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We have seen an emergence of transformative food studies as part of sustainability

transitions. While some scholars have successfully opened up their experiences of

pursuing transformation through scholar-activism, assumptions underlying researchers’

choices and how scholars orient to and go about their work often remain implicit. In

this article, we bring forth a practice theoretical understanding of knowledge production

and advocate that researchers turn to examining their own research practice. We ask

how to make our own academic knowledge production/research practice more explicit,

and why it is important to do so in the context of transformative food studies. To help

scholars to reflect on their own research practice, we mobilize the framework of practical

activity (FPA). We draw on our own experiences in academia and use our ethnographic

studies on self-reliant food production and procurement to illustrate academic knowledge

production. Thus, this article provides conceptual and methodological tools for reflection

on academic research practice and knowledge production. We argue that it is important

for researchers to turn to and improve their own academic practice because it advances

academic knowledge production in the domain of transformative food studies and

beyond. While we position ourselves within the qualitative research tradition, we believe

that the insights of this article can be applied more broadly in different research fields and

across various methodological approaches.

Keywords: knowledge production, academic practice, research methods, reflection, practice epistemology,

practice theory, transformative food studies, food economy

INTRODUCTION

Increased concerns over the adaptability of food systems to ongoing changes in local climates, and
awareness of the possibility to mitigate ecosystem collapses, have raised the need for academic
knowledge to contribute to building resilient, ecologically stable, and socially and economically
just food systems (Allen, 2010; Foley et al., 2011; OECD, 2020). But while knowledge production
is central to science (Kuhn, 1970), reflecting on the means and processes of knowledge production
has not always been central to scientific work (Callon, 1984; Barad, 2003; Harding, 2008). This has
distanced not only natural sciences, but also and equally social sciences, from the practices they
tend to study, creating a false dichotomy between “theory” and “practice” (Eikeland and Nicolini,
2011; Sandberg and Tsoukas, 2011).
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Our aim is to help researchers reflect on their own research
practice and thereby invoke discussion about the different ways
in which people orient toward academic practice. Despite the
several “turns to practice” within the social sciences (Ortner,
1984; Reckwitz, 2002; Miettinen et al., 2009), it is not common
for academics to turn to one’s own research practice to
reflect on how knowledge is produced, why scholars perform
research in particular ways, and what they pursue in doing so
(Eikeland and Nicolini, 2011, p. 166, Stengers, 2017, but see
also Räsänen, 2012, 2014; Parker, 2018). In this sense, we are
not advocating for scholars to bridge the gap between “theory”
and “practice” (see e.g., Sandberg and Tsoukas, 2011; Derickson
and Routledge, 2015; Routledge and Derickson, 2015); rather,
we seek to bring forth an understanding of academic research
as a particular practice (Bourdieu, 1990; Räsänen, 2009) that is
characterized by knowledge production (Kuhn, 1970; Stengers,
2017). Understanding and being capable of reflecting on one’s
own research practice is important not only because this enables
academic scholars to (1) be more conscious about their research
designs and theory development, and (2) improve processes of
knowledge production (Nicolini, 2009), but also because (3)
academic practice may be part of the problem when researchers
reproduce the underlying paradigms that have led to the ongoing
ecological, economical and societal crises in the first place
(Stengers, 2017).

In this article we seek to raise awareness of knowledge
production in the context of academia and transformative food
studies in particular. We use the concept of transformative
food studies to bring together research that addresses food as
a nexus to achieve more sustainable, ecological, fair, diverse
and locally distinctive societies (see e.g., Figueroa, 2015).
Such research includes discussions that take place under food
sovereignty, food citizenship and alternative food networks–to
name but a few. While these studies capture a wide spectrum
of scholarly activism, several underlying assumptions about
researchers’ choices and their underlying orientation remain
implicit. Moreover, while many refer to the difficulties of working
as an activist-scholar (Croog et al., 2018; Reynolds et al., 2018),
the broader trends in academia, including the rise of the
knowledge economy (Stengers, 2017), new public management
(Räsänen, 2008), and neoliberal values and academic capitalism
(Parker, 2018), and their influence on the everyday lives
of scholars and their research practice more broadly, may
go unmentioned.

Thus, we set out to ask: how do we make our own academic
knowledge production/research practice more explicit and why
is it important to do this in the context of transformative food
studies? Although we are driven by the need to reflect on the
academic practice of knowledge production by drawing on the
context of transformative food studies, this article stems from
our own experiences of participating in academic practices in
the global North that may not be relevant to all transformative
food scholars. However, we believe that making the local
struggles of scholars visible also reveals how what appears
possible and impossible has been translocally institutionalized
into academic practices of knowledge production
(Räsänen, 2009; Stengers, 2017).

In this paper, we explore the questions using two moves.
First, we introduce a practice theoretical approach to knowledge
production, after which we present the framework of practical
activity (FPA), developed by a group of scholars close to us.
We suggest that the concept of practice and the framework
of practical activity are particularly helpful in conceptualizing
academic knowledge production in transformative food studies.
Second, we reflect on our own experiences in academia when
doing research in the context of self-reliant food production
and procurement practices in Finland. One of the authors
has studied food collectives and smallholdings in the field of
regenerative agriculture (Kallio, 2018, 2020, for a definition
of regenerative agriculture, see e.g., Rodale Institute 2020),
while the other has focused on households striving for self-
sufficiency (Houtbeckers, 2018). Our ethnographic journeys have
included various struggles and decisions, some of which we have
articulated in this paper. By conceptualizing our own research
practice with practice theories and the FPA elaborated later in
this paper, we argue that turning researchers toward their own
practice advances academic knowledge production in the domain
of transformative food studies and beyond, and enables scholars
to reflect on and improve academic research practice.

In what follows, we first map the domain of transformative
food studies. Second, we introduce the practice theoretical
approach and elaborate on how knowledge production is
understood from this perspective. As an example of one practice
theoretical approach, we take the framework of practical activity
(FPA) and discuss how it enables reflection in practice. We then
introduce our empirical studies in two separate sections: first
by describing our path in academia, the context of self-reliant
food production and procurement and the methods used in our
ethnographies, and second by providing vignettes on our own
research practice in order to make our production of academic
knowledge more transparent. Finally, we discuss how researchers
can make their own production of academic knowledge explicit
by mobilizing the FPA in the context of transformative food
studies. We end with conclusions and provide answers to
why it is important to make our own academic knowledge
production explicit.

