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Food Policies Empowering Democratic and Epistemic SelfDetermination
Ian Werkheiser

National and international food policy makers must balance a wide variety
of goals, some of which can easily be mutually realized, and some of which are
in considerable tension with one another. These goals can include health and
safety for consumers, such as the policies governing the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food Safety and Inspection Service.1 These goals
can also include food security for consumers, defined as reliable access to a
wide variety of nutritious and safe food,2 which is addressed by various policies
of food assistance. Food policy also has goals around supporting the economic
sustainability of producers and distributors, pursued with policies like agricultural grants,3 as well as supporting environmental sustainability through policies
on land use, fertilizer application, and the like.4 Another suite of goals concerns
just treatment for workers at all points along the food chain, which is pursued by
laws governing everyone from farmworkers5 to meat packers6 to fast-food
employees. Sometimes policies pursue these goals individually, and so may be
at cross-purposes to one-another, such as when the USDA funded research and
marketing for Domino’s Pizza to use more cheese to support U.S. dairy interests
while also having policies to promote better nutrition and less fat consumption.7
At other times policies balance multiple goals, such as the USDA purchasing
commodities from farmers in the United States to distribute to schools, foodbanks, and households.8
The policies used to pursue these different goals vary widely, and these variations in policy promote quite different practices. Given the different possible
food policies which might be enacted, it is possible to analyze and evaluate these
policies not only by how well they realize their stated goals, but also what community and individual practices are support. Of course, a similar point could be
made about other issues which bring together complex policy goals with multiple stakeholders within governments, businesses, communities, and groups of
individuals. However, because of the universal nature of food (everybody consciously engages with food every day, often in more than one way as a producer,
consumer, preparer, and so on), the importance of food to cultural and personal
identity,9 and the ways in which food implicates many social-ecological systems
and political institutions,10 it has the possibility of being an extremely powerful
“boundary object” which can bring together multiple perspectives and forms of
expertise.11 As an important book on the food justice movement says, the
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vibrant and growing activist discourse around food justice “resonates with many
groups and can be invoked to expand the support base for bringing about community change and a different kind of food system.”12 Thus food policies have
an exceptional potential to benefit or harm the wider society, and so deserve special attention.
This potential for food to be a powerful lever for social analysis and change
is well recognized in the food sovereignty movement. Activists working in food
sovereignty use food and the food system as a platform for a wide array of
justice-based critiques of society, and as a way to center communities’ fight for
survival and self-determination. The discourses on food sovereignty offer a
powerful example of how food systems can support or undermine oppressed
communities, but that discourse has not sufficiently engaged in fine-grained
examinations of particular food policies as opposed to larger critiques of oppressive societies. At the same time, those working to craft and improve food policies have insufficiently engaged with the ability of food systems to affect
communities and individuals.
This paper will argue for evaluating food policies in terms of the degree to
which they increase self-determination for individuals and communities, and
will focus specifically on epistemic self-determination. Section 1 will discuss
the value of self-determination, and section 2 will argue that an important but
often unrecognized form of this is epistemic self-determination. With this framework in place, sections 3 and 4 will briefly look at some food policies in the
United States, and show that, whereas some are likely to support the epistemic
aspects of self-determination, others are more likely to increase dependence on
distant experts in ways which undercut those forms of self-determination. This
paper will not generate a full evaluation of the broad spectrum of food policies,
which exist at national, regional, and local levels. However it will use a few
examples from the United States context to illustrate the concepts in the paper,
and those illustrations will suggest what such a comprehensive analysis might
look like. Ultimately, this paper argues that food policies which work through
empowerment ought to be pursued, particularly by and for marginalized or
oppressed communities, both on participatory justice as well as effectiveness
grounds. Further, those which work through disempowerment ought to be campaigned against. Food policies and food systems have the potential to support
epistemic self-determination in ways which increase community and individual
flourishing and political power or not, and this is an important but underexamined normative element of food policy.
1. Self-Determination
Self-determination is an ambiguous concept without a clear definition or
agreement on what entities can possess it. Rather than national sovereignty or
some other competing concept, self-determination in this paper refers to the concept as it is often used in food sovereignty discourse, which is one focused on
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the survival, flourishing, and just arrangements of communities, viewed through
a lens of food systems. Self-determination in this sense includes the ability of a
community to effectively engage in joint projects which are important to the
communities’ members, particularly ones which promote the survival and flourishing of the community. This concept of self-determination also includes a goal
of participatory justice for the community and its projects.
