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This paper analyzes community-supported agriculture (CSA) as a particular form of
democratic experimentalism in food systems. Specifically, we explore both primary
and secondary CSA initiatives in Germany, based on participatory observation on
meetings and workshops, and on qualitative interviews. Opposing the industrial food
system and market-based food distribution, CSA activists envision transformative
change toward a sustainable, regionalized, and more democratic food system. A key
feature of CSA as a specific form of alternative food organizations is its underlying
collaborative effort among farmers and households: consumers take over production
risks, make investments in their CSA and share crops, whereby they decouple
producers’ income from harvest yield and market prices. Employing a perspective
that is informed by John Dewey’s notion of democratic publics and experimentalism,
we show that both on the primary and secondary levels as well as in collaboration
with other political, economic, or civic actors, CSA is a manifestation of civil society’s
ongoing and never-ending inquiry to find joint solutions for their shared problems.
We explore CSAs as democratic forms, in terms of their diverse internal structures and
practices within the primary initiatives and also the secondary network. Furthermore,
we reflect on their overall potential to democratize food systems. On all levels, we
find the modus of experimentalism as the essential form of democratic inquiry. We
show how the varying kinds of democracy that are embodied by primary initiatives
differ from one another, and what kind of boundaries exist. These boundaries, inter
alia, limit CSA’'s potential to achieve food democracy on a societal level, if democracy
means giving everyone the opportunity to have a say whenever they are affected.
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1. Introduction

The design of current food systems is part and parcel of contemporary capitalist societies
in their unsustainable drive for over-exploiting natural and social resources. For example,
carbon emissions from food systems account for up to 30% of total anthropogenic emissions
(Vermeulen et al., 2012, p. 198). Monoculture farming and pesticide usage are key drivers
of habitat and biodiversity loss (Benton et al., 2021, p. 6). Overall, agricultural production
is a major stressor that contributes heavily to crossing planetary boundaries (Campbell
et al, 2017). This is mirrored in the everyday experience of farmers all over the world:
droughts, heavy rainfall, and changing local environments all hint at the unsustainability
of current food system structures—as do the poor working conditions of laborers in the
field or meat and dairy industries as well as the malnutrition of consumers. Therefore, the
mainstream food system not only has a negative impact on the environment, but also on health
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conditions, and it contributes to “inequalities among consumers,
workers and citizens more generally” (Lorenzini, 2022, p. 2).

Yet food systems are highly contested, therefore alternatives are
being explored, and social movements all over the world strive for
another way of organizing, producing, distributing, and consuming
food. Such alternative food organizations, aiming at transformation
as a trajectory toward sustainability (Adloff and Neckel, 2019),
have been invigorated in recent years, predominantly in urban
settings, aiming to transform local food systems to make them
more sustainable, inclusive, and democratic (cf. Counihan and
Siniscalchi, 2013; Alkon and Guthman, 2017a; Kropp et al., 2021;
Zoll et al., 2021). Huber and Lorenzini (2022, p. 2) define alternative
food organizations (AFOs) “as non-profit organizations or social
enterprises, which contest, counter or reduce one or several of
the mainstream food system’s negative externalities or question the
overall mainstream food system.” However, even if these movements
constitute a field (ibid.), they are rather heterogeneous in terms of
their visions, practices, and organizational structures. According to
Huber and Lorenzini, only few of these movements engage in political
action or embrace transformative goals for the broader society (ibid.,
16). Instead, they rather try to establish small-scale solutions for
their members and often rely on market-based modes of action,
building on the individual consumption choices that participants
make in order to create alternatives (Lorenzini, 2019). Consequently,
in their conclusion on new alternative food movements, Alkon and
Guthman (2017b) are rather skeptical about their potential to actually
change food systems for the better. They use the case of farmers’
markets to illustrate that these movements—despite their underlying
strong visions of alternative, healthy and sustainable food supply—
foster rather “apolitical” responses to the harmful structures within
the global food systems. Alkon and Guthman identify only “little
effort to build coalitions, pressure regulators, change policy and
enforcement, or remake political institutions illustrates the strong
vision for social change” (Alkon and Guthman, 2017b, p. 317). Yet
this kind of individualistic “political consumerism” (Lorenzini, 2022)
does not resemble every single kind of alternative food organizations.
Some organizations, indeed, constitute “food collectives” that do not
focus on individuals and consumption, but on communities and
the relation between consumers and producers (Lorenzini, 2022, p.
221f.). They raise the issue of food democracy that aims at enabling
civic participation in decision-making processes on how food shall be
produced, distributed and consumed (Hassanein, 2003; Renting et al.,
2012; Fladvad, 2018; Lorenzini, 2019; Sampson et al., 2021).

Against this backdrop, this explorative paper focuses on the issue
of democracy, its meanings and the way it is institutionalized,
specifically by analyzing the case of community-supported
agriculture (CSA) initiatives in Germany. By analyzing CSA as a
particular and collective action form of alternative food movements,
we intend to highlight the political dimension that hints at the very
idea of democratic self-governance of society itself. Thus, we focus on
the issue of democracy in economic action from within civil society
initiatives and organizations (Blome-Drees et al.,, 2021; Chen and
Chen, 2021; Degens and Lapschiefs, 2021). Often, a particular form
of democratic governance - representative democracy, entailing a
political sphere comprised of parliaments, presidentship and other
institutional forms - is equated with democracy per se. In such a
conception, democracy belongs to the public political sphere with its
formal institutions, and not to the economy. Yet opposed to such a
notion - and also widely shared - is the idea that democracy is about
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collective decision-making in various social spheres or arenas. In a
juxtaposition, the former is linked, by and large, to the expression and
accumulation of political decisions based on individual preferences,
and the latter is linked to deliberative processes that establish, form,
and alter political preferences in the first place (cf. Bonvin et al.,
2018).

In this paper, we turn our attention to community-supported
agriculture as collective food movements that are engaged in the
local production, distribution, and consumption of food. CSA is
an umbrella term for different models in which consumers and
producers join forces in order to maintain an organic local food
system on the basis of decent compensation for agricultural work
(e.g., Cone and Myhre, 2000; O’Hara and Stagl, 2001; Schnell,
2007; European CSA Research Group, 2016; Hvitsand, 2016).
Economically, the key mechanism is that consumers take over
production risks, make investments in their CSA and share crops—
meaning that producers’ income is decoupled from harvest yield
and market prices. Yet, the collaboration between consumers and
producers and the democratic modes of governance suggest there
is a political dimension to this phenomenon. This type of food
movement is less about mobilization of resources to gain political
power, and more about prefiguring sustainable food production and
consumption on a small scale (Mert-Cakal and Miele, 2020 on CSA;
on prefiguration see Yates, 2015; Schiller-Merkens, 2020; Monticelli,
2021).

Our aim is twofold: We want to explore to what extent CSA is
democratic in terms of a) structures and practices within the field,
given its diversity, and b) their overall potential to democratize food
systems. We assess both specific visions and the ways CSA initiatives
are governed democratically. The contribution is based on empirical
insights from a qualitative study of CSA in Germany, assessing
primary and secondary organizations as well as collaborating actors.
It rests on data collected using participatory observation mainly in
meetings and workshops hosted by the Network CSA (“Netzwerk
Solidarische Landwirtschaft”) - the major secondary actor in the
field of CSA in Germany -, and semi-standardized interviews with
members of single CSAs, the network, consultants and further experts
in the field. To explore the role of democracy, we take a perspective
that is informed by John Dewey’s conception of the public and of
democratic experimentalism. For Dewey, a public emerges when
people share experiences, identify common problems that jointly
affect them, and together aim to create solutions. Such solutions
are specific to the particular context and might be realized on a
small and temporary scale only. We aim to show that CSAs can
be understood as economic democratic experiments and entail an
element of democratic transformation of the food system - albeit
with limited capacities. By comparing different types of CSA, our
aim is not to assess what type resembles democracy more deeply than
others, but to reflect on the “kind of democracy” and its underlying
imaginaries (Fladvad, 2021, p. 9f.).

We assess both internal and external dimensions of democratic
practices in the field of CSA. The internal dimension refers to the
organizational level, i.e., the practices and internal governance of CSA
and members’ opportunities to meaningfully participate in decision-
making processes. In a sense, we aim to assess if and how CSA can
be labeled “collectivist democratic organizations” (Rothschild-Whitt,
1979; Rothschild, 2016; Chen and Chen, 2021). In particular, we
show that different overall aims and visions have an impact on the
way democracy is realized, resulting in different types of CSA. The
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external dimension refers to the level of the broader society and to
the overall potential impact of CSA regarding the democratization
of food systems. This perspective raises questions on how inclusive
CSA is, and what boundaries and limits exist. A Deweyan perspective
on democracy allows us to highlight how shared problems are
collaboratively identified and solutions based on joint action and
newly generated knowledge and experience are tested.