TRANSFORMATIVE FOOD STUDIES

By transformative food studies, we refer to the call for food
system transformations and the need for transformative food
politics that would address “the root causes of current challenges
within the industrial food system, rather than just the symptoms”
(Levkoe, 2011, p. 688). Ongoing discussions that take place
about, e.g., food sovereignty, food citizenship, and alternative
food networks connect food with achieving more sustainable,
ecological, fair, diverse and locally distinctive societies. As
a domain, transformative food studies attracts scholars from
various disciplines, including critical geography, sociology,
anthropology, and more recently organization and management
studies. Our own background is in organization studies, in
which the focal journals of the field, e.g., Organization Studies,
Organization and Human Relations, have hosted discussions in
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the intersection of organizing and food transformations (see,
e.g., special issues Briner and Sturdy, 2008; Croidieu et al.,
2017; Böhm et al., 2020). Although there were other concepts
that we could have used in order to engage in academic
discussions related to the phenomena we have studied, we
consciously chose to use transformative food studies, which, to
our knowledge, has little previous application. With this choice
we create an overarching domain that can be used to capture
the great diversity of food studies, which includes discussions on
local/alternative food movements, networks, and economies.

Since conceptual choices always carry meanings that emerge
from particular research traditions (MacIntyre, 1985), they end
up defining and describing the phenomenon under study by
infusing the knowledge that may arise from very distinct research
designs and purposes. In the domain of (transformative) food
studies, for instance, local food initiatives can be framed as
social movements that are positioned against globalized food
markets (Weber et al., 2008; Starr, 2010; DeLind, 2011), after
which, e.g., framing theories drive research toward emphasizing
discourses and media analysis instead of analyzing the actual
activities. These analyses often undermine diverse and potentially
conflicting pursuits within food movements that may extend
beyond resistance, or globalized politics (Delind, 2006). Similarly,
while alternative food networks (AFN) is an established
concept (Goodman et al., 2011), this conceptualization implicitly
suggests that alternatives are more desirable, but still marginal,
compared to the dominant modes of organizing. Moreover, the
underlying assumptions about sustainability in these networks
are rarely problematized (Forssell and Lankoski, 2015), nor is
it common to question the tendency to designate local food
initiatives/economies as alternative and thereby define them as
resistance to dominant practices–hence marginalizing various
self-reliant pursuits.

Moreover, concepts give scholars power (Croog et al., 2018;
Levkoe et al., 2019) that in turn allows them to undermine
dimensions that may be central to knowledge production. For
instance, despite its emancipatory objectives, citizen science
can contribute to separating “science professionals” from
“practitioners” and “amateurs” (see e.g., Conde, 2014) and end up
granting more value to scientific measurement than to embodied
and non-articulable ways of knowing (see e.g., Barad, 2003; de la
Bellacasa, 2016). By putting more weight on “expert knowledge,”
scholars may fail to understand that “amateur-practitioners” can
also be “experts” of their own practice (Gherardi, 2012; Räsänen,
2015). Consequently, there is a danger that research produces
food studies based on Western knowledge (Jehlička et al.,
2020), and thus reproduces neoliberal agency and individualistic
understandings of human behavior (Alkon and Mares, 2012),
among other things.

In contrast, some of the research that we call transformative
food studies seems to include reflection on knowledge
production that characterizes academic research practice.
In opposing the colonial concept of food security, food
sovereignty provides one successful example of scholarship from
which knowledge production often arises in collaboration with
the grassroots actors (Patel, 2009), and many food sovereignty
scholars seek to acknowledge the unequal power relationships
between the researchers and the researched. In this domain,

Figueroa (2015), for instance, proposes a people-centered
approach accounting for the everyday life experiences of the
studied people. They make visible how conceptualizations start
to carry cultural meanings and political interests–often Western,
neoliberal and racialized–that are infused into the phenomenon
under study. The concept of food deserts is one such example.
By opening up their own research processes and experiences,
(Levkoe et al., 2019) suggest three pillars that enable researchers
to account for the perspectives, needs and vocabulary of those
who are researched. The suggested pillars of people (humanizing
research relationships), power (equalizing power relations) and
change (pursuing transformative orientations) support academic
praxis, a concept that the authors use to refer to transformative
knowledge production.

Along these lines, Croog et al. (2018) bring forth a critical
perspective on academic knowledge production and argue that
“‘[r]esearch’ in any shape or form necessarily acts within and
upon the sociopolitical context in which it occurs” (Croog
et al., 2018, p. 1025). The authors raise several concerns about
academic practice not being supportive of politically engaged
and meaningful research across different scientific disciplines.
They plead for bringing those values into the center of an
academic practice that embraces co-production of knowledge,
transformation centered research and the emergence of the
scholar-activist paradigm.

While scholar-activism and critical reflection on knowledge
production characterize transformative food studies (Wakefield,
2007; Levkoe, 2011; Derickson and Routledge, 2015; Routledge
and Derickson, 2015; Reynolds et al., 2018), many underlying
pursuits and assumptions of scholars remain implicit, including
what is a good academic practice or a good scholar, and
how researchers at different career stages (doctoral candidates,
young scholars, senior scholars, professors and others) “make
do” (de Certeau, 1984) in spaces defined by existing academic
conventions, or in other words try to survive and accomplish
the everyday working life in academia. From our reading of
transformative food studies, we see explicit considerations of how
to bridge the gap between “research” and “practice” but we see a
dearth of writing that opens up the different issues influencing,
driving and/or discouraging the production of academic
knowledge. Manifestations of academic knowledge production
include, among other things, research publications, teaching
and advising, practical engagement, popular publications, and
engagement in societal and political discussions.

In the following, we introduce a practice theoretical approach
to academic knowledge production, with the aim of shifting
the focus of analysis from transformational food studies to the
academic practices that produce this knowledge.

PRACTICE THEORETICAL APPROACH TO

ACADEMIC KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION

Turning to Practice
Central to the practice theoretical approach is an onto-
epistemological premise that the social is situated in practices
(materially mediated action) that also form the locus of knowing
(Bourdieu, 1990). In other words, the practice theoretical
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approach suggests that “knowledge” is intrinsically connected
with and produced by doing (knowing how) rather than
by possessing (knowing that) (Gherardi, 2000). For instance,
knowing that one needs a hammer, wood and a saw to build a
fence does not necessarily mean that one knows how to build the
fence with these materials in practice.

