
1 

Beyond agriculture: the counter-hegemony of community farming 

 

Neil Ravenscroft • Niamh Moore • Ed Welch • Rachel Hanney 

 

Accepted: 11 January 2013 

 

Abstract In this paper we seek to understand the interplay between increasingly widely held 

concerns about the hegemony of industrialized agriculture and the emergence of counter-

hegemonic activities, such as membership of community supported agriculture (CSA) 

initiatives. Informed by Blackshaw’s (2010) work on “liquid leisure,” we offer a new leisure-

based conceptualization of the tactics of counter-hegemony, arguing in the process that food 

politics offers a rich site for new, transitional identity formation. Using a case study of a well-

established community farm in southeast England, we demonstrate how the community 

members devote themselves to transient and inconsequential activities as a means of 

attempting to realize a larger self-related identity project. We also demonstrate how the 

seemingly close inter-personal bonds typical of CSA may not reflect the permanence 

accorded to them, with members able willingly to leave these communities once they can no 

longer progress their identity project. We conclude by arguing that our findings are 

emblematic of society in transition, with people moving well beyond the work/leisure activity 

into a world in which they embody the idea and the practice of being an active co-producer—

in our case, of food. While recognizing that this does not necessarily mean that there is 

simple causality between practice and identity formation, we do argue that there is evidence 

of an increasing relationship between activity, time, and the performance of a new form of 

civil labor practice.  
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Beyond agriculture: the counter-hegemony of community farming 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

We seek, in this paper, to bring together two convergent areas of increasing academic 

interest: widely held public concerns about the environmental, social, and economic impacts 

of industrialized agriculture; and the emergence of leisure-based counter-hegemonic activities 

through which people try to give meaning to their lives by addressing these concerns. We 

take as our starting point the increasing global recognition of the deeply political nature of 

food production and consumption (see, for example, Madden and Finch 2006; Desmarais 

2008; Mair et al. 2008; Yan et al. 2011) and the ways in which many individuals and 

communities seek to challenge the dominant ideology of “global food” (Carolan 2011). We 

know that, for many people, counter-hegemony is expressed primarily through conscious 

purchase and consumption decisions (Mair et al. 2008; Sassatelli and Davolio 2010; Dunlap 

2012). Yet we recognize that, for others, counter-hegemony involves a commitment to 

production as well as consumption activities, often through membership of intentional food 

communities such as community supported agriculture (CSA) projects (Cone and 

Kakaliouras 1995; Brown 2002; DeLind 2002; Cox et al. 2008; Dunlap 2009, 2011).  

 For these latter individuals, it is clear that the politics of food infuses their being, 

often becoming a primary conduit through which they can publicly and collectively express 

their concerns about conventional farming (Cox et al. 2008; Dunlap 2009; Yan et al. 2011). It 

is the activities of these individuals and intentional communities that concern us in this paper, 

as we seek to address our research question about how far membership of a CSA or other 

form of community farm allows people to find meaning in their lives. We see this question as 

fundamental to understanding contemporary Western society, characterized by what 

Blackshaw (2010, p. 141) has termed “liquid leisure”—a new understanding of leisure as a 

“… hermeneutical exercise… that provides us with our own unique view of the world… .” It 

is this view of the world—experienced by those involved in food communities—that we seek 

to capture and explore in this paper. 

 As this suggests, it is Blackshaw’s (2010) construction of liquid leisure that provides 

the conceptual framing for the paper. Drawn from Bauman’s (2000) work on liquid 

*Manuscript (without any authors' details)
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modernity, Blackshaw’s ideas have been developed from an observation that many Western 

societies are on the cusp of a transition in the ways in which people understand and deploy 

time (Rojek 2010a, 2010b; Roberts 2011; Veal 2012). Rather than the old work/leisure 

dualism (Chubb and Chubb 1981; Gershuny 2000), with its implication of a developmental 

shift from work to leisure time (Opaschowski 1998), this transition revolves around the 

collapse of the work/leisure divide in a new “leisure society” informed by “...a continuum of 

work practices—throughout people’s lives—that offer a mix of social, psychological and 

financial rewards” (Ravenscroft and Gilchrist 2009, p. 4). This suggests that the transition is 

away from activity as the defining subject of work and leisure, towards activities as 

contributions to a new understanding of the personal role and significance of leisure 

(Blackshaw 2010).  

 This idea, of leisure as a constructive site of personal politics, draws heavily on 

Aristotelian philosophy (see De Grazia 1964; Hemingway 1988), that leisure should be “… 

an arena for the active development of the individual as a member of the community” (Mair 

2002, p. 215). It is increasingly being played out through membership of intentional food 

communities such as CSA, where expressions of self have the possibility of breaking many 

conventional social and cultural boundaries (Ostrom 2007; Dunlap 2009). Indeed, such 

communities are increasingly understood as offering individuals the possibility of deploying 

largely inconsequential leisure practices in ways that can add up to highly consequential—

and transformative—civic leisure projects (Ravenscroft and Taylor 2009).  