The narrative in this article does not follow the research process
itself. It serves to clarify the theoretical perspective, which, however,
emerged only during the empirical research. The paper therefore
offers a brief overview of the methodological approach and the
underlying relation of theory and empirical findings (Section 2) as
well as a conceptual discussion of the perspective of democratic
experimentalism on diverse economies (Section 3). We then explain
basic principles of CSA (Section 4) to firstly show that CSA can be
understood as an expression of food democratic experimentalism
in itself, by offering viable alternatives for joint decision-making of
consumers and producers. Secondly, we explore internal governance
modes and democratic practices within the CSA movement on
micro and meso levels, highlighting difficulties, complexities and
contradictions with regard to democracy. We also briefly reflect on
the limits of food democracy as an outcome of CSA, focusing on
broader social inequality that systematically hinders some groups
(e.g., poorer households) to participate (Section 5). In the conclusion
(Section 6), we reflect on insights gained as well as on both strengths
and limitations of the approach. Overall, the contribution has an
exploratory character.

2. Methods

As stated in the introduction, we assess CSA from the perspective
of democratic experimentalism. However, as is usual in qualitative
research, the process of research did not proceed in a linear fashion.
On the contrary, empirical and theoretical research have always
influenced each other. In fact, the relationship between theory and
empirics can be conceived with Kalthoff as a “conversation in which
empirics and theories mutually inform each other” (Kalthoff, 2008, p.
10, our translation). In our case, the first empirical findings exposed
that many CSA activists perceived CSA initiatives as experiments or
“Reallabore” (real labs) that aim to collectively find ways to establish
a better, more sustainable and more inclusive form of agriculture
(this issue was later also raised by Int4 and Int9). Some discussants
suggested CSA is a tool for a larger societal transformation, others
pressed the need to stabilize and support small-scale farming (see
also Int3, Int4). Regardless of their differences, they agreed, inter
alia, on the experimental character of CSA. They also stressed that
those who are affected by any decision should have a meaningful
voice (this was also raised by Int6). While not everyone raised
the issue of CSA as democratic endeavors, the need to build non-
exclusive communities that jointly have a say in the way food is
produced and distributed has widely been expressed (also in Int2,
Int7, and Int10). This initial insight lead us as researchers to deeper
explore the notion of democratic experimentalism and to explicitly
connect it to CSA. However, notwithstanding this reciprocal and
dynamic relation between empirical and theoretical insights, the
structure of this paper follows a rather conventional approach:
in this section, we inform about the methods we employed for
gathering data; in the following Section 3, we shed light on the
conceptual issues that Dewey’s idea of democratic experimentalism
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raises, before we report and discuss findings on democracy in CSA
from a Deweyan perspective.

The research conducted for this contribution is part of a wider
project called “Teilgabe™ that offers a comparative empirical study
of civic economic action in Germany, with a focus on understanding
the needs for support infrastructure in different sectors. The project
“Teilgabe” investigates the capacity of networks, associations, and
secondary cooperatives to provide such infrastructure. It specifically
explores civil society initiatives in sectors such as agriculture,
renewable energy production, seniors’ social services, and digital
platforms. So, the overarching research interest of the project is
on the emergence of collaborative structures and the question to
what extent secondary organizations can provide support services for
primary organizations.

Our analysis of the field of CSA in Germany combines empirical
research on various primary and secondary organizations. The
empirical focus of our analysis of CSA is not on single local initiatives,
but on their collaboration within the CSA network as the key actor on
the secondary level. Accordingly, network activities and specifically
network meetings comprise one of our main sources of information.
Besides analyzing existing literature, documents and webpages of
CSA organizations, we used participatory observation and expert
interviews as the main sources of information. Table 1 comprises a list
of both interviews conducted and events we attended as participatory
observants.

In order to be able to capture ongoing dynamics and processes,
we have continuously been observing the network since the
fall of 2020. Participant observation was carried out in every
semi-annual conference of the network since fall of 2020, and
in various other network meetings and workshops. Due to the
pandemic, most of the events have been held online. While this
entails limitations for participatory observation, it also enabled
us to gather data continually, as we were able to attend much
more events than we would have been, had they been held
in presence at different places in Germany. At least one of us
attended, for example, a workshop on the creation of CSA in
the cooperative legal form, on legal issues for CSA initiatives,
an assembly of a primary CSA as well as their spring festival,
and a bidding circle of another primary CSA. We have been
participating in nine of the regular online meetings of the working
group on cooperatives within the CSA network, and in the first
meetings of the recently created working group on CSA and
societal transformation.

We have been co-hosts of some of the events where we gathered
data. During the 2022 fall meeting of the CSA network, for example,
we conducted a so-called “open space” (see Section 5.2) to jointly
discuss need for support infrastructures. In the summer of 2021,
we co-organized a broader online workshop on opportunities and
potentials for cooperation between CSA initiatives, municipalities,
NGOs, networks and enterprises2 Such collaborative efforts between
researchers and practitioners illustrate our aim to not only conduct
scientific research on distanced objects, but to also jointly generate

1 The German word "Teilgabe” is a neologism that entails “Teilhabe”
(participation) and "Gabe” (gift). For more information see www.teilgabe.net.

2 The workshop was jointly organized by the Nascent project, the CSA
network, and the Teilgabe project. For further information see https://
www.nascent-transformativ.de/online-workshop-region-kooperation-

transformation/.
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TABLE 1 List of interviews (Int) and participatory observations (PO).

Type of organization

10.3389/fsufs.2023.1081125

Position of interviewee/specification of event

Int1 Network on civic engagement Executive director
Int2 Land purchasing collective Member, co-founder
Int3 Nonprofit consultancy Consultant on co-operatives
Int4 CSA working group Member, co-founder
Int5 Primary CSA Co-founder, gardener
Int6 Secondary CSA Founder, director
Int7 Independent/collaborating with CSA network Legal consultant
Int8 Secondary CSA Founding member and CSA consultant
Int9 CSA network CSA network representative; founder of a primary CSA
Int10 CSA network Member of the Board; founder of a primary CSA
PO1 Working group of CSA cooperatives Online conference, Nov 2020
PO2 CSA network 3-day-Fall Conference (online), Nov 2020
PO3 Research Institute Workshop on Creating CSA in the legal form of a cooperative (online), Nov 2020
PO4 CSA network 3-day-Spring Conference (online), Feb 2021
PO5 Teilgabe, Nascent, CSA network 2-day-Online workshop on collaboration between CSA and allies (July and October 2021)
PO6 CSA network (co-organizer) Workshop on legal and tax issues for CSA (online), Sep 2021
PO7 CSA network 3-day-Fall Conference 2021, November (online)
PO8 Competence and advice center for agriculture and Introduction to CSA (in presence)
horticulture (Hamburg)
PO9 CSA network Members meeting (online), Nov 2021
PO10 Primary CSA Bidding Circle for business year 2022, Feb 2022 (online)
PO11 Primary CSA General Assembly, March 2022 (online)
PO12 CSA network 3-days-Spring Conference (online), March 2022
PO13 Primary CSA Spring festival (in presence), May 2022
PO14 Working Group on CCSA and Transformation 2 initiation meetings (online), May, June 2022
PO15 CSA network 3-days-Fall conference (online), Nov 2022
PO16 Working group on CSA cooperatives 9 meetings since October 2021 (online)

All semi-structured interviews were conducted between August 2021 and December 2022; they ranged from 60 to 120 min.

knowledge that is rendered valuable by the practitioners themselves.
In a sense, this approach is also part of a pragmatic research approach
(see Section 3).

In addition to participatory observation, we have been
conducting several semi-standardized interviews with members
of single CSAs, network representatives, consultants, and further
experts in the field. The interviews lasted between 60 and 120 min,
with some exceptions of shorter interviews. They were used to gather
additional background information, to dig deeper into particular
issues that have been identified as relevant during participatory
observation, and they also provided ideas and issues for further
investigation.