The practice theoretical approach that we adopt emphasizes
the relevance of the context and materiality of practices and
suggests that practitioners (c.f. carriers of the practice, Reckwitz,
2002) are the experts of their own practice (Räsänen, 2015). In
this view, practices, as the objects of study, form what Nicolini
(2011) calls “the sites” of knowing within which “we engage
with the world and the material and linguistic practices into
which we are socialized [and which] provide a background for
understanding what counts as an object of knowledge, what
counts as knowing subjects, and in the event what counts as
possible (and “real”)” (Nicolini, 2011, 604). In other words,
people acquire embodied knowledge and understandings of what
is collectively held as good and appropriate by participating in the
same practice with other practitioners.

At its best, then, the practice theoretical approach allows
scholars to be reflective with regard to how practices, such
as academic research practices, are collectively accomplished
(Räsänen, 2008, 2009). The practice theoretical approach extends
beyond a collection of theories by providing methodological
guidance into studying practices (Miettinen et al., 2009; Nicolini,
2012). However, even though practice theoretical scholarship
is equipped with methodological tools and guidance on how
to study (other peoples’) practices (see e.g., Nicolini, 2009,
2012; Gherardi, 2012), in this article we do not seek to turn
(researchers) to the practice of the researched, but advocate that
researchers turn to examining their own practice (for debates
in feminist and postcolonial theorizing related to knowledge
production suggesting similar self-reflection of scientists’ work,
see e.g., Harding, 2008; Stengers, 2017). For this task, we turn
to and introduce one specific practice theoretical framework,
namely the framework of practical activity.

Framework of Practical Activity
Developed by a research group within our (former) local
academic community, the framework of practical activity (FPA)
(Räsänen andMäntylä, 2001; Räsänen, 2008, 2009, 2015; Räsänen
and Trux, 2012) is the result of an effort to develop “an
alternative, constructive, and participatory approach to higher
education research” (Räsänen, 2008, p. 2). Acknowledging the
diverse disciplinary traditions behind practice theories and
drawing on the work of several known scholars (e.g., Pierre
Bourdieu, Michel de Certeau, Alasdair MacIntyre and Dorothy
Holland), FPA aims to direct people–be they researchers, citizens,
businesspeople, artists, food activists, or other practitioners–to
their own and/or others’ practices. To do this, FPA introduces
four different questions that people need to deal with or resolve,
implicitly or explicitly, when they engage in any kind of practice.
The first one is tactical (de Certeau, 1984) and asks how to do it,
which points to the concrete everyday tasks of doing and coping
in places and situations often predefined by the conventions and
materialities of the (institutionalized) practice in question. The

second question is political (Bourdieu, 1990), asking what to
accomplish by doing it, and points toward the goals and interests
that people have in participating in a (particular) practice. The
third question is moral (MacIntyre, 1985): why do it in this way,
which directs reflection to what people consider good or bad,
right or wrong, and justifiable or not, in the context of the practice
in question. Lastly, one faces an identity-related (Holland and
Lave, 2009) question of who to be(come) while doing this in
this way.

The framework assumes that one or some of these questions
are more important than others, depending on the researcher.
For example, in their analysis of three units in three different
institutions, Räsänen and Mäntylä (2001) developed four
potential integrative identities in a business school: (concerned)
social scientist, (multi-skilled) business academic, academic
specialist and (participatory) action researcher. Concerned social
scientists conduct critical and autonomous research that forms
the basis for their teaching. Academic specialists focus on a
sub-field and use their expertise in publishing and acquiring
funding. Multi-skilled business academics get excited about
being involved with various activities that might not relate to
one another. Participatory action researchers combine “in all
activities the moral commitment of a social scientist with the
practical skills of a facilitator and change agent” (Räsänen and
Mäntylä, 2001, p. 308). Later on, Räsänen added the identity of a
feminist researcher to describe one potential research orientation
(Räsänen, 2008). Moreover, in some situations the questions
of FPA may conflict with each other, and resolving them in a
meaningful manner might not be possible. For example, while
a researcher with an identity of a (concerned) social scientist
might try to be critical when they are teaching, publishing,
supervising and doing administrative work, because of their own
political and moral orientation, they might not be able to do
so in practice. According to Räsänen (2008), praxis refers to
intentional reflection on all four questions of practical activity
and working from that understanding together with others in
order to create a space for meaningful work, though this might
prove challenging in contemporary academia.

Thus, while enabling scholars to mobilize these questions
through their research designs in order to better understand
practices from the lived experiences of the practitioners, FPA
also makes visible how knowledge production is inseparable
from how a researcher engages in a particular research practice
(tactics of research), what the researcher strives for (politics of
research), and why they conduct research in particular ways
(morals of research). Finally, there is the question of who the
researcher is (becoming) (subjects of research) and how they
relate to categories, such as doctoral candidate, academic, scholar,
scientist, professional, professor, activist, expert, or something
else. FPA does not provide a map on how to do research, but
it provides a tool or a perspective on how to unpack what one
does as a researcher. Furthermore, FPA allows researchers to
reflect on the relationship between their own practice and the
practices they research, and become more aware of their own
research designs, actions and choices related to, for instance
(not), applying particular frameworks, committing to certain
methods, or (re)presenting findings.
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AN OVERVIEW OF OUR FIELDWORK IN

THE CONTEXT OF SELF-RELIANT FOOD

PRODUCTION AND PROCUREMENT

In this article, we draw on our experiences in working in

academia and conducting ethnographic studies in the context

of self-reliant food production and procurement (Houtbeckers,
2018; Kallio, 2018, 2020; Houtbeckers and Kallio, 2019). We
started our academic careers in the late 2000’s in the Department
of Management Studies in the former Helsinki School of
Economics. Since then our institution has been merged with two

others, and we defended our dissertations in Aalto University.

Throughout our time in the Department of Management Studies,
we took part in groups that discussed academic work practices
and practice theories. One of these continues to gather as a
peer-to-peer group on the premises of the University of Helsinki.