It is worth examining this sense of self-determination further. Communities are often seen by activists, and increasingly by academics, as important
sites of injustices and harms on the one hand,13 or objects of value and important components of individuals’ lives on the other.14 The kinds of communities
referred to in these discourses have several important characteristics. The first
such characteristic is joint projects. People often engage in projects which can
only be achieved jointly, or which benefit from the help of cooperation. A
community in the sense referred to in the food sovereignty discourse will have
the characteristic of being a nexus of many joint projects, some perhaps pursued by the entire community, but many including a subset of community
members. A second characteristic is identity. Many members of a community
identify themselves as members of the community, and consider the community’s flourishing to be important to them. Both of these characteristics are
important for this paper because they argue for self-determination for
communities.15
That many projects are located within a community, and could not be pursued
by an individual, means that there is what scholars have described as “communal
freedom” or “collective capabilities” over and above individuals’ freedoms and
capabilities. As Ian Carter says in his A Measure of Freedom (1999), these are
“freedom of a group of individual agents to perform a set of agentially distinct
action. . . in combination”16 which he and other scholars point out could not be
performed by any individual,17 and which facilitate many individual capabilities
or freedoms as well.18 These freedoms can themselves be understood as part of
self-determination as term is used in this paper. If we grant that social institutions
have a prima facie duty to promote freedoms or capabilities for members of the
society, then promoting the self-determination of a community to determine coordinated projects and achieve them is an important part of that duty.
Many people see their own identity as co-constructed with their community,
and see the community flourishing as a good they wish to pursue.19 Selfdetermination in the sense it is used in food justice and sovereignty discourses is
focused in large part on communities coming together and deciding what their
collective vision for the community is, and deciding on and executing projects
to further that vision. Thus, increased self-determination means a greater ability
to pursue this widely shared goal. If we grant that social institutions also have a
prima facie duty to support members of that society in pursuing goals in line
with their conceptions of the good, then promoting the self-determination of a
community to determine its identity and promote its flourishing is an important
part of that duty as well.
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The considerations above highlight reasons for a society to support at least
some degree of self-determination for communities even in an ideally just
world. As we will see below in the discussion of epistemic self-determination,
there are also reasons for a marginalized or oppressed community in our nonideal world to seek self-determination as a way of better participating in decisions within the larger society.
The above considerations also foreground the importance of justice within
and between these communities. If some members of the community are not
able to participate in determining or pursuing joint projects, or if their ideas
are not included in the vision of community flourishing, then there is little reason to think an unjust “self-determination” would be of much use. On instrumentalist grounds a group with internal participatory justice can make the
group better at achieving their joint goals and in determining goals which capture as many interests of the members as possible.20 This is in addition to the
inherent value of participatory justice as a procedural goal which is often present in the food sovereignty discourse.21 Fortunately, some of the thornier parts
of the discourses on democratic legitimacy or participatory justice are avoided
because communities as conceived of in these discourses are not stable nationstates, but smaller groups of affinity, without formal membership criteria or
laws. Thus the tensions about whether membership (however defined), an “allsubjected” principle, or an “all-affected” principle22 should ground democratic
legitimacy can be eased. People who often engage in some of the collaborative
projects, the nexus of which forms the community, and who identify with the
community and seek to have it flourish, ought to have a say in those projects
and the collective vision of the community. This is similar to a membership
criteria for democratic legitimacy but does not presuppose some formalized
rules for membership.
It also takes into account the fact that “all-subjected” stakeholders in a community of affinity would mostly be applicable to those either engaged in joint
projects (and therefore subject to others’ intentions and actions in the project) or
who identify strongly with the community (and therefore have a stake in what
the collective vision for the community’s future is). Of course, there will be
many affected by a community’s projects who would not have a say in this
sense. However, an “all-affected” criterion for full participation has several
problems, such as the so-called “butterfly effect” of unlimited affectedness, the
problem of shifting borders, and so on.23 For many working in issues of food
sovereignty, this tension is resolved through solidarity with others, a situation in
which communities support one another’s struggles both materially and emotionally, and see the rights and interests of individuals not in the community, as
well as other communities and their members, as things which ought to be supported wherever possible, and which act as constraints on any one community’s
actions.24
This sense of self-determination found among food sovereignty activists is
similar to Carol Gould’s concept of democratic self-determination as a mode of
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organizing common activities, which better fleshes out questions of participatory
justice within and between these communities. As Gould says, selfdetermination in this sense is included within democracy, understood as “a
requirement of equal rights of participation in decision making on the part of all
those engaged in a common activity, defined by shared goals.” An individual’s
rights in a democracy to freely determine her own activities require that no individual has (prima facie) a right to determine joint or shared activities more than
any other participant. Thus, shared or joint activities must be codetermined
along democratic lines, which Gould calls self-determination by the collectivity.