 In pursuing this argument, we want to start by rehearsing some of the key arguments 

about the transformative and counter-hegemonic qualities of intentional food communities as 

a way of understanding the meanings that have been attached to membership of such 

communities. We then proceed to question how far the activities associated with these 

communities can be understood in terms of current debates about leisure as a key site of 

individual meaning and identity. We will then illustrate this with a case study of one well-

established CSA in southeast England, as a basis for exploring the extent to which CSA can 

be understood as a site for personal and social transition. We will conclude by drawing out a 

number of themes that relate to our research question, about the extent to which membership 

of intentional food communities can provide the context for a civil labor project that is both 

personal and political. 

 

 

The counter-hegemony of community supported agriculture 
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In many Western countries, CSA has developed over the last four decades as a means by 

which individual people can co-operate with farmers to share the risks and rewards of 

growing and distributing food (Groh and McFadden 1990; Ostrom 2007; Ravenscroft and 

Taylor 2009) and can “…also have the opportunity to build a closer relationship with the 

grower and potentially other members of the CSA” (Cox et al. 2008, p. 204). While most 

CSAs are small, with fewer than 100 members, some are extremely large, comprising over 

500 members and farming large areas of land (Saltmarsh et al. 2011).  

 It is tempting to suggest that the increasing popularity of CSA membership illustrates 

a wish on the part of many people to establish new counter-hegemonic relationships with 

farming and the land—ones that move beyond simple leisure activities such as walking on the 

land and also beyond the superficial localism (Born and Purcell 2006) of buying from farm 

shops and farmers markets (Brown and Miller 2008; Connell et al. 2008). Indeed, Parker 

(2005) has gone as far as to suggest that these relationships amount to a new construct of 

citizenship, in which contemporary forms of consumer citizenship are taken to a new level of 

sustained commitment and involvement—what he has termed “food citizenship”: the “human 

infrastructure for negotiating alternative agrifood systems” (Stevenson 1998, p. 201). Both 

Parker and Stevenson claim that it is this new form of citizenship that is at the core of the 

shifting relationship between the public and the land—one that decenters consumerism in 

favor of a new life politics.  

 We remain to be convinced that this is really such a radical transition. Following 

Parker (2005), Winch (2005) and Carolan (2011), it is certainly about shortening the food 

chain so that citizens gain better knowledges of both the production processes and the actual 

producer of the food. Indeed, in some CSAs, the citizens become the producers which, when 

combined with highly localized farming systems such as biodynamic agriculture (Van En 

1988; McFadden 2003), can make redundant the very notion of the food chain. Yet it is still 

essentially about how people secure a supply of food, with food remaining very much a 

commodity to be traded, even over short distances (see DeLind and Bingen 2008 for a 

discussion about the empty reification of the local). In seeking to go beyond this “green-

shift,” Hudson (2005, p. 12) suggests that CSA does have transformative potential, since it 

can represent: 
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A whole new food system, one that uses dollars but is not ruled by them… Here a 

new economics is being practiced, economics, as if… people mattered. As if the 

land mattered. As if food were more than a commodity.  

 

For Hudson, this shift in emphasis is less about forming new or alternative markets and more 

about decommodifying food. As such, it is an example of Rojek’s (2001) “life politics.” This 

combination of localization and citizenship has been termed “civic agriculture” (DeLind 

2002; Lyson and Guptill 2004), in which the underlying philosophy is the (re)integration of 

people and land (what DeLind 2002 has termed “inhabitation” of the land), such that new 

forms of democracy emerge in ways that allow individual people to rework their relationships 

with the politics of land and food (Mair et al. 2008; Dunlap 2012).  

 This paradigm shift in thinking about land and food allied to new cultural 

relationships between farmers and their communities is at the core of the counter-hegemony 

of CSA and other intentional food communities. As Trauger Groh (Groh and McFadden 

1990), one of the founders of the CSA movement in the USA, has observed, the basis of the 

new relationship between the public and the land is based on care: the community supporting 

farming and the farms supporting the community. What lies at the heart of this relationship is 

the generation of a new way of living with the land, in which people—the community—take 

explicit steps to become more responsible for the food that they eat and the care that is shown 

to the land and those who cultivate it. And the glue that binds this form of localization and 

sustainability into a new relationship between the public and the land is action, at the personal 

and community level. It is no less than a paradigm shift from consumer to (quasi) producer 

through which groups of people commit to sharing the risk and responsibility for producing 

food for consumption by local people. This is the basis of what McFadden (2003) has 

referred to as “regenerative agriculture,” a form of enterprise that incorporates a community 

of people engaged in civil labor to produce and consume the food (and land, landscape and 

amenity) that they, collectively, decide to grow. 