We have conducted ethnographic fieldwork in three

different settings: households participating in food collectives
and smallholdings operating in the field of regenerative
agriculture (Kallio) and households striving for self-sufficiency

(Houtbeckers). Taken together, we locate these research settings

within the context of transformative food studies discussed

earlier, and we refer specifically to self-reliant food production

and procurement, because the practices that we have studied are
not supported by the dominant ways of doing or talking about
food production and procurement in Finland. Practitioners who
engage in self-reliant food production and procurement have
various motivations, but many of them are concerned about the
unsustainability of, and injustices within, the dominant (food)
economy. Hence the practitioners navigate between established
practices related to food production and procurement, such as
avoiding shopping at supermarkets or ordering seeds outside
officially approved seed catalogs. But instead of waiting for
institutional support, they find it easier, or at times the only
option, to be self-reliant and organize independently and/or
collectively at grassroots level without asking for permission.

The ethnographic fieldwork on food collectives by Kallio
was performed between 2010 and 2017. Food collectives are
communities of households that procure food directly from
farmers and other producers and distribute it among the
participating members. The household members who were most
active in founding food collectives were primarily women,
whose ages and occupations varied greatly. The materials were
generated from 22 food collectives across Finland, and as part
of these ethnographic efforts, Kallio served as a member of
various food collectives for several years. The data generated
as part of the initial study was based on participatory and
non-participatory observations, ethnographic (Heyl, 2011) and
open-ended narrative/thematic interviews (Riessman, 2008), and
archival materials.

The fieldwork on self-sufficient households by Houtbeckers is
part of a larger ethnographic study on the role of work in the
transformation of societies after the economic growth paradigm
in the global North. The fieldwork was initiated in 2016 and
remained ongoing when this article was written. As part of the
ethnographic study, the researcher participated as a degrowth

activist and researcher in various events where the author met
members of households striving for self-sufficiency, with whom
she conversed about everyday questions in their efforts to reach
self-sufficiency. In addition, the researchers spent time in these
households. The study also monitors other processes, such as
the establishment of an adult learning center for self-sufficiency.
This manuscript uses the materials collected from visits to three
different households, two of which are located in Southern
Finland and one in Eastern Finland. The researcher visited each
household one to five times and recorded her observations in
fieldnotes. In addition, the researcher produced visual materials
and conducted recorded and ethnographic interviews.

The study on smallholdings by Kallio draws equally on
ethnographic fieldwork that started in 2019 and continues at the
time of writing this article, with the primary source of data being
participant observation. Kallio has participated in the daily work
of six different farms and visited several other farms for a day each
to observe their activities. In addition to ad-hoc interviews during
the fieldwork, the researcher conducted video interviews with the
farmers tomake visible the process of interviewing. In this article,
the author reflects on the experiences of balancing between
the pressure to conduct formal interviews and continuing the
fieldwork by only participating and observing.

While our ethnographic fieldwork is geared toward practice
theoretical understanding, the processes have not been
straightforward. For instance, food practices are connected
to and mediated by material infrastructures, societal rhythms
and political discourses and decision-making (Houtbeckers
and Kallio, 2019). As a result, our fieldwork has allowed
us to see the tension that arises from the methods and
theoretical and conceptual frameworks we applied and the
disciplinary fields to which we are contributing. In the
following, we illustrate some of the key tensions by reporting
on instances in which the expectations we faced, as scholars in
the discipline of organization studies, were at odds with our
own political, moral and subjective understandings and were
reflected in our tactical moves with which we navigated the
domains of transformative food studies, organization studies
scholarship, and the (empirical) field of self-reliant production
and procurement.

MAKING ACADEMIC KNOWLEDGE

PRODUCTION VISIBLE: VIGNETTES ON

RESEARCH(ING) PRACTICE

To bring the reader closer to our own research practice, we
use vignettes. In the style of Spalding and Phillips (2007), we
seek to make our own research practice accessible to readers
and use vignettes for what we call “reflective description” of
our own experiences as researchers and activists also working in
academia. This type of application differs from what vignettes are
more commonly used for, namely as a technique for producing
data, in that we aim to direct attention to our own research
practices and make the presence of the researcher as a producer
of knowledge visible rather than to produce or represent data
through the vignettes.
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Each of the following vignettes draws attention to specific
challenges that we have faced during, before or after our field
work. Taken together, they speak of our tactical moves, political
pursuits, moral concerns, and identity formation more generally.

Does It Matter What We Call “It”?
Galina: I ended up researching food collectives almost by
accident. My research began from an observation that, despite
the prevailing public discourse pointing to “good quality food”
and “all-encompassing selection” in supermarkets, several people
seemed to disagree. Instead, many faced difficulties in finding
organically and locally-produced food in their nearby stores, or
even information on the origin of their food and how it was
produced. I became interested in how and why people chose to
go directly to the sources of their food.

I encountered food collectives at the beginning of 2010, when
I interviewed a person who was active in the first emerging
community of urban farming in Finland. At the time, it was
almost impossible to track food collectives. In Finland this
activity was only starting to emerge and no catalogs or websites
formore information on these groups existed, as the vast majority
of food collectives were informally organized and very locally
situated households. Hence I decided to participate in food
collective activity, so that I could meet the people who were
active in these local groups and learn more about household
food collectives.

The more I got to know the food collectives, the more

confused I became: no matter how eagerly I looked for relevant

concepts, frameworks, and analytical categories in the vast

amount of literature I was reading, what I encountered did
not resonate with my own fieldwork. Food collectives appeared
more diverse, less political, and non-institutionalized compared
to other descriptions of similar phenomena. I observed that

food collectives included families with children as well as single-
person households, grandmas and students, representatives of

the upper middle class and low-income single parents. Some had
good jobs, while others were struggling financially. Some were
against nuclear power, while others were proponents of it. Some
loved meat while others eschewed it. What kind of food was
ordered, how often, and from which kind of farmers or suppliers
also varied among the groups. On top of all this, every collective
had distinctly creative distribution points, payment and ordering
systems, and distribution practices that often seemed to defy
food-related laws and regulations. For example, more than once
I participated in pouring raw milk from large containers into
people’s own bottles, or waited for a fisherman to bring his catch
that he had fileted directly on ice instead of a processing facility.

When discussing my observations with more senior scholars
in my academic community, or presenting my research at various
seminars and international conferences, I was subtly offered
conceptualizations of the phenomenon and commonly guided
toward such frameworks as social movements, (moral) markets,
fields, alternative organizing and sustainable consumption. In
retrospect, I chose to conceptualize food collective activity as self-
reliant food procurement. While for me this was an empirically
grounded concept that captured the “wild” nature of food

collective organizations, it was not a conceptualization that came
from the research participants. Rather, this concept allowed me
as a researcher to participate in academic and public discussions
about various understandings of the economy and engage in
reflecting on the concepts that I was often directed to.