3. Dewey’'s democratic experimentalism
in diverse economies

The concept of democratic experimentalism, found in many
recent conceptions of transitional change, has prominently been
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reinvigorated by Wrights (2010) notion of “real utopias.” Such
real utopias may pave the way for interstitial change to overcome
capitalist structures, or the emerging discourse on prefigurative
politics (Monticelli, 2021) and organization (Reinecke, 2018; Schiller-
Merkens, 2020; Chen and Chen, 2021). Initiatives that aim to
decentralize, democratize, and socially embed the economy are
seen as opportunities to repoliticize the economy (Deriu, 2012;
Asara et al, 2015). This repoliticization in turn might contribute
to large-scale transformation processes toward degrowth and
sustainability (ibid). The “diverse economies” framework (Gibson-
Graham, 2008) is also nested in democratic experimentalism. Its
proponents demand to overcome the capitalocentrist view of the
economy that, according to Gibson-Graham, disables us to even
perceive non-capitalist economic forms that do not rely on the
growth paradigm, private property, and the market. In fact, many
community economies — broadly understood as “economic spaces or
networks in which relations of interdependence are democratically
negotiated by participating individuals and organizations” (Gibson-
Graham, 2008, p. 627) — might best be described as initiatives
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in which “people are experimenting with other ways forward”
(Gibson-Graham, 2014, p. 151). Diverse economies allow to “explore
the choices we make to perform the economy and its future
as either a singular inevitability or a field with a variety of
potentials that is open to experimentation” (Roelvink et al., 2015,
p- D).

It is this notion of experimentation that combines democracy
with economic action that can be found in the field of CSA.
In the following, we outline key insights that the pragmatist
philosopher and social reformer John Dewey has to offer for the
understanding of democracy and democratic experimentalism. With
Dewey, democracy is not to be perceived as something to be ever
achieved but as an ongoing process of building communities around
alternative economic practices and organizations. Dewey conceives of
democracy not as a concept of institutionalized state governance; for
him, democracy refers to the “idea of community life itself” (Dewey,
1927, p. 148) and even more generally to a “way of life” (Dewey,
2021 [1939], p. 63). In this sense, democracy is found in everyday life
and in various associational forms. Dewey asserts a natural human
desire to cooperate, and he perceives is not simply a mechanism
to collaboratively coordinate action, but, to him, it also entails a
deep moral dimension as it enables everyone to participate in their
community (Adloff, 2016, p. 79-81). In fact, a democratic community
is not a given, but only emerges from “joint activity” (Dewey, 1927,
p. 150) in favor of problem-solving processes of common interest
or future concern. For Dewey, democracy is the process of jointly
sharing experiences, identifying problems and creating solutions. It
is this process from which concerned publics emerge in the first
place. Le., when people realize that they are affected by actions and
decisions beyond their individual control, and they come together to
do something about it, they form a public (cf. Fladvad, 2021). For
Dewey, “indirect, extensive, enduring and serious consequences of
conjoint and interacting behavior call a public into existence [...]”
(Dewey, 1927, p. 126).

Because problems cannot be deduced on an abstract level but
only be observed “from a perspective someone actually inhabits”
(Hildebrand, 2011, p. 591), the observation of any problem is closely
tied to real-life experience. It inevitably depends on a particular
standpoint. In democratic societies, the public as a social sphere
allows people that are “naturally interdependent and gregarious, to
reflect deliberately on its spontaneous exchanges and, channeling
these in the interest of all, to become a self-aware community”
(Sabel, 2012, p. 38). Publics establish “a communicatively mediated,
collective self-government as a principle of social order” (Adloff,
2016, 82) that depends on the values of democracy and their
interpretations in a community. This view rejects the conventional
notion that solely formal political institutions constitute the locus
of democratic participation. Dewey’s notion of democracy is a
normative one, ingrained “by faith in the capacity of human
beings for intelligent judgment and action” (Dewey, 2021 [1939],
p. 63) within democratically mediated forms of collaboration.
To come close to this, ideal democracy “demands liberation of
the potentialities” (Dewey, 1927, p. 147) of as many community
members as possible. To maintain that “all members are able
to participate as freely as possible” (Honneth, 2018, p. 61), free
communication and participation in deliberative discourses have
to be guaranteed for everyone. For Dewey, it is only then that
a large variety of ideas and concerns can be publicly discussed
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and creative solutions for common problems might jointly be
discovered—ultimately to build desirable future social conditions
in an act of joint effort (Dewey, 2021 [1939], p. 65). In brief, a
democratic community comprises a form of social association in
which members share a specific value system and solve problems
collectively by self-government through deliberative discourse and
free participation. This is necessarily an ongoing social process with
an uncertain outcome.

Central to Dewey’s understanding of democracy is the
awareness of a fundamental uncertainty of the modern world
that can only be overcome by shared experience which generates
knowledge. Fundamental uncertainty provokes human “creativity
and sociability” (Sabel, 2012, p. 44) and demands to gain experiences
and share them with each other, on the basis of “free interaction of
individual human beings with surrounding conditions, especially the
human surroundings, which develops and satisfies need and desire
by increasing knowledge of things as they are” (Dewey, 2021 [1939],
p. 65). The term ‘knowledge’ in this sense is not narrowly restricted
to scientific expertise, but it refers more broadly to the insight
mentioned above that “mutual learning and joint problem-solving
give rise to a democratic community” (Sabel, 2012, p. 43). In fact,
Dewey not only emphasizes that “knowledge is the function of
association and communication” (Dewey, 1927, p. 158), he also
claims that generating novel “knowledge and insight” is a “prime
condition” (Dewey, 1927, p. 166) for a democratic public. It is the
strive for knowledge that enables publics to find, create, and test
solutions for shared problems. In order to generate knowledge in a
systematic manner, science shows, experiments have to be conducted.

Dewey takes this notion of scientific experiments to the idea of
democracy itself, which can be conceived as “an always-incomplete
and cooperative process of experimental problem-solving” (Fladvad,
2021, p. 17). It is precisely this kind of democratic experimentalism
that connects the democratic values of community life and the
deliberative public with the scientific method of experimentation. For
Dewey, “applying the idea of experimentation to democratic society
is about deepening the ability of citizens to engage in open inquiry,
both individually and collectively” (Ansell, 2012, p. 168). Democratic
experimentalism refers to (often local) democratic communities with
specific values that deal with public problems in a systematic and
empirical way. In this sense, an experiment is an empirical method to
solve problems and an epistemic practice. Both the identified problem
as well as the problem-solving process with its particular social
conditions are subject to experience of the community members. This
social process of inquiry is dynamic, provisional, and self-correcting,
meaning that “techniques and assumptions of any inquiry must
remain open to correction, modification, or deletion” (Hildebrand,
2011, p. 592-593). For Dewey, the concept of inquiry is not limited
to scientific experimentation, but it is deeply social and already
grounded in the idea of a democratic public itself. Inquiry in this
sense always “involves collaboration and communication among
people navigating a problematic situation together” (Hildebrand,
2011, p. 593). The purpose of inquiry is by no means to find
absolute ‘truth] but it constitutes “the experimental search for the
most comprehensive answer to a socially problematic situation”
(Honneth, 2018, p. 60; cf. Adloff, 2016, p. 81f). Democracy, then, is
a never-ending collective search for a good life for as many people
as possible, without the false promises of everlasting satisfaction or
one-best-way solutions.
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4. Community-supported agriculture as
food democratic experimentalism

Before turning to our analysis of democracy in CSA initiatives
and networks (see Section 5), we describe the main principles of
CSA and its emergence in Germany. Since the 1990s, CSA has
been increasingly become subject of academic debates on sustainable
agriculture or “civic agriculture” (Lyson, 2012) in various disciplines
(cf. Farnsworth et al,, 1996; Cooley and Lass, 1998). CSA aims
to create localized food systems that are opposed to industrial
agricultural production and market-based distribution. In our view,
they comprise a specific manifestation of civil society’s inquiry
for alternative and sustainable agricultural forms. One of the core
features of CSA is that production and distribution are partially
decoupled from the market. Producers and consumers form a
community that jointly shares the costs and risks of agricultural
production. Produce in the CSA circuit is usually distributed on
a weekly basis. Typically, it comprises vegetables and fruit, yet
meat, dairy, and processed food are also distributed in many CSA
initiatives. The consumers as a group bear the production costs for
a certain period (usually 1 year) and receive a share of the produce
in return, without any market price attached to it. The produce is
thus not treated as a commodity that is bought by consumers. In a
sense, CSA is a means to decommodify agri-food production (Blattel-
Mink et al, 2017). The German CSA network accordingly claims
that “The food loses its price—and gains value” (SoLawi-Netzwerk,
2021, p. 4)*. Consumers express solidarity with producers by taking
over production risks; members commit to paying their contribution
independent from the actual amount and quality of produce. Farmers
income is at least partially decoupled from production outcomes.