The only restrictions on this prima facie equal participation are justice claims to
being more affected by particular decisions for particular stakeholders (recall
the member/solidarity difference above).25 In today’s globalized economies, for
example, this may well mean that distant stakeholders such as marginalized subsistence farmers have a more fundamental claim to restricting the actions of a
food security policy than do the powerful experts and farmers in dominant societies. This conception of self-determination balances the goals of individual and
community autonomy with the importance of cooperation, solidarity, and just
relations within and between communities.26 It also has the advantage of drawing on goals already present in policy and law on the one hand and activism on
the other. As Gould says, people’s development of capacities, building of relationships, and fulfillment of long-term goals depends both on their own choices,
individual or joint, and on the availability of the means for their freedom to
become effective, where several of these means are specified in human rights.
We can rightly be critical when these prerequisites are not provided through
social and political organization, which instead should aim to fulfill them.27
In policy, self-determination is explicitly recognized in the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights28 as well as the United Nations Charter.29 Further, because this conception of self-determination requires participation by individuals and communities in decisions which affect them, it also
speaks to the growing acknowledgment in policy discourses of the importance
of participation in policy formation and implementation. The USDA has an
explicit commitment to informing stakeholders and obtaining input from them,
particularly around controversial issues like the Farm Bill30 and animal welfare.31 Likewise, the National Research Council in the United States has repeatedly32 called for participation of the public with scientists and policymakers in
risk decisions at “every step of the process that informs risk decisions.”33 This
emphasis on participation is justified in part on justice grounds on behalf of public stakeholders as well as making policies “more democratic, legitimate, and
informative for decision participants,” and in part because it makes policies and
decision making for these organizations more effective “by improving problem
formulation, [and] providing more knowledge.”34 It can also improve the interactions between stakeholder communities and experts by “determining appropriate uses for controversial analytic techniques, clarifying views, and making
decisions more acceptable.”35 As we will see in the next section, self-
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determination increases the ability of both individuals and communities to
meaningfully participate in these decisions.
In social justice discourse among activists, particularly in food justice, it is
well recognized that self-determination in the sense we are using it is important
in itself and necessary to avoid other injustices. For example, the Nyeleni Declaration, one of the first explications of food sovereignty, is concerned with injustices in economic relations, gender relations, the preservation of marginalized
cultures, land reform, and a host of other issues brought together by food practices. To address these issues, the declaration calls for putting control of food
systems locally, which includes building up “local organizations that conserve,
develop and manage localized food production and harvesting systems, developing research systems to support this, . . . and reject[ing] technologies that undermine, threaten or contaminate these,” as well as “promot[ing] positive
interaction . . . that helps resolve internal conflicts or conflicts with local and
national authorities.”36 Indeed, Michael Menser describes the food sovereignty
movement, and La Via Campesina (the organization that drafted the Nyeleni
Declaration) in particular as engaging in a form of maximally participatorily
just democracy, which he describes as “MaxD.” For Menser, MaxD is committed to “(1) democratic self-determination; (2) capacity development for individuals and groups; (3) delivery of economic, social, and/or political benefits; and
(4) the construction, cultivation, proliferation, and interconnection of movements and organizations that embody the first three tenets.”37 This balance of
maximal local autonomy with just relations within and between communities is
at the heart of this self-determination as it is understood by Gould and food sovereignty activists.
Before moving on, it is worth first briefly addressing a possible tension in
drawing on food sovereignty discourses to suggest policy evaluation and reform.
Many food justice activists would presumably welcome the intervention of
social institutions to support the increase of epistemic and other forms of selfdetermination. However, there are also trends within food justice which are concerned with building alternatives to, and perhaps being actively opposed to,
state, corporate, and other social institutions. Given this, one may well wonder if
policy changes are the right focus for a food justice movement or would even be
welcome by activists. For example, the food sovereignty movement, and particularly La Via Campesina, focuses on putting control of food systems locally,
and recognizes that “local” community control often crosses geopolitical borders.38 Their focus is not on reforming institutions, especially the state, to
include them more in deliberative discourse before enacting policy. Instead,
food sovereignty supports communities engaging in political actions outside of
reason-giving and deliberation to also include actions like socio-ecological sustainable food production, to build concrete alternatives. As Menser points out,
the food sovereignty movement “aims to cultivate and proliferate an alternative
model of agricultural production and a corresponding political program,” one
which “draws upon local and traditional knowledge in combination with
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laboratory studies to farm in such a way as to meet local cultural needs, provide
for human health and conserve biodiversity.”39 This is a program of community
self-determination and self-development independent of social institutions, following the commitments laid out in Menser’s definition of MaxD above. It is
not a program of engaging with those institutions to reform them. For such a
movement, what role does policy evaluation and critique have to play?