 

 

Leisure in transition 

 

Perhaps the first question to ask in this regard is whether membership of a CSA qualifies as a 

leisure activity. If leisure is understood in conventional terms, as a combination of time, 

activity, and state of mind (Roberts 2011), then it probably is. Certainly, Mair (2002) is 
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comfortable with the idea that committing time to self-development is constitutive of leisure 

activity, as is Blackshaw (2010, p. 120), who sees leisure as a vocation, significant not for 

itself but for what it can facilitate:  

 

It is my contention that in the liquid modern world we live in, which is founded 

first and foremost on freedom, leisure moves steadily into its position as the 

principal driving force underpinning the human goal of satisfying our hunger for 

meaning and our thirst for giving our lives a purpose. This is the job that leisure 

was always cut out for, since it is that distinct realm of human activity which 

perhaps more than any other provides us with the thrill of the search for 

something and the exhilaration of its discovery. 

 

 This, then, is the transition: away from the consumption/production bifurcation 

towards a new understanding of leisure as a way of being, such that leisure is no longer about 

activity per se, but about what Blackshaw (2010, p. 142) has termed a “devotional practice” 

through which people render meaning to their lives. As Mair (2002) has observed, this 

devotional practice can lead to sustained behavior change and to the production of new 

identities. This is not the old consumerist connection between wealth and display, but a new 

paradigm related to the deployment of a continuum of productive and consumptive labor 

opportunities through which individuals produce and deploy their chosen behaviors and 

identities—which are avowedly individual and personal.  

 Perhaps it is of little surprise, therefore, that individuals deploy civil labor in 

performing civic agriculture, for they are one-and-the-same. As DeLind (2002) has 

suggested, the gesture of reinhabiting the land demands that the inhabitants determine a new 

personal politics that enables them to express their identities and achieve their desired levels 

of wellbeing. And this is no small matter, for it involves what Blackshaw (2010, p. 20) 

describes as “living dangerously”—transcending the things that people feel that they cannot 

do in their “real” lives. As Blackshaw claims: “… we may never be able to completely lose 

our social class, gender or ethnic identities, but this does not stop us trying” (2010, p. 20). 

Dunlap’s (2011) construct of volunteers “playin’ farmer” in a craft-based community of 

practice is a good example of living dangerously. In cases such as this, people’s leisure tends 

to take on a devotional quality that leads them to identify their practice as a form of civil 

labor, performed as a service or duty to others (Rojek 2010b).  
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 As with any form of devotion, there is intensity to this approach to leisure practice 

that leads people to find association with other devotees. Superficially it can appear that the 

practice itself is the subject of the devotion, whether the practice is shopping, collecting 

artifacts, or performing civil labor within civic agriculture. Yet, as Blackshaw (2010, p. 144) 

cautions, people may actually be ambivalent to such practices—as practices—while 

remaining devoted to attaining what the practices can facilitate. As such: 

 

… devotional leisure is experienced … in episodes …, and the sense of 

community we experience with it, when it does live, lives similarly, devoid of any 

kind of extended unity save for that contingently imposed on immediate events. 

 

 Following this argument, the civil labor of community agriculture may well draw 

people together into tight-knit association, but we should be careful in seeing this as more 

than a convenient alliance that allows each person to pursue their own project: themselves. 

This is redolent of Maffesoli’s (1996) work on neo-tribes, where he asserts that the intense 

bonding that people feel in such situations should not be mistaken for deep friendship or 

connection. Rather, such affiliation is contingent on a group of people continuing to perform 

congruent, but individual, acts of self-identification (Bauman 2000). Of course, the affiliation 

(or tribal connection) will be broken when individuals no longer feel that they can, or need to, 

express themselves through that form of leisure practice. As Blackshaw (2010, p. 145) 

observes, devotional leisure is transient—all pursuits come to an end, while life itself goes 

on, experienced through new pursuits, and so on.  

 In summary, the counter-hegemonic practices of new community farmers are, indeed, 

emblematic of leisure in transition. At a superficial level, this transition involves a shift in the 

focus of activity, from the shop to the field, and with it a concomitant shift in performing the 

politics of food. However, following Blackshaw (2010) and Rojek (2010a, 2010b), transition 

is equally taking place at a deeper and more personal level, with people deploying devotional 

leisure practices such as community farming as a way of rendering meaning in their lives. As 

Blackshaw (2010) argues, it is what leisure was meant to do—and counter-hegemonic 

activity around the production and distribution of food is clearly one way of pursuing this 

goal. As a consequence, we now want to explore what it is to “live dangerously” in 

performing liquid leisure through a case study of one of the largest and oldest CSAs in the 