Some CSA initiatives even institutionalize solidarity among
consumers, by introducing the so-called “bidding circle” (Bieterunde)
as a funding mechanism, allowing for different monetary
contributions for equal shares according to the individuals’
willingness to pay and ability to afford. In a bidding circle, members
indicate what monetary contribution they are willing to make
to receive their share regularly; bids of the whole group are
accumulated, and if these are insufficient to cover costs, higher
bids are given in a subsequent round - until accumulated bids
do finally cover expected expenses for the production period. By
letting the members decide what amount they will contribute, the
bidding circle constitutes a tool aiming to ensure a needs-oriented,
solidary financing mechanism on a voluntary basis (cf. Wellner and
Theuvsen, 2017, p. 238). Although monetary payments are involved,
participants do not necessarily regard this as a “price” to be paid,
but as a solidarity gift that will be reciprocated when they receive a
share of the harvest. Both amount and quality of this counter-gift are
not determined in advance®. The vision is that wealthier members
might offer higher contributions in order to enable others to spend
less. In most cases, bids and outcomes of the bidding circle are held

3
translated by the authors.

If not stated otherwise, German quotes from interviews and literature are

4 This is one reason why crop sharing in CSA is not to be conflated with
market exchange. According to Adloff (2016, p. 25), the gift differs categorically
from equivalent exchange, inter alia because it is uncertain, if, how, and when
it is reciprocated. On money usage in gift relations, see Degens (2016, 2018);

on a gift perspective on economic practices, see Exner (2021).
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anonymously. For many members, this instrument is an emblematic
element of CSA, highlighting a categoric difference between food
sharing within a CSA and trading food on the market. However, not
all members share this perception. Others rather perceive their bids
as a price and the produce they receive as a good that they purchase
on the food market. There is variation among members, and there
is variation between different CSA initiatives. Some envision radical
alternatives (Rommel et al., 2019); others might best be described
as “service oriented” (Gruber, 2020) because they focus on the high
quality of products and their distribution over offering alternatives
to markets. Accordingly, some use the tool of a bidding circle;
others simply ask for equal, standardized contributions. The latter
finance agricultural production in solidarity with the producers,
without necessarily having solidarity mechanisms within the group
of consumers. One reason seems to be that bidding circles are rather
demanding in terms of organizational capacities, and they also rely
on trust among members. In rare cases, some members even claim
they fear others might cheat so they wish to have more transparent
price systems (field note, PO9).

Another characteristic of CSA schemes is that engaged/dedicated
members actively participate in the agricultural production and/or
the administration. They become prosumers (Blattel-Mink et al,
2017, p. 418) by working in the field, distributing products, or helping
with accounting. Here, too, individual CSA schemes differ from
one another. Some feature regular participatory days in which all
members are expected to participate, whereas in others, only a few
members are actively involved on an even more voluntary basis. A
further characteristic that we aim to highlight is the commitment to
regional and sustainable agriculture which is expressed in pursuing
organic farming (notwithstanding the fact that while some CSA
initiatives are certified as organic farms, others are not). Some
members even explicitly mention that relations to animals and to
nature are or should be based on the principle of solidarity (field
note, PO12). Nevertheless, the aim to contribute to a sustainable
transition of the whole agricultural sector might be understood as a
signal for a commitment to the common good, as opposed solely to
the well-being of the CSA members (cf. Blome-Drees et al., 2021).

CSA has been established in Germany since the late 1990s, after
this specific form of small-scale agriculture had been experimented
with in the USA (Paul, 2019). Its idea of small-scale agriculture based
on local and personal cooperation among farmers and consumers is
still older and emerged in Japan in the 1960s (Schnell, 2007, p. 552). In
Germany, CSA first started in the late 1980s with the Buschberghof,
a farm 40 kilometers west of Hamburg. The movement has been
growing since. The creation of a nationwide network (“Netzwerk
Solidarische Landwirtschaft”) in 2011 represented a key moment in
the expansion of CSA as a social movement in Germany. The main
rationale for establishing the network was for existing farmers and
interested actors to join forces to elevate CSA’s alternative economic
principles and its normative foundations (Int10; see also von Elsen
and Kraifd, 2012, p. 62f.). Since the early 2010s, CSA has flourished
and by now the network Solidarische Landwirtschaft e.V. lists more
than 400 local CSA initiatives in Germany.® The network “conceives
of itself as a movement, grassroots democratic organization and
federation alike” (SoLawi-Netzwerk, 2021, p. 10, our translation).

October  2022;

landwirtschaft.org/solawis- finden/auflistung/solawis.

5 Current status from https://www.solidarische-
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In our view, it is an expression of the principle of democratic
experimentalism: whereas individual CSA initiatives aim to find
solutions to offer non-market sustainable food and to support small-
scale farming, the network is part of the ongoing inquiry on a meso-
level. Tt allows to share experience, to identify potential solutions to
problems that are beyond the scope of single initiatives, as several of
our interviewees highlight explicitly (Int 3, Int4, Int10).

5. Democracy within and beyond the
field of CSA in Germany

In the following sections, we discuss the role of democracy and its
varying forms in the field of CSA in Germany. The field most notably
comprises a variety of local initiatives on the primary level and the
nation-wide network on the secondary level. Hence, our focus is on
democratic processes and different modes of institutionalization both
at the primary and secondary levels. We intend to show that primary
CSA initiatives on the ground constitute diverse food democratic
experiments in themselves (Section 5.1)—yet, crucially, we show
how the idea of democratic experimentalism comes to the fore also
in meso-level collaboration among primary initiatives (Section 5.2).
It can also be found in cooperation with other actors engaged in
alternative food movements, while it is limited regarding its scope
(Section 5.3).

5.1. Varieties of democracy in primary CSA
initiatives

In the following section, we show how CSA can be characterized
as a very heterogeneous field of food democratic experimentalism.
The different initiatives share the idea of CSA as an alternative,
sustainable and community-based economy, yet they show some
remarkable differences. In fact, literature on CSA grasps this diversity
by offering different approaches to classify distinct types of CSA
(e.g., Boddenberg et al,, 2017, p. 263-266; Gruber, 2020, p. 109-121;
Paech et al,, 2020, p. 52). For our purpose, it is sufficient to stress
that relations between consumers and producers are institutionalized
differently. In this line, three types of CSA organizations are discussed
in practical guidebooks from within the field (Heintz, 2018). This
typology has been quite influential, and, for example, the working
group® of CSA cooperatives refer to it. The three types relate to
different visions and structures as to how food democracy is to be
realized in CSA.

The first type is labeled producer-led CSA (cf. Paech et al,
2020, p. 52) and can be regarded as a way to strengthen a pre-
existing small-scale farm that offers organic products by securing
income, and for consumers to obtain local organic produce. Broadly
speaking, the fading of small-scale farms is recognized as a problem
of common interest out of which a public emerges and takes the
form of a mobilized CSA community. The producers might also
generate other income beyond the CSA, typically by selling goods on
the market. Agricultural work is done exclusively by the producers,

6 See
Typen.

https://solawi-genossenschaften.net/solidarische-landwirtschaft/#
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but the consumers individually guarantee to take the harvest for one
year. Consumers form a group somewhat loosely, without any legal
relationship among them (cf. Heintz, 2018, p. 27). Decisions are taken
by the farmers, if in voluntary collaboration with consumers. This
type is typically established when farmers search for an alternative
way of running their farms and consider CSA as a suitable path to
guarantee their future by building ties to the local community of
consumers that join the CSA. Typically, the farm, the farmland, and
other operating resources remain the property of the farmers.

The second type of CSA organizations refers to initiatives that
are led by critical consumers who identify a problem in food
consumption and production. They aim to do something about the
unsustainable food industries and long supply chains by searching
for opportunities to be jointly engaged in horticulture and farming
for their own consumption. This second type is described as a
consumer-led (cf. Pacch et al.,, 2020, p. 52) collaborative form of CSA.
Consumers create a CSA organization that collaborates with one or
more local farms. The consumer-led CSA organization manages the
processes of distributing the harvest and member administration; it
represents the interests of the consumers. Typically, the community
is formally structured in a democratic way and constitutes a public
to find ways to improve the food system because it is regarded as a
matter of common interest.