Eeva: The conceptualization of self-sufficient households has
been equally challenging for me. Everyday practices of citizens
that enable or disable sustainability transformations are often
categorized in the spheres of energy, housing, mobility and food
(see e.g., Robertson, 2014).While it makes sense to limit the scope
of research and target policy measures, everyday practices escape
such categorizations. When I have visited households striving
for self-sufficiency, the initial focus was on food or food-related
jobs. This is explained by the stark contrast between the everyday
life that these households experience compared to households
that bear little or no responsibility for growing their own food.
In households striving for self-sufficiency, the growth and rest
seasons of plants define when work is to be done at home or what
should be collected from the forest.

In contrast to office work during weekdays from 9 to 5 all year
around, growing food is connected to biological rhythms and
seasons, winter being the calmest time of the year. People grow
seedlings in the spring, do outdoor farming in the summer, and
preserve food and harvest in the autumn. The end of summer
and autumn is also spent collecting berries and mushrooms in
the forest. Winter resting season usually lasts from December to
February, during which the household plans the coming growing
season and possibly places orders for new seeds. Overall, the
food cultivation habits of self-sufficient households are often
very diverse, as they buy only a limited amount of food from
grocery shops. The households must also estimate the amount
of work that each crop will require: some varieties produce very
little in relation to the effort that is spent cultivating them,
and/or they may be susceptible to pests. Excess harvest of one
produce is exchanged with neighbors for products the household
still needs.

All these practices directly related to food cultivation link to
energy, housing, andmobility practices, since inmost households
one or all members also have regular duties outside the property,
such as wage labor or school. While a household could in
theory be self-sufficient in food, it might depend on fossil fuels
for heating, electricity, and transport. Therefore, practitioners
refrain from talking about self-sufficiency as an either/or status,
but rather refer to “striving for self-sufficiency,” which reflects
a degree of self-sufficiency. This highlights self-sufficiency as an
existential process, rather than a rational question of resources
(Salminen, 2016). While the variation in the degree of self-
sufficiency is evident when living in such a household, some
scholars hang on to this particular matter when they comment
on my presentations or texts. Moreover, for some the concept
of self-sufficiency relates to isolation and even xenophobia (see
e.g., Gorostiza, 2019). While such conceptual analysis is needed,
I decided to use self-sufficiency because this is a concept used
by the practitioners. Does it matter what we as scholars call a
household that wants to grow most of the food they eat? What
do the categories used reveal and hide?
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How and Whether to Interview (at All)?
Galina: As I started my fieldwork among small-scale farmers
who were working toward regenerating the local ecosystem,
I soon realized that conducting interviews felt artificial and
inappropriate: I wanted to know what to ask before asking what
I didn’t know about. So I went and worked at the farms, fed the
animals, sowed hundreds of seeds, did hours of weeding, learned
how to braid onions, steal eggs from the chicken (to use the
words of the participants) and shovel manure for the compost.
I worked alongside farmers, local volunteers, WWOOFers1 and
trainees. I would listen to people’s stories, cook lunches in
farm kitchens, get lost in translating agricultural vocabulary and
farm jargon, and feel overwhelmed by the amount of care and
work that the farmers dedicated to their soil, animals and the
surrounding people.

Eeva: I feel exactly the same. Instead of visiting a household
striving for self-sufficiency with an interview protocol, I
volunteered to work for them. Usually, I knew the members
of the households before my visit since we had attended a
gathering together, or they were acquaintances through activist
networks. Paradoxically, interviews seemed amore suitable genre
of interaction when I visited a new household. During these visits,
the interview seemed an approaching performance that all of us
anticipated, when in fact everything beyond the interview was
as informative in obtaining a sensory experience of a household
and its everyday practices. After one nice and relaxed recorded
interview in a new household, one of the participants asked,
“Why didn’t you ask why?” At first I did not understand
what they meant. They explained that I had not asked them
why they engage in self-sufficiency. I admitted that this was
correct, and replied that, according to my previous experience
withmicroentrepreneurs, people whose lifestyle attracts attention
learn an “elevator pitch” that they seem to offer to many,
including researchers. In my experience, instead of reflecting on
their motivations, such talk tends to reflect cultural expectations.
During this particular interview, I turned my recorder on again
and asked, “Why do you do all this?” and let them answer.

Galina: I can relate to your experiences very well. When,
after a year of doing fieldwork, I eventually decided to conduct
interviews with the farmers, I invited them to design the
interviews together with me. I asked: “What would you like
to talk about?” and “What do you consider important and
want to tell others?” I also shared with them what interests
me and why. For instance, I wanted to know how farmers
understand “regenerative agriculture” and how they see this
concept manifesting in and through their work in practice. We
had deep and engaging conversations about the meanings and
understanding of farmers about their own work. But while we
designed the interviews together in a dialogue with farmers,
which itself became a kind of mutual interview, when the “actual”
interview started, I noticed that some farmers tried to anticipate
what I (as a researcher belonging to an academic community),
political decision makers, or the broader public would want
to hear. The conversations we had and the silent moments,

1Farmers use the word “WWOOFers” to refer to those volunteers who come to

work at the farms through the World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms

(WWOOF) network.

laughter and tears we shared in the fields felt much more
informative and genuine than the recorded interviews. As my
research continues, I notice myself asking, silently, over and over
again, why interview at all, if it cannot capture the emotions,
and the embodied ways of knowing and relating to the soils,
other-than-humans, and the local people?

Submit, Revise, and Resubmit
Eeva: For me the questions about the concepts and research
methods used culminate in submission and review processes.
In one manuscript I wrote that my fieldwork has revealed
a phenomenon that I refer to as households striving for self-
sufficiency, because that is what the practitioners use. One editor
questioned that my fieldwork would reveal a phenomenon,
as it was there to be found, but instead suggested that the
phenomenon would be the starting point of my research. While I
agree that researchers construct phenomena rather than finding
them, to me a revelation was exactly what took place: while
I was tracing various locations of transformative livelihood
practices, these households that related to self-sufficiency seemed
to be glorified as pioneers or bypassed as a marginal hobbyist
lifestyle. While it is not always important nor possible to report
researcher’s every step in detail and in chronological order, this
particular step seemed important, since it reflectedmy path to the
phenomenon. I did not begin my research by focusing on these
households, but I did not want to ignore them either. While the
wordingmay seem insignificant, writing about research processes
can also hide what has actually happened.

