means Dev.

1. fresh vegetables 1.23 0.43
2. organic vegetables 1.29 0.56
3. support local farms 1.33 0.50
4. concern for environment 1.39 0.49
5. eating vegetables in season 1.64 0.74
6. reducing packaging 1.72 1.09
7. knowing where food comes from 1.87 1.06
8. doing something for health 1.92 1.19
9. know how vegetables grown 2.25 0.91

10. know about bio-dynamic farm 2.47 1.16
11. stronger sense of community 2.64 0.82
12. price of vegetables 2.66 1.08
13. share risk with farmers 2.74 1.16
14. know how to grow vegetables 3.05 1.28
15. take children to farm 3.23 1.71
16. work at farm 3.31 1.22

Note: The means are calculated from answers from the following choices: ‘very important’ =
1, ‘important’ = 2, ‘indifferent’ = 3, ‘unimportant’ = 4, ‘very unimportant’ = 5.
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By far the strongest motivators for joining a CSA appear to be factors
that address respondents’ own physical health and concern for their own
space/time context. Motivations like ‘getting fresh vegetables,’ ‘getting or-
ganically grown vegetables,’ ‘wanting to be supportive of local farms,’
‘eating vegetables in season’ and ‘doing something for my health’ are all
ranked as very important and important. Five of the top eight motivations
thus indicate a concern for physical/temporal embeddedness. Concerns for
social embeddedness appear to be the overriding concern in two of the
top eight motivators namely ‘wanting to be supportive of local farms’ and
‘knowing where my food comes from.’ The latter one also speaks to the
sense of distrust, lack of control, and disconnect consumers feel toward
distant, global food systems. One of the top eight motivators in particular,
namely ‘concern for the environment,’ appears to address more abstract
values associated with ethical embeddedness. Other values oriented and
socially oriented factors such as ‘sharing the risk with farmers’ and ‘a
stronger sense of community’ rank significantly lower as ‘important’ to ‘in-
different.’ While all three types of embeddedness are addressed (physical/
temporal, social and ethical), the search for physical/temporal embed-
dedness thus appears to be the strongest motivator for CSA membership
among the surveyed population.

This result is reminiscent of Orr’s contention that the physical link be-
tween agricultural products and human well-being serves as a particularly
strong reality check and motivator to assess the consequences of our inter-
ference in nature (Orr, 1994). Similar findings are reported by Kane and
Lohr (1997), Cooley and Lass (1998), and Ostrom (1997) who also found
that environmental concerns and interest in respondents’ local community
were strong motivating factors in supporting local food market alternatives.

Additional information about the surveyed CSA households bolsters
the importance of social and ethical values while cautioning against the
ready transferability of the presented survey results. The surveyed CSA
member households tend to be better educated than the average New York
household; their median household income is 30.7% above the New York
State average; and while they do not differ much in terms of household
size, working hours and time spent on food preparation, CSA member
households differ significantly from their non-member household counter-
parts in their social and political involvement. Member households appear
to contribute more volunteer hours to worthy causes (3.3 versus 1.3 hours
per week) than their non-member counterparts. Member households are
more concerned about pesticides, have a higher preference for personal
interaction when buying food products, and consider themselves more po-
litically active than non-member households.1
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In 1997 about 600 CSA farms were operating in the U.S. providing
food for an estimated 100,000 people (CSANA, 1997). This constitutes a
very small, albeit rapidly growing, segment of the US food market. Alterna-
tives to the self-enforcing, global food markets, therefore, continue to be
limited. However, this should not be construed as a lack of concern with
disembedded global markets. It may merely confirm the self-enforcing
power of global markets that crowd-out the time demands of re-embedding
markets into their spatial/temporal, social and ethical context.