The third type of CSA organization emerged mainly in 2017 and
is often labeled as co-entrepreneurship CSA or self-organized CSA
(cf. Gruber, 2020, p. 112). In this case, a community of consumers
establishes a CSA organization, usually an association or a co-
operative, that combines a production facility and a membership
organization as a whole. The means of production are in the collective
ownership of the members. Given that such CSAs do not emerge
from or in collaboration with already existing farms, a first task is
typically to gain access to agricultural land and to employ skilled
gardeners. The issue of democratic participation (cf. Blome-Drees
et al., 2021) is particularly emphasized by its proponents (Int4, Int8,
and PO16). They tend to regard the legal form of co-operatives
as the best possible way to guarantee democratic procedures in
CSA, because it offers a formal framework that guarantees each
member has one vote. At the same time, legal requirements, e.g.,
to elect a board that has decision-making power, are regarded
as a potential obstacle to meaningful democratic participation
(Int10). So, while formal democratic structures are inherent to this
type of CSA, there are some particular issues regarding the way
democracy is realized, both in terms of structure, and in terms of
actual practices.

In the following, we reflect on selected perplexities of democratic
governance. While most of these issues apply to all types of CSA,
they become particularly apparent, once the genuine democratic
ambition that is aspired in CSA forms of type 3 is considered.
One issue refers to the problem of actual participation, since formal
democratic structures are not sufficient to actually enable active
participation by members (Rothschild and Whitt, 1986; Hettlage,
1990; Rothschild, 2016). Accordingly, one of our interviewees points
out that in general this commitment to the principle of democracy
has to be actively promoted (Int4). They highlight the importance of
democratic participation for CSA, yet at the same time acknowledge
there are various ways to translate a formal democratic structure to
actual practice. It may even become obscure what democracy might
mean precisely.

frontiersin.org
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It always depends on the community how they move within
this legal construct, how they interpret it. Basically, I think this
democratic approach is extremely important yet at the same time I
ask myself what does it actually mean? (Int4)

The interview partner emphasizes both the importance of
the community and the experimental character of democratic
organization. The interviewee reflects on a lack of participation
in representative democratic systems and how important it is
for CSA organizations to “give their members a real voice.” To
them, a CSA co-operative has to embrace democratic decision-
making processes, and “to have ...confidence in such democratic
decisions and also put decisions to the vote, especially important
decisions.” (Int4)

Another issue is what group actually constitutes the demos
in democracy and who is able to meaningfully participate in
decision-making processes. Therefore, any assessment of democratic
decision-making processes inevitably raises the issue of to what
extent the various groups of stakeholders are represented. Here,
we like to highlight an issue of such CSA schemes in which
consumers and producers - having conflicting interests qua
positions - are both members of the organization. Here, it
is crucial to reflect on “the way and the level in which
stakeholders - members and non-members — are involved” (Borzaga
111). We shed light on two relevant
groups of stakeholders: consumer-members and employed worker-

and Depedri, 2015, p.

members. Arguably, consumer-members are the primary group
of stakeholders in a CSA cooperative, and they might either
more passively just receive the CSAs products or more actively
be engaged in different tasks in the organization. Yet as these
members, even if they actively participate, lack agricultural and
horticultural skills and training, these CSA co-operatives also
hire qualified workers. These constitute another important group
of stakeholders, whose interests regularly diverge from that of
the consumers.

One point of contention is the appropriate salary for employees.
This is debated regularly within and between different CSA
initiatives, and most members agree that the salaries are considerably
low. However, they are partly not willing to pay more for
CSA memberships and produce. Therefore, a conflict can be
identified between the CSA’s normative ideals of showing solidarity
with producers and the interests of (some) members not to
pay exorbitantly more for the agrifood they receive than in
organic supermarkets. To mitigate such conflicts, some CSA
organizations establish specific governance structures to increase
employees’ influence on decisions, especially when they are most
affected by the consequences. To guarantee their employees’
influence, some co-operatives include specific rights for their
employees in the formal statutes. One interviewee explains:

It was a little bit about the imbalance of influence between
employees and members and what we have formally regulated in
the Articles of Association, so to speak, that only employees can
become members of the Board of Management in order to ensure
that the steering wheel for operational decisions, which is 90, 95,
99 percent of all decisions, really lies with those who really have to
bear the consequences of the decision. (Int6)
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The basic conviction is that decisions should be made by those
who are most affected by them. In this case, employees are rather in a
particularly strong position within the governance structure because
itis guaranteed that they are mostly able to decide for themselves how
they perform their work. They are even able to approve their salaries.
In Dewey’s sense, this can be seen as a space of experience within the
organization, where not only decisions are made, but also the actual
effects of actions can be experienced for further deliberation. In this
case, the cooperative not only has statutes that pay special attention
to the rights of employees, but also uses a detailed manual for many
of the most important aspects of running a CSA cooperative. This
manual itself encourages employees to experiment with different
ways to improve working processes. They comprise some elements of
sociocratic governance (Endenburg, 1998), promoting the principle
of consent (Int4, Int10). According to this principle, a participative
decision needs not to be taken consensually, yet it can only be rejected
through constructive counterproposals. This procedure is reflected
upon in regular meetings. It therefore represents a deliberative form
of decision-making that enables the experimental testing of new
ways of acting as well as regular reflections and discussions of the
experiences that have been made (Int4, Int8, Intl0; cf. WirGarten
e.V., 2021). While sociocratic forms are practiced in a few CSA
schemes, other CSA organizations use, for example, consensus-
based grassroots democratic procedures. Yet in most cases, rules
on decision making are rather informal, and, for example, relevant
decisions on farming are made by the employees. One interviewee
explains that the small team of four gardeners agreed to “try to
reach consensus decisions” (Int5), albeit without establishing a formal
mode of procedures.

Our interview partners share the conviction that, in order
to include as many stakeholders as possible, transparency on
organizational issues is most important, as is to make information
available to the whole community. Therefore, it seems possible to
create a feeling of a deliberate public that identifies and discusses
problems of common interest:

As far as the active participation of the members is concerned,
I can say that we make the core element of the business, which
we develop in advance for the next financial year, available
transparently down to the last decimal point for all those who want
to have a look. And we hand over an easy-to-understand, slimmed-
down version to every member directly via a link in advance of a
meeting [...] So not only that they can have a look, but there can
also be questions, criticisms or anything else that members wish to
be reported. (Int5)

The information that is shared with the whole community
is prepared and disseminated in a way that is universally
understandable. This helps to identify common problems and allows
deliberation for everyone involved. Limitations here might lie in
the number of members, because it may become difficult to let
everyone have a say in larger organizations with several hundreds
of members. Problems often arise when appropriate structures
have never been established to channel and moderate democratic
discourse. Responsibilities may not be clear and decisions may be
blocked. Some interviewees (Int4, Int6, and Intl10) raise another
point, by claiming that the efficiency of decisions is no longer given if
too many people are to have a say. It might even become “paralyzing”
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(Int10) to allow everyone to raise concerns when they are not
willing to collaborate on solutions. If too many different opinions
and expectations come together, the aim to generate consensus can
distract from pressing problems and inhibit the organizations in
their processes. Accordingly, there is often debate about the optimal
member size for a CSA organization that is both economically viable
and allows for the active participation of the community.

Opverall, while CSA initiatives share many basic principles, they
differ in the way they envision democracy and to what quality and
quantity of participation they evoke. Some rely on more informal
rules, others on legal requirements (like the Co-operative Act that
makes representative democracy obligatory). Any particular form of
institutional design influences which group of stakeholders has what
degree of say in the organization. The modus of experimentation can
be found within single CSAs but also in the comparison of different
CSA. Moreover, a thorough analysis of the secondary level does not
only account for varieties, but for collaboration. We now turn to this
idea of democratic experimentalism on the meso level of the field
of CSA.

5.2. Meso-level cooperation and
collaborative learning

As mentioned above, the network of CSAs is a central
organization on the national level. Since its creation in 2011,
it has contributed significantly to the growth and coordination
of the entire democratic food movement. The network in fact
has been an important prerequisite for the emergence of a
broader CSA community at the national level. It constitutes an
extended public form for jointly identifying common problems
and facilitates collective problem-solving processes that cannot be
dealt with by single communities or organizations. The network
as a grassroots democratic organization is in the legal form of a
non-profit association. According to its self-description, “[i]ts goals
are to preserve and promote solidary, sustainable and small-scale
agriculture, in which producers and consumers work together in
a collaborative manner and regard agriculture as a common social
responsibility.” (SoLawi-Netzwerk, 2021, p. 10; our translation)

Dewey’s understanding of democratic experimentalism
highlights “an open model of inquiry” (Ansell, 2012, p. 168),
which reaches beyond scientific insights and does not depend on
individual experience solely. Instead, its “obvious requirement is
freedom of social inquiry and of distribution of its conclusions”
(Dewey, 1927, p. 16) which, for Dewey, ultimately generates new
knowledge on social and political organization. In this regard, an
important feature of the network is to function as “a platform that
provides information and competencies” (SoLawi-Netzwerk, 2021,
p- 10; our translation). Additionally, the network offers a wide
range of specific consulting, guidance and information materials to
support primary CSA organizations and local communities. One
valuable service offered by the network is the provision of a website’
which offers a central source of information for the CSA movement
in Germany. On this platform, events are announced, the latest
developments of the movement are shared and general information
on individual CSA organizations or regional collaboration as well as

7 See www.solidarische-landwirtschaft.org.
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on working groups (WGs) are published. Altogether, it is the main
platform to bring people involved or interested in CSA together and
for coordination of collective action.