Galina: I completely understand your fascination with the
meaning of words. How to communicate and report on my
research to other scholars appears challenging at times. One good
example is answering a call for submission to a conference or
special issue. If I know the conveners, it is easier to “submit
from the heart” and articulate one’s argument in relation to my
observations and intuition. However, in my experience there are
often various issues at play in formulating the submission. It is
a question of choosing conceptualizations that secure my place
amongst the submissions while helping me to strive toward what
I want to accomplish in relation to the call at that moment.
Sometimes I attend conferences because I need a deadline to work
on an argument, while at other times, I want to discuss my early
observations from the field. Sometimes, when I communicate my
research to other scholars, I notice myself wanting to associate
with them, but sometimes, on the contrary, I feel I have nothing
in common with them. This is specifically visible in studying
transformative food systems as I do not identify myself as a
“food scholar” who associates with the empirical context (see
also Figueroa, 2015), or a “practice scholar” who associates
with developing a particular theoretical framework. Rather, I see
myself as a critical organization scholar who is driven by the will
to trace the root causes of the ecological crises and challenge
conceptualizations and practices supporting extractive ways of
living–including those within academia.

Eeva: This reminds me of private discussions that I have had
with scholars from different disciplines who have more stable
positions in academia. When I have approached them to discuss
the topics we share, they have asked quite promptly where I see
myself in academia in the future and/or where I would like to
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publish. I find this surprising, since my career plans have little
to do with understanding a phenomenon or analyzing research
materials. While I understand that the chosen academic audience
dictates what results are interesting to publishing and which
concepts are relevant, I have come to accept that rich discussions
about content are most likely to happen with scholars who do
similar work or have similar orientations to academic work.

The vignettes above show the variety of instances of academic
practices that we faced during our studies and the decisions
we made, did not make, or should have made. The vignettes
also reveal how, when engaging in knowledge production, one
cannot wipe the researcher out: there is always the one who
is studying and those who are being studied. All the choices
mentioned above appear within the disciplinary context in which
the researcher is embedded. Thus, instead of simply asking how
the “researched” practitioners can help the researchers to produce
more and better knowledge about them and their world, it is
equally important to ask how researchers can better understand
their own practice and improve it from the perspectives of their
moral understandings, political interests, and tactical possibilities
while pursuing their identities. This shift is extremely important
as it sheds light on scholarly practice and its embeddedness in
knowledge production, a practice usually taken for granted as
something disinterested, neutral, and objective by nature (see e.g.,
Harding, 2008).

OPENING UP ACADEMIC KNOWLEDGE

PRODUCTION IN THE CONTEXT OF

TRANSFORMATIVE FOOD STUDIES

In this section we focus on the first question we set for
this paper and explore how researchers can make their own
academic practice and knowledge production more explicit,
and improve their own academic practices in the context of
transformative food studies. We return to the framework of
practical activity (FPA) to answer this question and make explicit
the tactics, politics, morals and subjects in academic research
practice (Räsänen, 2008). We draw on examples from our
own experiences as introduced in the vignettes, and from our
analytical reading of the transformative food studies literature.
We do not consider these examples to exhaust the possibilities
in transformative food studies. Rather, we hope that these
examples help to explicate the potential of FPA and evoke
further discussion.

The Politics in Transformative Food Studies
Academic research practice, and science in general, carries the
expectation of objectivity (Stengers, 2017). It is not uncommon
for researchers, even within transformative food studies, to fear
that they are marked, or labeled, as “activists” (Croog et al., 2018).
Yet, it seems to us that pursuing transformation together with
the people participating in the study through, e.g., scholar-activist
praxis (Wakefield, 2007; Routledge and Derickson, 2015; Croog
et al., 2018) is what many scholars within transformative food
studies aim at–either implicitly or explicitly.

However, researchers are equally likely to have other interests
extending beyond the pursuit of practical relevance. Some

may strive to produce “new,” “more,” or “better” knowledge,
e.g., in climate research or soil science, while others may be
driven by academic publishing games (Bourdieu, 1990) and by
pursuing power through climbing up the tenure track ladder. In
our case, the vignettes reveal how we have struggled between
the requirements pushing us toward “playing the game” (see
also Houtbeckers, 2019; Kallio, 2019), but also how we have
consciously chosen to do otherwise by committing to the kind of
academic practice that tries to reflect on the underlying politics
of knowledge production. This is manifested in, for instance,
how we have sought to understand the phenomena under study
from the perspectives of the people studied and by taking the
practitioners’ experiences seriously (see also Houtbeckers and
Kallio, 2019) rather than from (only or primarily) pursuing
academic interests. The conceptual struggles we have had with
choosing “the right” or “most appropriate” way to frame our
research have been inherently political, in which we have been
directed toward publishing in high impact journals that host
discussions around very specific theoretical frameworks, which
we understand as “gap spotting” (Alvesson and Sandberg, 2013).

For example, the use of self-reliant food production and
procurement as a reference to the phenomena that we study
has been a conscious and a political choice: we have pursued a
concept that is as close to the ground as possible and truthful
to our observations. But, as acknowledged by other scholars
(Goodman et al., 2011; Figueroa, 2015; Croog et al., 2018),
while all conceptualizations entail political interests, they tend
to remain hidden. By choosing a concept that is not commonly
used in ongoing academic discussions, we often need to adapt
to different concepts that each carry their own histories and
meanings in order to connect our research to the broader,
globally recognized phenomenon, i.e., of building local, resilient
and regenerative food systems, and to speak to other scholars
about our research. This usually means applying a more general
terminology, such as transformative food studies, local food
economies, regenerative agriculture and the like, when speaking
of initiatives like self-reliant food production and procurement.
These all entail political assumptions about what it is that people
pursue when participating in these initiatives and what it is
that the researchers seek to achieve by using those particular
concepts. Similarly, our amalgamated concept of transformative
food studies is political. While we find it important to form
a conceptual overview of various food studies that relate to
more sustainable, ecological, fair, diverse, and locally distinctive
societies, not everyone taking part in the debates might feel
the same.