CONCLUSION

The continued expansion of global markets reminiscent of Polanyi’s
(1944) notion of ‘disembedding’—the ‘lifting out’ of social relations from
local contexts—has gained renewed attention in the sustainability debate.
Here too the concern is with the disconnect between economic activities
and their environmental and social context. As many have pointed out (Po-
lanyi, 1944; Giddens, 1990) the growing globalization of markets demands
compliance with its own laws rather than with the laws of context specific
environmental, social and cultural systems. The resulting disconnect from
context specific physical, biological and social conditions calls the long-
term sustainability of global markets into question. Re-embedding global
markets, however, is thus not simply a matter of internalizing externalities
and correcting market failures. It requires internalizing economic interac-
tions into the spatial/temporal environmental, social and value context that
describes the life world within which all economic activity takes place
(O’Hara, 1998). This is reminiscent of institutional economists’ broader un-
derstanding of economics in general and of markets in particular, which
views markets as ‘sets of institutions’ and ‘social structures’ (Hodgson,
1988; Bürgenmeier, 1992; Swedberg, 1994) that demand attention to the
mutual shaping of institutions. As trust in corrective social institutions is
eroded and markets are increasingly left to shape their own larger social
and behavioral contexts, trust in global markets is undermined as well. The
result are emerging alternative systems even as globalization pressures con-
tinue (Beck, 1992).

Emerging social innovations like CSAs recover the multi-dimensional-
ity of markets as places of social interaction. While CSAs remain a small
and limited concept they offer important pointers for a re-embedding of
markets into their physical, social and ethical context. CSAs offer (1) more
direct feedback and shorter feedback time regarding the impact of human
economic activity; (2) more direct communication between producers and
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consumers that allows a multiplicity of valuation criteria and values to be
articulated and lowers the dependence on the symbolic tokens characteris-
tic for global market systems; and (3) more occasions for re-emphasizing
local knowledge systems and trust expressed by ‘face commitments.’

As results of a survey of CSA members in upstate New York show, the
motivating factors respondents listed as reasons for their CSA membership
reiterate especially the concern for reconnecting with the spatial and tem-
poral context of food systems, followed by concerns for recovering the so-
cial and value context of food systems. These stated motivations illustrate
broader concerns for a food system that has become almost exclusively
dependent on distant expert systems while valuable (local) context informa-
tion has been lost in the process (Mander, 1996; Tisdell, 1990). As local
knowledge erodes fewer and fewer people notice the deterioration of social
and environmental services caused by the increasing material and techno-
logical demands of standardized industrial type food production systems.
By narrowing markets to pure allocation and distribution mechanism, stan-
dard economics does not only leave important dimensions of market inter-
action unconsidered, it erodes the potential for change. Buttel (1997, p.
350n) sees a prime role of alternative initiatives and social movements in
recovering this potential for change. He writes:

Social movements are likely to be the primary mechanism for
successfully affecting changes in the various political-economic
feedback loops of socialization of external costs and develop-
ment of compensatory technologies that make sustainability
threats so sustainable over the short- to medium-term.

This does not deny the importance of large scale, national or interna-
tional political institutions, nor does it downplay the role of the political
economy. There are undeniably limits to local independence and self-reli-
ance particularly in light of the permeable boundaries between local, na-
tional and global systems. Yet as capital mobility, pressures to compete on
a global scale, and consumer demands shaped by global communication
and information systems pressure local and regional alternatives to suc-
cumb to the demands of global markets, the effectiveness of existing politi-
cal institutions (and the political will of their actors) has become question-
able. At the very least, regional, bottom-up alternatives must complement
larger-scale institutional efforts. Using the concept of “Islands of Sustainab-
ilty,” Wallner et al. (1996, p. 1764) argue that “sustainability on the global
level will be reached when regions live according to their carrying capac-
ity.” A “bottom-up approach” to creating more resilient communities and
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regions, is therefore viewed as going hand-in hand with global sustainabil-
ity goals even as such global goals are pursued simultaneously.

Food systems provide a closer and more personal (physical) feedback
mechanism than virtually any other sector of the economy given the close
connection between food and human health and well-being. Food systems
may, therefore, have a particularly important role to play in providing via-
ble examples for re-embedded and more sustainable market alternatives.

ENDNOTE

1. The survey sample of non-member households was randomly selected from neighbor-
hoods that matched the locational profile of CSA member households.
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Nature, Culture, and Industry in fin-de-siècle Agro-Food Systems. In D. Goodman, & M.
Watts (Eds.), Globalising Food—Agrarian Questions and Global Restructuring. London/
New York: Routledge.

Wilson, E. O., & Peter, F. M. (1988). Biodiversity. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.