In what follows we focus on another essential service provided by
the network, namely the organization and conduction of semiannual
conferences® for members and those who are interested in CSA.
These 3-day meetings are held on weekends every spring and autumn.
During the Coronavirus pandemic, when it was not possible to
hold the conferences in presence, they took place online. These
online events show a high level of organization, preparation, and
inclusiveness. Typically, they last a weekend, starting on Friday
afternoon with a pre-conference beginner’s workshop. The latter
is aimed at an external public, to attract new people and provide
insights into CSA principles, aims, and values. In the evening,
the meeting starts, usually with rounds of introductions in small
groups to get to know each other better, and with a talk in
which, for example, new research results on CSA are presented
and discussed. In this way, a deepened sense of community is
created that supports free discourse and opportunities to share
experiences. On the second and third days, several workshops and
so-called “open spaces” take place. In these, a wide variety of relevant
topics are debated, such as management methods, communication
methods to build up a community, or how to run a crowdfunding
campaign. Also, more controversial issues are discussed, such as
the constant underlying dispute between more growth-oriented
urban CSAs, which are often suspected of being too commercial,
and small-scale rural CSAs (see Degens and Lapschief3, 2023). The
workshops are participatory by nature and all attendees are invited
to share and discuss their experiences on the given topic. Later,
impressions from the different workshops are reflected upon in a
plenary session. Open spaces are a method to organize conferences
more interactively; they can be established spontaneously and they
strongly illustrate the deliberative democratic spirit of the event.
Typically, one participant shares a concern or a project to be launched
and proposes to set up an open space with others who might share
some experience or are generally interested in joining a discussion
group. Everyone is welcome to participate in any open space to
take part in the deliberative process of identifying and articulating
common problems in order to communally search for solutions.
Sometimes, long-lasting working groups emerge from open spaces.
In Deweyan terms, these conferences illustrate on a small scale
how common problems are identified and particular publics to
address these problems collaboratively are created. In this sense, the
open spaces function as laboratories of democratic experimentalism.
They form temporary communities that establish particular publics
around deliberative problem-solving processes through sharing and
discussing experiences from a practical perspective. In fact, many
participants enjoy this part of the conferences where they share their
own experiences and learn about those of others. At the conferences,
further, ongoing exchange among groups is encouraged, in order to
help identify and/or solve common problems or improve regional
cooperation. This illustrates how, according to Sabel, problem-
solving processes go “hand in hand with the search for new potential
collaborators” (2012, p. 43). Overall, these conferences conducted by

8 https://www.solidarische-landwirtschaft.org/aktuelles/termine/
netzwerktreffen. Our observations were made on online meetings during

the corona pandemic in 2021/22.
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the network illustrate how CSA activists aim to embody and establish
a democratic way of life that is sensitive for the concerns of those
affected and that encourages active participation. Voluntary and
thoughtful moderators constantly encourage everyone to participate,
while accounting for different levels of technical capacities to engage
in an online discussion. They also care to balance speaking time,
trying to prevent individual participants from takin up too much
space while seeking to lecture others.

Within the network, CSA members jointly identified and
articulated a shared vision and fundamental principles of CSA in
Germany. These principles were shaped in a participatory process
that lasted several months and in which members of the network
as well as from several working groups were free to be involved to
share, discuss and evaluate ideas about the main characteristics of
CSA®. The declaration of these principles shall create a specific CSA
identity within the wide variety of food movements in Germany and
beyond. The list of principles includes many aspects that are inherent
to democratic experiments and conceives of CSA as “community-
based, diverse, needs-based, ecological, and regional agriculture in
which people take direct responsibility for their local basic needs”*°.
The successful operation and management of CSA organizations
depends on “[...] personal cooperation based on mutual trust. This
creates mutual appreciation, respect, and various opportunities for
consumers to participate. Based on the main principles, CSA farms
organize themselves independently, according to the interests and
needs of their participants. This results in lively and dynamic learning
processes that help to shape a sustainable and future-oriented social
togetherness” (see footnote 10). This quote highlights the insight that
CSA relies heavily on communities that are actively experimenting,
both at the local level in local initiatives and even more broadly as a
highly collaborative movement at the meso level. It seeks to achieve
not only sustainable agriculture and free spaces for self-organized
small-scale economies, but also novel democratic ways of living in
considerate interaction with nature. In Deweyan terms, the vision
and fundamental principles can be understood as the subject-related
values of CSA, which supplement the basic democratic values that
embrace communities and deliberative publics. Mutual recognition
and measures to maintain inclusiveness are fundamental for such
a kind of collaboration. The notion of recognition and meaningful
voice is weighed over democratic voting principles that entail the
problematic potential to establish a “tyranny of the majority” (Int10;
our translation). Some practitioners feel the very kind of social
relations and practices to maintain them entail an element of
transformation in themselves: CSA, then, is not necessarily solely
about agriculture, but it enables to practice ways of interacting
that prefigure a better future (Int4, Int10). Such prefiguration is
ascribed to the principle of solidarity in economic endeavors, and to
establishing meaningful social ties among members, as well as to the
ways how conflicts and clashes of interests are mediated.

Regarding the vision of democracy and society, the CSA network
strictly distinguishes itself from exclusionary worldviews such as

9 This participative process was established to avoid any kind of top-down
pressure. Acknowledging the diversity of CSA forms, norms are not enforced
from the top, but jointly agreed upon bottom-up, thus avoiding quasi-coercive
isomorphistic pressure from meta-level organizations (cf. Young, 2021).

10 https://www.solidarische-landwirtschaft.org/das-konzept/vision-und-

grundprinzipien (accessed October 14, 2022; our translation).
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far-right political ideologies. This relates to the question of who
constitutes the demos in democratic governance. Germany has
been experiencing a re-invigoration of rightwing thought, and
rightwing movements constitute a growing phenomenon. There
are, for example, settlement projects that are driven by blood
and soil ideology (Pates and Leser, 2021; Ropke and Speit,
2021); also, the right-wing esoteric sect and deeply antidemocratic
Anastasia movement has been quite successful in gaining influence
(Schenderlein, 2020). Antidemocratic and vdlkische views were
closely linked to the environmental movement from its very
beginning in Germany (Abrahams, 2021, p. 91f). To counter
tendencies to establish sorts of localized Germanic blood-and-soil
agricultural communities, the CSA movement vehemently distances
itself from such initiatives and aims to preserve its pluralistic and
democratic foundations. The network excludes individuals who
adhere to such political ideologies or are members of organizations
that represent them. The statutes of the network here are very strict:
“The association does not tolerate any racist, xenophobic or other
discriminatory or inhuman endeavors.” (SoLawi-Netzwerk, 2019, p.
2; our translation) This reproduces a fundamental belief of what
Dewey called the “faith in the potentialities of human nature as
that nature is exhibited in every human being irrespective of race,
color, sex, birth and family, of material or cultural wealth.” (Dewey,
2021 [1939], p. 62) As a symbolic act, the CSA movement and the
network express their rejection by showing a banner against right-
wing positions on its website. In 2016 the working group (WG)
“Right Tendencies” (see footnote 10) was established and has since
become a fix part of the network. This WG collects information and
educates about right-wing initiatives in alternative food movements.
It also aims to encourage CSA organizations to take a political
stance against far-right and antidemocratic positions. According to
the WG, such developments are still too unknown in the CSA
movement, despite the growing prevalence of right-wing initiatives
and their appropriation attempts in general. Hence, the demand for
a clear demarcation was recently reiterated at the network’s Spring-
Conference in 2022. In particular, the WG “Right Tendencies” aims
at establishing a structured participatory process in the upcoming
one and a half years to define elaborated demarcation criteria. In
a sense, this WG aims to act as a self-monitoring regulator for
the CSA movement to keep democratic values high and cultivate
inclusive practices.