UK. 
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The civil labor of CSA: a case study of Tablehurst and Plaw Hatch Community Farms 

 

The first attempt to start an agricultural community in the UK was at Plaw Hatch Farm, East 

Sussex, in the early 1980s (see Klett et al. 1990). Although it was not long-lived, the ideas 

developed by the community came to fruition when a neighboring farm (Tablehurst Farm) 

became available in the early 1990s and a decision was taken to find a way of creating a 

formal CSA structure. Following lengthy discussions, a tripartite relationship was developed 

in which local people would create and fund a co-operative capable of owning the farm 

business, farmers would be employed to run the business, and a land trust would hold the 

farmland in perpetuity for the benefit of the farm and its community (Burkham 2010). 

Tablehurst and Plaw Hatch Community Farms Ltd (TPH) was established in 1995, with 

approximately 250 members contributing sufficient capital to purchase the business at 

Tablehurst and fund its launch as a community farm. Subsequent to this the co-operative 

continued to grow (to around 600 shareholders) and, in 2000, acquired Plaw Hatch Farm. In 

addition to buying shares in the co-operative, many people participated in work days on the 

farms, and in planning days to support the development of the CSA. While some people 

continue to volunteer their labor, mainly through committee membership or by working in the 

gardens and the shops, most members now have little day-to-day engagement with the farms, 

although they do attend events that are arranged throughout the year. 

 The two businesses now farm biodynamically (Thornton Smith 2009) approximately 

300 hectares of land, employ over 25 staff, including farmers, growers, food processors, and 

shop staff, and have a joint annual turnover of more than £1.5m. Each business is run by a 

separate management group comprising a mix of farmers and volunteers, while the co-op 

itself is run by an elected committee. Apart from the initial share capital contributed by the 

co-op, there is no community financial contribution to the working capital or running costs of 

the farms, and shareholders receive no direct benefits (such as dividends or price reductions) 

for the value of their shares. Rather, they view their share purchases as a “virtual gift” to the 

farms, with few shareholders having ever sought to sell or redeem their shares. It is a cliché 

locally that the shares represent the best purchase that any of the members have ever made.  

 Despite the undoubted and enduring success of the CSA, some of those who were 

originally involved have “drifted away” from active involvement in the farms community, 

while relatively few new members have joined, certainly in recent years. This led to the 

community deciding recently to review its progress to determine what had happened and 
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why. This provided us—the researchers—with an opportunity to assist the community with 

its review process and offer an explanation of what has taken place. A case study approach, 

involving an empirical investigation of contemporary phenomena within their actual context 

(Yin 2009) was used for data collection and analysis. This approach was selected because the 

findings could be made accessible to the community members while also yielding deeply 

descriptive data suitable for analysis (see Flyvbjerg 2011; Uprichard 2012). In our case, the 

empirical data used for the investigation were drawn from a number of sources: an initial 

review meeting involving 70 active community members (mainly those who had been 

members for at least 10 years); 20 individual interviews with leading members of the 

community, including some of the farmers; 4 small group interviews with people who have 

joined the community in the last 10 years; and deep reading of a number of texts, including 

letters from several community members and a group of former farm apprentices, and copies 

of magazine articles that had been written about the farms.  

 In all, 125 people contributed to the research. All the interview sessions and the 

meeting were recorded and transcribed, and all the letters and magazine quotes were copied 

into digital format. All contributions have been anonymized. A process of deep reading and 

prescriptive content analysis of the material was then undertaken (see Krippendorff 2004), 

with the coding frame derived from concepts in the literature on liquid leisure. The key 

concepts used in the coding were related to: devotional leisure practice; the search for 

meaning through leisure; and living dangerously. These concepts, together with an additional 

one that emerged from the analysis (“drifting away”), were significant in explaining the data. 

The four concepts have thus been used to structure the findings. 

 

 

Findings: understanding civil labor 

 

Searching for meaning 

 

Many of the participants spoke of their wish to find a new way of supporting agriculture that 

did not play into the hands of the large supermarkets and global food systems. The following 

observation, from a man who joined after the co-op had become established, exemplifies 

these motives: 
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These days, people have become divorced from the food they eat, and I want my 

children to eat well. This is the way society needs to go, and is an answer to the 

fast food and supermarket approach. 

 

 Some of the founder-members of the co-op had previously been involved in the 

agricultural community at Plaw Hatch and were still searching for the ideal way to run such a 

community. What brought many of the original shareholders together was a continuing belief 

that agriculture could be organized differently. One example of this was expressed by a man 

who joined the co-op in its early years: 

 

I remember that moment of arriving in [the community]… and feeling that 

something was going on. I hadn’t really heard of [Rudolf] Steiner ...but I felt 

excited about making links with my past—the idea of making a transition with a 

group of like-minded people. I thought, “this is why I am here” … I went to some 

meetings; I wanted to become part of the “movement” … I felt intuitively that 

buying shares was spot on—the right way to go. I got involved in the work days 

... I always felt that the farm spoke to me, without knowing quite where I fitted in.  