This is a reasonable concern, but fortunately self-determination has the
resources to at least partially address it. Self-determination calls for communities, societies, and institutions to be co-created by those affected. Thus it is
quite probable that ultimately many social institutions and even entire states
would need to be radically altered or abolished to reflect on-the-ground communities which may cross traditionally conceived borders. New international
institutions may also need to be formed to accommodate these growing selfdetermined communities and the relations within and between them.40 In our
current nonideal world, lacking in such well developed alternative institutions,
food justice activists face deep problems and inequities in food systems and few
resources for the most oppressed to address these issues. Thus, practically, any
moves by social institutions, even unjust ones, to increase capacities should be
welcome, because these capacities can be used to further improve those institutions, as well as to build alternatives. For example, La Via Campesina itself supports policy changes to encourage land reform and to fight violence against
women. It also (critically) supports enshrining food sovereignty into states’ constitutions. It supports these and a host of other reformist goals while also advocating for building alternatives to social institutions.41 What this concern is
pointing to in part is a worry about creating dependence on ultimately unreformable institutions. So as we look at food policies which support or erode epistemic self-determination in the next section, we must be wary of policies which
incentivize epistemic dependence (as opposed to interdependence) and subordination to external experts.
2. Epistemic Self-Determination
By epistemic self-determination, I refer to the ability of community members to jointly determine and engage in the epistemic practices of their community, which can include methodologies for knowledge production and evaluative
assumptions.42 This concept of epistemic self-determination, like selfdetermination more generally, requires a goal of participatory justice in making
this determination and engaging in epistemic projects. Democratic epistemic
self-determination is desirable as an instantiation of general self-determination.
Further, it is particularly important because without it other forms of selfdetermination for communities or societies are much more difficult to achieve.
As Kristin Shrader-Frechette has pointed out, for participation in policy decisions to be meaningful, the process must include meaningful alternatives. For
alternatives to be meaningful, they must include alternative evaluative
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assumptions and methodologies which can better embed stakeholders’ values.43
To pick a somewhat hypothetical example, when studying links between a particular pollutant in fish and cancer for people eating the fish, scientific experts’
evaluative assumptions may prefer type II errors (false negatives) due to their
value of “certainty.” They may also focus in their methodology on an exposure
risk for typical adult males. The exposed community may prefer methodologies
looking at community members who eat far more of the fish, such as children
and the elderly, because that embeds their values of respecting these groups.
They may also prefer type I errors (false positives) in questions of cancer affecting these vulnerable populations, because this embeds a community value of
“better safe than sorry.”
Because Shrader-Frechette is looking at minimums for meaningful participation itself, rather than the goal of individual and community flourishing advocated in a fuller concept of self-determination,44 she argues that this requirement
of meaningful alternative methodologies and evaluative assumptions may
require government expertise and funding to generate these epistemic alternatives. Her requirements are a valuable beginning for thinking through epistemic
capacities for democratic processes, but a goal of fuller self-determination
requires more than just the participation she is concerned with. State-supported
articulation of alternative methodologies and assumptions is insufficient for selfdetermination for several reasons. First, because self-determination is focused
on community and individual growth, outsourcing the generation of alternatives
robs the stakeholders of opportunities for development. Second, it runs the risk
of recognition injustice if the external experts misunderstand the values of the
community. Third, it increases epistemic dependence on this expertise, which
may be withdrawn at a future time. Fourth, in our nonideal world, it is the case
that a participatory process may well require that stakeholders vigorously speak
up for their preferred alternatives and defend their rights to participate, to overcome accidental or intentional erosion of the participatory process. In such nonideal circumstances, the dependence on external epistemic expertise becomes a
greater liability. Given all this, epistemic self-determination must also include
affected stakeholders having the capability to generate their own questions and
epistemic projects, as well as generate or defend their own methodologies and
evaluative assumptions which embed their values. These reasons in favor of
epistemic self-determination hold without arguing for any privileged epistemic
status for community knowledge. I find it likely that people living in an area
often over many generations and interacting with their environment through
daily practice would be likely to develop a kind of local expertise.45 However,
when this is not the case, it is still valuable for a community to develop its own
methodologies, evaluative assumptions, and knowledge to interact with experts
external to the community for the reasons listed above. The community’s epistemic tools may ultimately be altered or abandoned in deliberation with those
experts.