While associating ourselves with the underlying pursuit
of transformative food studies, that is to make our own
research more relevant for and truthful to the experiences
of the people who participate in local food initiatives, we
are also driven to transform academia. For us, knowledge
production is inherently political, and not least because of the
nature of academic research practice. Just as it is important
to make visible various political visions in research domains
like transformative food studies, it is important for us to
discuss them in relation to, e.g., organization studies (business),
management and economics, which are disciplines close to our
formal education. For instance, one may ask: what pursuits

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems | www.frontiersin.org 8 November 2020 | Volume 4 | Article 577351

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#articles


Kallio and Houtbeckers Academic Knowledge Production

and justifications drive sustainability transitions? Are they
framed through discourses and conceptualizations of innovation,
entrepreneurship, employment, economic growth, degrowth,
community economies, interspecies solidarity, care work, or
something else? Thus, we advocate that scholars participate in
more explicit articulations of their own pursuits–whether they
themselves consider them to be of a “political” nature or not.

The Morals in Transformative Food Studies
Examining the moral aspects in transformative food studies
directs us to reflect on why researchers study phenomena
concerning food in certain ways, and what sort of knowledge
production they consider to be good and justifiable. In our
experience, many of the grassroots activities that aim to combat
climate change and ecological crises by reorganizing food systems
are emergent, and thus remain invisible in statistics and archives.
This tendency makes it hard to obtain data, especially with
methods developed for measuring rather than observing. But
while a qualitative research approach is particularly suited to
studying such phenomena (Granqvist et al., 2017), it is rarely
neutral and value-free (Figueroa, 2015; Croog et al., 2018).

Designing research in the context of food justice or food
sovereignty research, usually along the lines of scholar-activism,
means being reflective about the possibility of the emergence
of unequal power relations, collisions between the needs and
interests of the researchers and those of the researched, the
challenges of building more just and sustainable food systems,
and the appearance of various emotions during the fieldwork,
among other things (Routledge andDerickson, 2015; Croog et al.,
2018; Reynolds et al., 2018). Acknowledging these issues seems
to form the underlying moral understanding of what is, or is
not, a good research practice in the context of transformative
food studies.

These understandings, in turn, influence how research is
conducted and why certain methods seem to be better for
knowledge production than others. For instance, Derickson and
Routledge (2015, p. 6) make a moral statement by saying that
“theoretical inquiry must always be accountable to rather than
distant from actually existing community-based activism.” In
practice, we have observed (as reported in the studies published)
that this means using participatory methods and often assumes
mobilizing action research approach; these are considered good
ways to (co)produce knowledge. Some scholars have urged
researchers to articulate their values explicitly or design their
research according to specific values (Levkoe et al., 2019), but
often these issues remain implicit to other scholars.

In our vignettes, we have described how, when engaging
in participant observation, we have encountered moments in
which something does not feel right, or good (e.g., conducting
interviews, asking certain questions), and when something does
feel right and good (e.g., sharing work silently, getting emotional
together). Indeed, while tracing morals in action (Hansen, 1998)
often appears a challenging task, emotions can enable researchers
to examine and reveal moral stances (Zigon, 2009). Therefore,
reflecting on the emotions that researchers face not only during
fieldwork, but also when participating in everyday practices in
their own academic communities, and possibly even finding ways
to do this collectively, allows scholars to better understand how

knowledge production is always also a moral act and connected
to what feels good or bad, right or wrong, justifiable or not.

The Tactics in Transformative Food Studies
The transformative food studies articles that we have referred to
in this article focusmore on the politics of research or researchers’
identity than on how to do research and produce knowledge in
practice, i.e., tactics. According to de Certeau (1984), tactics is
about the ability to (try to) accomplish things when one has little
or no room to act or has to act in a space owned by others. As
a result, people cannot dictate the rules of the game, but need to
“make do” with what they have.With the FPA, we have illustrated
some situations that scholars face in organization studies, but
these are not limited to this academic context only. In the domain
of transformative food studies, Routledge and Derickson (2015,
p. 395) describe how “[a]cademic institutional structures are
increasingly neoliberal in outlook and operation, which vitiates
radical practice, and even radical writing.” Their tactics included
pursuing their scholarly activism with small grants on topics they
found important.

As described in our vignettes, we have also made tactical
moves by using a particular concept, for instance, when applying
for funding or when submitting an abstract to a conference.
While we need to justify our choices conceptually, we have rarely
been open about the tactics of our actions. All tactical choices
might not be interesting to report, but sometimes everything
culminates in focusing on how to do this, especially when the
space for action has diminished for one reason or another
(Räsänen, 2008). For instance, for us as organizational scholars
it has not been straightforward to access relevant discussions
that take place in the domain of transformative food studies
or other transdisciplinary debates without the financial support
that enables us to participate in these events. Especially when an
accepted conference presentation is required to obtain a specific
travel grant, we need to first secure our admittance by using the
given concepts.

Tactics that researchers apply may equally manifest in their
fieldwork, during which unplanned situations, such as an
unexpected counter-question from a participant, are likely to
occur. As a result, we as researchers have to deal with them as
they arise. But employing tactics on the field is not limited to the
unpredictable, but also to the fact that observing everything at
the same time is impossible, and thus choices have to be made
regarding what one participates in, where and when, or how
one interacts and asks questions in an interview. When it comes
to researchers’ mundane choices and reflections on their tactics
of coping, we cannot know them unless the researchers report
them. In our experience, informal practices such as lunches
and coffee/tea breaks, or social events at conferences, may be
more open platforms for reflecting on the possibilities and
impossibilities of researchers.

How do we act upon our interests, according to our identity,
and be truthful to our moral understandings? We believe that
formalizing discussions on such questions would be important
to bring the tactics of researchers into the daylight and make
the mundane struggles of researchers more visible. This in turn
can have positive consequences for transformative food scholars
who struggle between scholarship and activism (Wakefield, 2007;
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Derickson and Routledge, 2015; Croog et al., 2018; Reynolds
et al., 2018).

The Subjects in Transformative Food

Studies
Finally, the FPA directs us to the question of who to be(come)
when doing research in a particular way. In transformative food
studies, the question of identity or subjectivity arises in recent
discussions about balancing between being a scholar, an activist
and/or combining them into the identity of a scholar-activist
(Derickson and Routledge, 2015; Routledge and Derickson, 2015;
Croog et al., 2018; Reynolds et al., 2018). For the latter, what
does it mean for a person, their emotional worlds and habitus
(Bourdieu, 1990), to combine these pursuits in practice?