 

These comments reflect the feelings of many others: that they connected with the idea of 

share ownership and with the farms themselves, but without ever quite understanding their 

role in the community. This is highly redolent of Blackshaw’s (2010, p. 152) observation that 

the “point” of leisure can be elusive: the practice of leisure can provide lots of excitement and 

many opportunities, but the point of it may remain stubbornly out of reach. But, as the quote 

implies, this is not a problem in itself, as long as the practice “feels” as if it involves a step in 

the direction towards finding meaning. Other people spoke of being “captivated” by their 

sense of the farm, while many people also spoke about the “energy” and “excitement” that 

was palpable in the community when it became clear that the CSA might work. The next 

quote, by one of the founders, is typical of these comments:  

 

I had lots of discussions with [the farmers] about the problems of maintaining the 

biodynamic impulse in an economic climate dominated by large-scale 

conventional agriculture. This would have been in the early 1990s. There was lots 

of enthusiasm around establishing the co-op and I was amazed when the financial 

goals were reached.  
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 The community members were not alone in their search for meaning, for this equally 

applied to the farmers who arrived to run the farm. Their dominant rhetoric was about the 

opportunity they had been given to farm in harmony with the community and the 

environment. They claimed that, for most of them, farming without community support 

would not have been possible. Some of them went further, however, to express a view that 

they would have chosen community farming even if they could have afforded to have farmed 

independently. Typical of this is a comment from a former farmer, now retired: 

 

… we were new to all of this. We had struggled to get into farming; we weren’t 

trained farmers. We couldn’t get started. … Even if we had had the money, we 

probably wouldn’t have farmed on our own, because it is such an undertaking. 

 

 While the early pioneer phase may have passed, some people still join the CSA as part 

of their search for meaning. For some, this is about forming an active identity, reflecting a 

commitment to action, not just belonging, as expressed by a recent “incomer” from London: 

 

I wanted to form new social networks having moved from London … you don’t 

tend to form your social networks with neighbors, but with people who have 

common interests … joining the co-op is one way in which I want to build my 

social network. I’m joining a co-operative and ultimately I do have a vote, I do 

have a stake …  

 

 The characteristic of all these people is that they have found, in the CSA, a vehicle 

through which they feel that they can give purpose to their lives. For the community members 

this is predominantly about making an active political statement about the way that they want 

to live their lives, and the steps (physical and financial) that they are prepared to take in order 

to support this gesture. 

 

 

The devotional practice of community farming 

 

Many of those who participated in the research spoke of the ways that they had contributed to 

the farm, certainly in the early years. For them, contributing work was a way of fulfilling 
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their search for meaning, with the quality of the work less important than the gesture of the 

work itself. Many of the practices that were identified were, in Roberts’ (2011) terms, 

inconsequential, as described by one of the original co-op members: 

 

I made endless posters for different things. I remember the “crisis” poster that 

was put up everywhere; and the public meetings; and endlessly baking cakes and 

making tea—and I don’t remember what for—we were consumed with the nitty 

gritty, not the content.  

 

Another example of this devotion to the farm concerns a woman who felt that she could not 

contribute to the intellectual and spiritual development of the farms, but she was good at 

providing support to the farmers: 

 

My connection is to the farm and the people I know at the farm; I feel that I can 

help them; I can do what they ask. I don’t have an agenda; I can respond—if they 

want an open day, I’ll do one for them. It isn’t me giving my agenda to them; all I 

am offering is support. My connection is with Tablehurst; I live close; I can hear 

the cows; I can walk up there and I feel privileged to belong…  

 

 Attending meetings, undertaking administration, laboring, running and attending 

events, fund raising, making cakes, and other such activities are the stuff of everyday life for 

many volunteers in many fields of leisure activity (Stebbins 1992, 2009). Yet, when viewed 

within the context of their civil labor, the meanings behind these activities were much greater 

than the significance of the activities themselves. Indeed, it is clear that these practices 

addressed some of the arenas that Roberts (2011) has described as constitutive of “big 

leisure,” particularly enhancing well-being and expressing identities.  

 In contrast to the inconsequential activities of most members, some people took on 

official roles, which they enjoyed and felt honored to undertake. One long-term member 

expressed it thus: 

 

It is happenstance that I got onto the [farm] management group. It is very intense; 

sometimes challenging; always interesting. I want to work towards a deeper and 

more holistic way of seeing … I am still fascinated with the farm on this level—

the consciousness of new possibilities … what appears on the outside to be a 
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business is so much more when you look internally; it is fascinating and 

mystifying at the same time.  