The WG against right-wing tendencies is just one of several
examples of WGs that are established on the regional level or with
respect to specific topics. Another WG, for example, emerged in 2022
out of a shared conviction of its members that the relation between
CSA and a broader societal transformation needs to be explored. Its
long-term aim is to increase CSAs impact on transforming large-scale
structures (PO7, PO11, and PO14). The initial step, however, is to use
the WG as a space to jointly reflect on the meaning of transformation
and on how CSA relates to it. All WGs resemble independent and self-
organized entities and at the same time are small ramifications of the
network. These WGs help to create particular publics around specific
problems, e.g., legal hindrances or the compatibility of different legal
forms with CSA. This WG modus ultimately means negotiating
democratic practice. While many WGs are less formalized, the WG
of the CSA cooperatives that was founded in 2019 serves as an
illustrative case for more formalized and well-organized groups. It
aims to evoke permanent collaboration among those CSAs that chose
the specific legal form according to the German co-operative Act.
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Meanwhile, it comprises many of the 20 existing CSA co-operatives.
On its own website the WG describes its mission:

“The Cooperatives WG thrives above all on exchanges, the
sharing of experience and information, and a cooperative, collegial
attitude. It exploits potential synergies and builds sustainable
partnerships with cooperative auditing associations and other
system service providers. The Cooperatives WG develops
solutions to issues that may arise in day-to-day operations or in
collaboration with authorities and agencies™**.

As the quote illustrates, the WG creates a community and
establishes a particular public that especially addresses the problems
of CSA cooperatives. In practice, this is attempted through monthly
online meetings and a dedicated digital communication platform.
Even researchers who collaborate with the WG are invited to
participate. The meetings offer a forum to discuss recent issues or to
get to know other co-operatives and people involved. As one member
explains, the WG also seeks to strengthen the compatibility of the
legal form of the co-operative which is by definition democratic with
the CSA principles (PO16). This is an example of experimentalism
in terms of diversifying the existing organizational models in CSA by
practicing and experimenting with them.

5.3. Coalitions and boundaries in food
democratic experimentalism

Having illustrated how collaboration within the field of CSA is
an expression of meso-level food democratic experimentalism, we
now turn to what we label the external dimension of CSA food
democracy. We highlight collaborative efforts with other actors and
initiatives beyond the narrower field of CSA. We also aim to reflect
on the limitations of CSA as a tool for striving for food democracy
by pointing out some of its boundaries. The prosperity of CSA
as a movement as well as of single CSA initiatives does not only
depend on the respective communities themselves, but also on the
wider framework that enables or restricts the development of CSA
initiatives and structures. In the previous Section 5.2, we discussed
meso-level collaboration within the CSA network, showing how
mutual support and cooperation allow for solving problems beyond
the reach of individual CSA. However, there are many issues that
cannot be tackled within the network or the broader field of CSA.
This is recognized by many actors in the field who make efforts to
collaborate with like-minded initiatives and other potential allies for
making the food system more democratic and more sustainable (cf.
Bonfert, 2022). This especially holds for individuals who conceive
CSA as a transformative movement that is not necessarily bound to a
local niche level in the future.

One arena of collaboration refers to building broader political
networks (cf. Bonfert, 2022; Huber and Lorenzini, 2022). To link
a CSA initiative with other local food movements, CSA members
seek to cooperate with strategic network actors. For example, local
food councils serve as an interface between various stakeholders,
including municipal politics, civil society and businesses. They
use cross-sector approaches to increase communities’ control over

11 https://solawi-genossenschaften.net/solidarische-landwirtschaft/#

Genos [accessed October 14, 2022; our translation].
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the design of their food systems. The long-term goal is to raise
awareness in municipalities for the need to actively foster localized
sustainable agricultural production and strengthen non-market
forms of distribution. Some CSA protagonists are also actively
engaged in other movements, such as the CSX movement (Rommel
and Knorr, 2021), the “regional movement” (Regionalbewegung), or,
on an international level, the CSA network URGENCI. Some organic
farming associations in Germany and beyond are also seen as valuable
partners for CSA. In the following, we want to illustrate the specific
modus of collaborative democratic experimentalism by focusing on
the case of collaboration in order to improve access to land.

One major structural issue is that agricultural land is scarce.
A large share is held by corporations either for production or
speculative purposes. Land prices and rents have been rising
tremendously over the last decades. To some CSA initiatives, this
constitutes a major hurdle. While producer-led CSAs tend to be
able to farm parcels of land that comprise the private property of
the farmers, it is typical for more urban and consumer-led CSAs to
struggle to find access to affordable land. All in all, CSA initiatives
depend on land in a particular region; they are not able to simply
move to regions where land is accessible (although some syndicalist
groups do show some degree of flexibility as to where to start their
holistic endeavor [field note, PO12]).

For CSA, one opportunity to establish access to land is to
collaborate with specialized organizations that facilitate investments
in sustainable small-scale farming. One example is the European
Network “Access to Land,” which aims to “strengthen practical
knowledge - on both problems and solutions - in the field of access
to land for agroecological farmers”*? This and similar organizations
aim to withdraw land from the market and speculation, by purchasing
land and renting it to specific farmers only (Kumnig and Rosol, 2021).
This way, the land shall be secured and preserved for regional and
socially-embedded farming. In Germany, these initiatives formed a
network to secure land (“Netzwerk Flachensicherung”), and they all
envision a regionalized, organic, and farmer-driven agriculture. Some
specifically support community-supported agricultural initiatives.
The Kulturland eG, for example, has been creatively establishing
set-ups that allow supporters to give low-interest loans or make
investments in order to purchase land that in turn is rented (on a
low-cost basis) to a particular CSA initiative. This way, Kulturland eG
specifically supports CSA initiatives by providing access to farmland
outside of market conditions. Members hold shares and also provide
interest-free loans to the organization. The vision is a commons 2.0,
and the organization seeks to enable cooperative ownership of land
to make it available for organic farming. As one interviewee puts
it, “people should feel co-responsible for the land, for the fertility
of the land, for the versatility of cultivation, and they should also
bear agriculture together, in a community-supported way” (Int2).
They argue, implicitly resembling Polanyis (2001 [1944]) notion of
fictitious commodities: “In the case of land, private property makes
no sense at all. It must not take the character of a commodity.” (Int2)
Kulturland eG (and similar initiatives, with BioBoden eG being the
largest) aims to commonify land that was previously bought and sold
on the market.

We argue that CSA collaboration with such supporting actors
is an expression of the very kind of democratic experimentalism
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that puts CSA into practice in the first place. Commodification
and scarcity of land in various locations are experienced as major
problems by activists who, as a response, explore democratic
organizational forms as potential solutions. In a sense, these
initiatives constitute a public that focuses on problems many CSAs
struggle with. They do not solely offer a practical and cost-efficient
solution in the form of affordable access to land, but they also share
the specific value system of CSA and a vision for a regionalized and
sustainable system of agriculture and food supply. In a way, they
focus on the difficult relation between democracy and property. If all
those who are affected by actions and decisions shall have a say, then
the current institution of private property raises serious concerns:
Landowners are entitled to make decisions regarding their property,
and they do not have to take the interests of the local residents
and farmers into account (except for other legal and administrative
requirements that have to be met). Then, small-scale farmers and
local communities depend on the goodwill of landowners to let them
cultivate their land. This is seen as a major threat to democracy and
the common good (Int8). Kulturland eG and similar initiatives aim
to set up a system that restricts the use of farmland for regionalized
organic farming only and guarantees long-term access. Together with
CSA initiatives and supporters, they offer experiments in economic
food democracy and generate experience that might be used in the
long run to commonify agricultural land on a larger scale. They try
to use existing legal instruments creatively to challenge the kind of
dominant land property regimes that hamper transition to small-
scale, sustainable agriculture (cf. Calo et al., 2021).

These cases show how some CSA actors try to establish coalitions
beyond the narrow field of CSA and also beyond food movements.
Strategically, it seems that only a coalition of different actors,
comprising CSA, associated movements, municipal entities, and
others (if at all) might be capable of generating transformative
effects beyond small niches (cf. Bonfert, 2022; Huber and Lorenzini,
2022). In our view, this strategy resembles Dewey’s emphasis on
collaborative learning. It is not about a pre-existing group of people
that are entitled to make democratic political decisions, but about
the process of constituting publics, identifying shared problems and
establishing joint solutions.