Our experience is that balancing between being a scholar and
caring for the people whose lives we participate in is emotionally
both rewarding and consuming. We are both active in grassroots
movements related to our ethnographic fieldwork and will most
likely continue to be active when our academically-oriented
fieldwork is over. Reflecting on our own position, we feel more
confident in our postdoctoral status to write this paper compared
to the status of doctoral candidates, when we felt more fragile and
uncertain combining scholarship and activism, despite already
operating in similar ways.

Our reading of transformative food studies literature has
made us reflect on the multiple identities and possibilities
for a researcher in this domain. Several studies speak for
activist research assuming scholars to take an active part in
concrete initiatives and in being conscious about their knowledge
production (Derickson and Routledge, 2015; Figueroa, 2015;
Croog et al., 2018; Levkoe et al., 2019). For example, we find
the autoethnographic account of (Levkoe et al., 2019) fascinating,
but it falls short on the differences among the researcher-subjects
involved. What does it actually mean to be a scholar-activist
in the sphere of transformative food studies? We interpret that
researchers in the domain of transformative food studies are
expected to be oriented toward the practices that they study and
to take an active part in the activities of the researched, but it
remains unclear to us whether other possibilities exist. When
scholarly activism in the context of transformative food studies
seems to include digging the soil and getting one’s hands dirty,
what other opportunities are there to be a researching subject and
contribute to transformative food studies?

CONCLUSIONS

In this paper we asked how to make our own academic
knowledge production/research practice more explicit and why
it is important to do this in the context of transformative food
studies. We provided answers to the first question in the previous
section, applying the framework of practical activity (FPA) to
research in the context of transformative food studies, and now
we turn to the second question.

Transformative food studies, as a nexus for various debates on
how to make food systems more sustainable, includes research
from various disciplines. It seems that meaningful debates are
being carried out with several concepts, such as food sovereignty,
food citizenship and alternative food networks, and in various

disciplinary communities, but these debates may be isolated from
one another. When people come together, as is the case with
this special issue, it takes time to form a common ground for
discussion. Moreover, there is understandable friction between
disciplinary assumptions. We suggest that this can be facilitated
by focusing on academic research as a practical activity, along
the lines of FPA: how has something been studied, what have
the scholars been aiming at, why it has been studied in certain
ways, and what does a (group of) scholar(s) become through the
activity. We claim that sharing this type of academic knowledge
helps to better understand the processes and the outcomes of
the studies in question and assist scholars in reflecting upon
their own knowledge production, while also making it easier
for outsiders to discuss and understand these practices and the
choices made.

As the researcher is never an empty canvas, we suggest that
it is extremely useful for academic scholarship, here in the
domain of transformative food studies, to strive toward greater
openness. We believe that transformative food studies would
benefit from opening up the practice of academic knowledge
production, as pointed out by several scholars (Delind, 2006;
Wakefield, 2007; Starr, 2010; Alkon and Mares, 2012; Jehlička
et al., 2020). There is a clear danger that powerful frameworks
and conceptualizations of food practices such as, for instance,
social movements and the creation of markets (Weber et al.,
2008; Starr, 2010; Kurland and McCaffrey, 2016), end up
dominating how the various grassroots phenomena around
food are represented and (mis)interpreted (Kallio, Delind,
2006). Equally, in applying supposedly transformative concepts,
such as food deserts, alternative food networks and ecosystem
services, and aiming to reveal problems in the conventional
agri-business regime or emphasize the potential of local food
systems, there is a danger of reproducing the dominant–colonial,
Western, capitalist, neoliberal, white, masculine–understandings
of transformation. Examples of these include understanding
people as “deficits” in food deserts discourse (Figueroa, 2015) or
focusing on how ecosystems can serve people (Zhang et al., 2007)
instead of how people can serve ecosystems.

Our experience is that openness and transparency is often
required for more technical issues, including validating the
methods applied, the research referenced, and the frameworks
introduced. But due to academic conventions, researchers might
not be asked to reflect on how their studies may be linked to what
is tactically possible, politically desirable, morally justified, and
attractive for the researcher identity-wise.

The need to open up academic knowledge production as
practical activity goes beyond transformative food studies. Given
the pressure to adapt to, and in the best case to impact, the vicious
socio-ecological crises, relying on science and research seems
like a safe bet. However, more knowledge and better facts might
not help us (Latour, 2018). Thus, we suggest that knowledge
production in academic research practices is reflected on in order
to create the sustainability transformations that are mindful of
their connections to the ways of thinking that led to the complex
set of crises in the first place.

The framework of practical activity offers one tool for such
endeavors. We do not claim that researchers are not already
doing this in places where it is safe. Rather, we, together with
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several other scholars (Räsänen, 2008, 2009; Stengers, 2017;
Parker, 2018), claim that contemporary academic practices do
not support revealing such work. Moreover, academic praxis that
supports such work is under a constant threat of dissolution
due to, e.g., applying the ideas of new public management in
academia (Räsänen, 2008). In fact, instead of reporting their
positionality, researchers can have many good reasons to hide
rather than reveal their reflections. Yet we would like to see
more such texts and analyses of scholars’ work. When it comes to
researchers’ choices and reflections about their research practice,
we simply cannot know them unless the researchers report them.

While some might say that reflecting on academic research
practices is useless, we propose that it offers an important
understanding not only of a phenomenon, but also of the
academic research practice that governs how knowledge is
produced. Instead of simply asking how the “researched”
practitioners can help the researchers to produce more and better
knowledge about them and their world (see, e.g., this special
issue call), it is equally important to ask how researchers can
better understand their own research practice. In these times of
mounting socio-ecological crises and complex issues, it is worth
asking why we need more, or better knowledge and what kind of

knowledge we need.What if, instead of producing more certainty
through more knowledge, we need research to reveal more
uncertainty throughmore sensitive and situated ways of knowing
(see e.g., Kimmerer, 2013; de la Bellacasa, 2016)? Specifically,
when searching for solutions to wicked problems, the answer
may well be to go to the roots of the academic research practice

and allow reflection on whether these problems can be solved,
as Einstein has put it, from the same level of consciousness that
created them–or whether they can be resolved at all.
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