 

 Yet, for the farmers, these roles are pivotal to the success of the farms, in terms of 

access to bodies of knowledge and in terms of expressing community support and providing 

what is understood locally as a “warmth body” around the farmers: 

 

I would like to say that I feel the management groups have been crucial in the 

development of both of the farms. … the farms have made a tremendous 

achievement in generating such enthusiasm in people who are not farmers—with 

a common purpose and sharing of risk.  

 

 Allied to this observation was a qualification, common to most of the farmers, that 

farming on behalf of the community is unrelenting hard work—perhaps all the more so 

because it is the community’s money that is financing it. One farmer, remembering when the 

farms started, suggested that the commitment of the farmers was just as devotional as that of 

the members:  

 

… we weren’t employees with regular holidays and overtime; we worked until 

we died … there was no [alternative]; we didn’t have real wages … we dipped 

into savings just to live. 

 

And the reason for this, of course, was a duty to manage the farm on behalf of the 

community: 

 

It’s not our farm, it’s the community’s farm. Most people just want to feel 

connected to the countryside, but without the lonely responsibility of all that hard 

slog and worry. That’s why we’re here—to provide the perfect compromise. 

 

 It is interesting that these views are highly reminiscent of many of the early CSAs 

studied by Groh and McFadden (1990), where the farmers were reticent about claiming a 

decent wage, preferring instead to subsidize the CSA. As Groh and McFadden found, this 

often contributed to the CSAs failing, or having to be “rescued” by new farmers. While these 

extremes have not been experienced at TPH, it is clear that the devotional wishes of the 
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community carry with them a burden on the farmers: that they provide an environment in 

which non-farmers can, in Blackshaw’s (2010, p. 20) terms, “live dangerously” by doing 

what they cannot do in their everyday lives. To do the civil labor of the “non-active” farmer 

is, ultimately therefore, dependent on the continuous (hard physical and mental) work of the 

farmers, something that was appreciated by those who felt that they had benefitted personally 

from their civil labor at the farm: 

 

Tablehurst connects me with the ground and gives balance to my life. … I see this 

[membership of the CSA] as a great privilege. I’m working with my neighbors 

and the farmers, who are a fantastic bunch of inspirational people. 

 

 

Living dangerously 

 

Few of those who contributed to the research sought to blur the boundaries between their 

voluntary—if devotional—contributions to the farm and the work performed by the farmers. 

For most of them it was enough to be involved, without the need to identify more closely 

with the work of the farm and farmers. Even the exceptions to this did not stray far into 

dangerous territory, as exemplified in this claim: 

 

I always make sure I have time to help out with the lambs in the spring. It’s an 

extraordinary experience…there’s a sense of guardianship over the ewes. 

 

 While making sure that he is identified as someone with skill and knowledge of 

farming, this person also makes it clear that this activity remains, for him, a voluntary gesture 

to the farm. For others, the gesture was about getting involved: they wanted to work 

alongside the farmers, to make a physical contribution to the farm in the way championed by 

Liz Henderson and others in the USA (see Henderson and van En 2007). The following 

quote, from a woman who joined soon after the co-op started, is typical: 

 

… [there were] lots of enthusiastic work days, lots of people turning up right 

from the beginning. ... the farm had a need for labor; but it was much more that 

the farm needed the community to be involved, and many wanted to be 

involved—this was a crisis; we did a lot in a short space of time ...  
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 The rhetoric of crisis is interesting here; it is part of a broader culture that positioned 

the farms (and farmers) as weak and needing help and support. This sense of the strong 

community coming to the aid of the weak farm allowed many people to feel that they were 

significant, even if they knew little about farming. For them, this was the essence of CSA: it 

was about “living” the farm as a member of the broader farm team, even if the “reality” was 

not quite as they had remembered it: 

 

There were not that many workdays and they were often fairly haphazard and 

often not well attended. They have taken on a mythology—but they had lived 

their day very soon. … I remember weeding as tough ... (it was) all too much for 

people who were only used to gardening. Truth is that this was a relatively short-

lived phenomenon, but people loved it at the time, being with others and getting 

your hands in the soil. … But numbers dwindled; it was hard to ensure that there 

was meaningful work to be done … it got in the way of farming (ha ha) ...  

 

 In a similar vein, some other people probably over-stated their involvement with the 

community and blurred their identity of themselves as farming pioneers. This was often 

expressed as enjoyment of the role of owner, underpinning what had been achieved through 

this approach to farming. The following example of this was articulated by a founder-member 

of the co-op: 

 

… It has truly been a community effort for the benefit of all who value 

responsible agriculture and local quality food on your table. The gesture of 

selfless gift finance underpins every aspect of our local community supported 

agriculture; long may it stay that way!  