So far, we focused on the extension of democracy via CSA.
Yet there are also severe limitations and boundaries to CSA as a
democratic endeavor. The demos in CSA food democracy can be
defined quite exclusively, because there are certain boundaries that
function as markers to distinguish insiders from outsiders. Some
of these boundaries are deliberatively set by the CSA movement
itself; others are rather non-intended consequences of the particular
preconditions for becoming a member of a CSA initiative. Both
sets of boundaries shall be explored and illustrated in the following.
We have already shown that CSA members organize in order to
exclude those actors from the field who pose themselves against basic
universal democratic norms and values (Section 5.1). This reveals the
fields’ common understanding of shared goals toward a sustainable
and democratic food system. The commitment to specific values
demarcates a boundary between those who may belong to the system
and those who shall not or do not wish to be part of it. This is
an example of intended boundaries; however, there are also non-
intended boundaries. One issue of CSAs democratic potential is
raised by the question of who actually participates in CSA. It is well-
known that membership in CSA is driven by classic socio-economic
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factors, with the level of income influencing spending opportunities
and thus membership (cf. Forbes and Harmon, 2008; Lorenzini,
2019; Blome-Drees et al., 2021; Bonfert, 2022). CSA crop sharing
tends to be expensive, if compared with food from supermarkets
and discounters. Although some members seem to deny that
conventional retail stores do offer cheaper food (arguing inter
alia that a fair comparison would control for quality and unequal
compensation for producers [field note, PO12]), most informants
and participants are aware of the fact that crop sharing in CSA is
not affordable for everyone. That “economic, social, and cultural
capital set important barriers to participation” (Lorenzini, 2019, p.
135) is, we find, substantially reflected by parts of the movement.
In fact, a conflict of objectives has been regularly mentioned in
WGs and workshops: on the one hand, CSA shall be as inclusive as
possible, yet members need to have a certain ability to pay, because
costs must be covered and the principle of solidarity with producers
(amounting to higher relative costs) shall not be disregarded. One
representative of the network reflects that CSA is inclusive and
membership heterogeneous in the sense that “all age groups are part
of it yet at the same time they acknowledge that many members
come from “an educated middle-class background” and had already
been interested in the issue of sustainable food before they joined.
“So, we are partly divers, but partly not mixed at all,” the interviewee
concludes (Int10). All in all beyond awareness and reflection of this
sort of exclusivity, there has not been a systematic approach to deal
with socio-economic boundaries. The mechanism of the bidding
circle (see Section 4) constitutes an exemption as it allows (to a
limited extent) for pooling individual contributions and therefore for
diversifying membership. Yet its impact on diversity remains limited.
Overall, CSA does not offer solutions to the broader structural
problems of social inequality. If food democracy means equity and
democratic participation for all, CSA offers only limited potential,
given the “material and symbolic inequalities” (Bonvin et al., 2018,
p. 966) that influence membership status.

6. Conclusion

The broader aim of this paper is to explore the meaning
of CSA as a form of democratic experimentalism that creates
publics for transformative change in the agricultural and food
system. The analysis is empirically grounded in the field of CSA in
Germany with its various primary and secondary actors. We have
taken a perspective informed by John Dewey’s idea of democracy
and experimentation. Through this lens, CSA initiatives constitute
experiments to test alternative agricultural and organizational forms.
Practitioners must constantly identify and negotiate which real
problems are to be solved and how, along with who can or should
have a say in this. Thus, the very idea of democracy comes into
focus as its “fundamental core consists of an always-incomplete and
cooperative process of experimental problem-solving that derives
out of the indirect consequences of human transactions and the
manifold practical experiences of people in different situations
and places” (Fladvad, 2021, p. 16f). Democracy, then, means
giving everyone the opportunity to have a say whenever they
are affected.

This notion of establishing effective voice mechanisms for
those who are affected by a decision is widely shared within
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the field of CSA. However, only some practitioners do explicitly
connect CSA to the broader issue of democracy. This leads us
to consider some limitations of our approach, before we reflect
on the findings. While the insights we provided in this paper are
grounded in empirical findings, we used categories to present and
discuss them that do not necessarily resemble the perspective of
the practitioners themselves. This is not problematic per se, and
we consider this paper to rather propose a specific perspective
than to give definite answers on the links of CSA to democracy.
In this sense, this paper is explorative by nature. Our approach
also entails decisions on sampling that need to be reflected. We
gathered data predominantly on network conferences and meetings,
therefore we explicitly looked at those very events that constitute
moments of sharing experience, identifying problems, and trying
to deliberatively find solutions to those problems. This focus
might lead to overemphasizing such processes and the democratic
way of life. After all, we did not directly observe the everyday
experiences and practices beyond those events (although, of course,
such experiences are shared at the meetings). Also, the experts
we interviewed showed a high level of reflection and abstraction
on these very issues—so, again, we can only offer first insights
and we cannot categorically rule out to have overemphasized the
relevance of democracy for CSA. However, we do feel that the
approach allows to shed light on issues that are relevant both for
the conception of democracy, and for the practices and governance
of CSA.

We integrated different levels of analysis: primary CSA
organizations with their diverse internal modes of governance;
collaboration between CSA initiatives on a secondary level;
collaboration with other actors within food movements, and the
issue of boundaries. On the primary level, we explored varieties
of food democracy in CSA by showing different modes of internal
democratic governance. In each case the democratic model embodies
a specific understanding of the demos, i.e., who is entitled to
have a say in a meaningful way. Each type also entails specific
limitations on whose voices are heard. This holds even for the
co-operative model which, by law, entails democratic governance
structures. For example, questions arise to what degree —and
with what kind of bargaining power— employed gardeners are
allowed to participate in decisions about their working conditions
and salaries, or if it is only on the consumers to decide what
they are willing to pay for the products so that economic ower
might undermine democratic processes. In our view, the diversity
of forms illustrates the experimental nature of CSA initiatives,
which commit to shared principles and values, while each of them
builds on the distinct experience of its members and deals with
specific problems.

The point is not to evaluate the different organizations in
terms of the quality or degree of democracy being realized.
The perspective of democratic experimentalism prefers neither
CSA organizations that strive to economically stabilize an
existing small-scale farm nor those ambitious projects that
are dedicated to large-scale socio-ecological transformation.
Rather, it conceives the diversity of CSA organizations in itself
as different expressions of dealing with contingency. It highlights
the creative power of collaborative knowledge production and
democratic communities. Diverse configurations of CSA settings
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are constantly being negotiated; their status as experiments thus
remains open-ended.

We have shown how this modus can also be identified on the
meso level of collaboration and cooperation within and beyond the
network of CSA. Experiences, problems, solutions, and different
kinds of democracy are shared, discussed, and elaborated on. In
other words, CSA enlarges and strengthens its own public, or
publics. Democratic values are pursued also on the meso level, in
voluntary working groups, regional organizations, and in relations
with other food initiatives on the municipal level. Decision-making
and participation within the German CSA network (“Netzwerk
Solidarische Landwirtschaft”) are organized in an inclusive way,
and network meetings might serve as examples or models for
micro-level initiatives of how to practice democratic participation.
Establishing a voice for everyone involves a lot of negotiation in
practice as is shown, for example, by the efforts made at network
meetings to create the conditions for a discourse that is as open as
possible and to invite all members to participate. The network and
its members also are very keen on excluding nondemocratic local
food movements, especially far-right initiatives and racist practices
and structures.

Finally, the idea of food democratic experimentalism can also
be found in various alliances and collaborations from (primary or
secondary) CSA initiatives with other political, economic, or civic
actors. We highlighted the case of attempts to commonify land in
order to make it available exclusively for small-scale, community-
based, non-market forms of organic agriculture as an illustrative
case of the kind of expanding cooperation and experimentation. Yet
while CSA appears to be a valuable part of a broader movement, its
somewhat limited impact on democratizing broader food systems is
apparent, as the issue of social inequality and the tendency of CSA to
attract mostly white middle-income groups with comparatively high
income and/or status shows. Dewey himself is quite euphoric in his
belief in the transformative potential of cooperative action, yet his
unabated optimism raises questions. Does this perspective adequately
account for systemic issues, constraints and interdependencies? For
example, given the market power of transnational food corporations
and the complexity and intransparency of supply chains, the power
of collaborative problem solving from below seems to be restricted.
Therefore, while the perspective taken here seems to be fruitful to
assess CSAs as food democratic organizations, we are also aware
of its limits. Also, while communities are by no means harmonic
social forms, this perspective tends, like John Dewey himself did,
to “downplay the persistence of conflict” (Rogers, 2016, p. 13).
Elsewhere (Degens and Lapschiefy, 2023) we explored areas of
conflict in the field of CSA; here, we have mentioned boundaries
to CSA food democracy that are linked to social inequality.
Therefore, a purely harmonious vision of CSA communities does
not hold.
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