 

 It is particularly interesting here that what commenced as share ownership, with ideas 

about community participation in farming business, has been reconstructed as a gift from the 

community to the farm. And with this—in Hyde’s (2006) sense of implicit reciprocity—

comes a warning: what the community gifted, the community continues to control, despite 

the increasing passage of time since the “gifts” were made. For some of those involved, it 

appears that this is very much part of living dangerously: that the life lived in this way can be 

curtailed at any time, almost without warning, as was the case with this woman: 
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Plaw Hatch at that time … was surrounded by an enthusiastic body of warmth 

and there was vitality, with everybody … working together. Families would meet 

at [the farm] every other Saturday and would be set to work … This was an 

exciting time with everyone socializing and mucking in. … There was a real 

sense of coming together with everybody “living” the farm. This lasted for about 

a year or two when I was utterly shocked to receive a phone call suggesting 

certain individuals were not pulling their weight. This left a bad feeling; we all 

had busy lives and sometimes were not able to give our time ... 

 

 

Duty done 

 

As the last quote suggests, the community has not been without challenges, and a number of 

the early pioneers have left, for various reasons often related to their “dangerous living” 

coming to an end. In contrast to being “forced out,” many people felt that the process of 

leaving the community was akin to having done their duty—having achieved what they 

intended to do and now being ready to move on. Typical of this was a comment by a long-

term member: 

 

I first supported the farms as a social impulse—many of us did. That is no longer 

necessary, but I feel really connected with the farms every time I go to shop, or to 

an event.  

 

Others offered a similar explanation for their decision to stand back: 

 

The farms no longer need my support. They are independent and strong. I can 

now choose when I visit and what I do. 

 

 In contrast to these supportive views, some people felt as if they had been let down, 

and that the community no longer necessarily reflected their personal understandings of their 

identity. One person, originally involved in the politics of establishing the legal structure of 

the CSA but no longer involved in any official capacity, suggested that his interest was now 

no more than as a consumer: 
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If the farms are producing food that I find valuable, then I will support them. I 

won’t support them only out of ideology … am I cynical or enlightened? I’m 

absolutely comfortable [with my position on this]  

 

 In a similar way, another ex-community member suggested, obliquely, that the farms 

no longer reflect their way of thinking and feeling, which is not to deny the value of the 

farms, but to remind them of their duty to maintain their links to community: 

 

… I am not looking for greater involvement, I think farms like this are incredibly 

important in the wider world … you only want to preserve things with which you 

have created a relationship … to be a [member] is to believe that the farm needs 

to exist … and for this the community must experience at first hand what the 

farms are … people will only be there when the farm needs them if they know 

why the farm exists and why it needs them … 

 

 In the main, however, people moved away from the community as it ceased to have 

value for them in their life journey. One person, who is still involved in the community but 

knows many people who are not, observed that:  

 

Community is a contingent thing—people come into relation with others; this 

becomes intense, then they pull away … it’s a merry-go-round—people get on 

and off; some want a long ride and others have enough very quickly. 

 

This merry-go-round was certainly felt by the farmers, who at one time relied on volunteers 

to help at major harvest times: 

 

At the beginning we did a lot of veg[tables]—potatoes and leeks. It was like a 

prison camp at harvest, the mud—out digging leeks, and washing them in cold 

water and sliding heavy crates over the mud down the field. I remember the 

students from the college coming down to help—students en masse used to come 

and help, but over time this fell away. Some still came ‘till the point where you 

had to pay them to come, and even then they wouldn’t come. 
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 This certainly led some people to question whether the concept of “community farm” 

remains relevant to Tablehurst and Plaw Hatch, and in what form. A number of people, 

echoing earlier comments, suggested that what was now important to people were the nice 

farm shops set in wonderful countryside and with a rich recent history:  

 

And what of the balance between paid and non-paid work? Are we becoming less 

community because most of us no longer work physically on the farm? … it’s 

important to articulate what the community farm is about … but it is also 

important to understand that we don’t have the answers. What we do have is the 

being of the farms, the shops, the land. These are powerful and the totality that we 

are here has power; … it lives in the community, even for those who do not come 

to the farm, nor belong to the co-op.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 

What we have offered here are necessarily glimpses into a complex and messy world of civil 

labor, insofar as it reflects a number of inconsequential, but associated, practices that together 

offer insights into how people deploy leisure to produce meaning in their lives. As we have 

seen, there are four dominant narratives at play in the case study, relating very much to 

Blackshaw’s (2010) construct of liquid leisure. There is no doubt, for example, that many of 

those involved in the Tablehurst and Plaw Hatch community farms became involved as part 

of their personal search for meaning in their lives. What the farms offered was a relatively 

easy (for those with some disposable money) way of uniting with others to perform the 

counter-hegemonic act of growing, distributing, and consuming local food. For many this 

was about “fronting up” on the issue of local food: performing membership through civil 

labor and making this performance visible to others as a challenge to them to recognize the 

politics of local food. To this extent, Mair’s (2002, p. 213) contention that civil leisure “ … 

can take up some of the room created by the lapse in formal political activism” is certainly 

being played out at Tablehurst and Plaw Hatch Community Farms. 

 And, in this context, “played out” means performing with devotion a multitude of 

relatively minor and inconsequential activities that contribute to the operation of the farms. 

While a mythology seems to have developed around what activities have been performed, 

and over what period, it is clear that the activities themselves are rather less important than 
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their signification as practices that give meaning to the personal and political act of 

membership of the farms community. This is certainly redolent of Blackshaw’s (2010) 

description of the ambivalence of devotional leisure practice—that it matters less what the 

practice is than it does that the practice is being performed as a vocation. It is further clear 

that many of those involved have experienced their devotional leisure as episodic: they have 

come together at key moments, such as harvest, to work together and to experience intense 

moments of bonding that are understood individually and collectively as experiences of 

community. 

 For some of those involved, these moments of bonding have allowed them to 

experiment with their identity, if only briefly. These moments are emblematic of Blackshaw’s 

(2010) construct of living dangerously. While few people were willing to claim the status of 

farmer, or of food activist, many used a rhetoric that suggested that they were “more than a 

volunteer” and that their devotional practices at the farms gave them a status beyond that of 

mere consumers. The rhetoric here was very much about “having time” to give to the farms 

when they were in need (often constructed as “crisis”) and about how those involved worked 

alongside the farmers—in effect becoming one with the farmers for that period of time. 

While undoubtedly filling a need at the farms, it should equally not be doubted that, for these 

people, such activities were very much about deepening their own projects, thus “… limiting 

the contingency of [their] place in the world by transcending it …” (Blackshaw 2010, p. 20). 

 Finally, underlining Blackshaw’s (2010) reading of the transience of devotional 

practice, many people have left the community, often because they feel that they have done 

their duty. Typically here the rhetoric is about the strength of the farms meaning that they no 

longer need volunteer labor as they once did. For some, this amounts to a crisis in their 

understanding of community—in effect that community has left them. However, others 

observe that there is always movement in and out of communities, and there is no reason to 

suppose that this one is any different, even if it has seemed so important and central to many 

people’s lives. Indeed, this does seem to be the case, for many former members talked of 

their delight of continuing to shop at the farms and to see the farms continue to grow.  

 In conclusion, therefore, we argue that the dynamism of this intentional community 

can be understood by reference to the conceptual tools offered by Blackshaw’s (2010) 

reading of liquid leisure. We further suggest that the case study offers an insight into what is 

no less than a paradigm shift in our understanding of leisure, for unlike Stebbins’ (1992) 

neoclassical construct of leisure as meaningful activity, the majority of the participants in the 

CSA did not routinely view their activities and deployment of time as leisure per se. Rather, 



19 

they viewed their participation as a part of their wider lives, part of their personal project that 

Rojek (2010b) has recognized as civil labor. And this is what distinguishes this new agenda 

for leisure research: a declining interest in singular, but identifiable leisure practices, and a 

heightened interest in the project that lies behind the deployment of these practices—“the 

display of credibility, relevance, and competence in our ‘voluntarily’ chosen ‘free’ time 

activities [that] speaks to others about who we are, what we hold to be valuable and how we 

can make a difference” (Rojek 2010b, p. 3). 

 This very much draws us back to the origins of contemporary leisure studies, where 

we have routinely defined leisure as a combination of time, activity, and state of mind 

without, certainly recently, stopping too long to decide what we mean by this. As Roberts 

(2011, p. 5) observes, “ … leisure studies [has] largely withdrawn from examining … leisure 

in its entirety and its role in society.” Instead we have become dominated by activity—

practice—and the times and spaces in which it occurs. What this case study of civic 

agriculture reminds us is that, for many people, time and activity are such elastic concepts 

that they no longer have meaning in themselves. Rather, they are now routinely understood 

and deployed in performing projects of deep personal meaning, such as the counter-

hegemony of local and community food production and consumption. This is highly 

significant to our original observations, because it has allowed us to refigure our 

understanding of leisure theory through studying the performance of these counter-

hegemonic acts. As a result of this we see that we are faced with nothing less than a new 

construction of (liquid) leisure as essentially “non-leisure.” And in this new, liquid leisure 

world, the members of the Tablehurst and Plaw Hatch Community Farms are busy 

constructing meaningful lives outside of conventional work and leisure activities that bear all 

the hallmarks of a big leisure project, although it is no longer understood (or performed) in 

these terms. 
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