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While self-determination is focused on flourishing for both the individual
and the community, it is the case that individuals require a community for developing and using complex epistemic methodologies. The necessary alternatives
Shrader-Frechette advocates could be generated by individuals in theory, but in
practice it is much more likely that they will be generated by communities.
Even highly trained scientists depend on the epistemic community of science to
articulate and critique methodologies, and systematically apply these to generate
knowledge. This epistemic mutual dependence within a community is presumably at least as necessary for non-scientists. Thus, to achieve individual epistemic self-determination, it is important to promote communities’ epistemic
capacities.46
It is worth mentioning that this insufficiency for epistemic selfdetermination of state-supported alternatives is closely related to the difference
between an epistemic self-determination account and one of epistemic proceduralism arising out of deliberative democracy.47 Epistemic proceduralism shares
commonalities with epistemic self-determination, including a concern for
“epistemic fairness,”48 a suspicion of mere consequentialism of finding the single “correct” answer to social questions as the justification of social-epistemic
arrangements49 (although while also sharing an optimism about the possibility
of participatorily just social arrangements to produce effective knowledge systems), a recognition of the value of “epistemic diversity,”50 and goals of justice
within these structures, such as “transparency and reciprocity.”51 Pure epistemic
proceduralism focuses attention on the important issue of the role of epistemology in democratic deliberation and participation, as well as the reverse. However, epistemic proceduralism and deliberative democracy more generally tend
to work from ideal theory in a way that the discussion of self-determination as a
means of resistance for communities in our nonideal world explicitly rejects.
Thus, while epistemic proceduralism can point usefully toward a possible model
for what just participation in a community’s epistemic self-determination might
look like, it is less valuable as a model of what marginalized or oppressed communities should strive for in extant societies.
3. Food Policy and Self-Determination—“The Bad”
With the above framework in place, it is possible to evaluate particular food
policies by whether they promote or undermine self-determination for stakeholders, particularly epistemic self-determination. To that end, a few examples
of food policies and their effect on epistemic self-determination can help illuminate the distinctions above and point to what such a more ambitious analysis
would look like. This is a separate question from whether or not the policies or
institutions are themselves self-determined by affected stakeholders, although
unsurprisingly we will see overlap.
First it is useful to look at contemporary food policies which do not
adequately promote self-determination, particularly epistemic self-
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determination, or even undercut it in various ways. The use of the term “the
bad” in this section’s title, as well as “the good” in the next, should be understood as an oversimplification; there is certainly a continuum of support or erosion of self-determination by food policies, and the policies we will discuss fall
at various points along it. Further, policies which are quite poor at promoting
self-determination may be good at other important policy goals. In such cases a
complex evaluation would need to be carried out. This paper is not arguing that
promotion of epistemic self-determination in a community trumps any other
good; merely that it is a currently under-recognized goal which ought to be
included in that calculus.
Perhaps the most obvious example of policies which undercut selfdetermination is the practice of food “dumping” (as it is characterized by critics), in which wealthy nations with highly subsidized agriculture (particularly
the United States) give excess food directly to impoverished countries with food
shortages. This policy has been widely criticized for many years52 on several
grounds. “Dumping” often provides food which is undesirable to the recipients
and undercuts traditional food culture (e.g., providing wheat to communities
with corn-based cultures). It can also drive farmers, unable to compete with free
food, off their farms and into industrial labor in geographically distant cities.
This fails the test of being self-determined, in that the supposed beneficiaries of
the policy were not given the opportunity to co-determine the policy, and had
they been given that opportunity, it is highly doubtful they would have approved
the policy that is being implemented. This policy also weakens communities’
epistemic self-determination. New and unwelcome food provided for free undermines communities’ culture centered around food production, preparation, consumption, and understanding. It can also lead to a loss of knowledge and
epistemic processes based on those food practices if the direct food aid is continued for an extended period. In extremis, these policies can lead to the unwilling
dissolution of communities entirely, as its members, particularly in the next generation, disperse to find work.
Although less severe, there are also examples of policies undercutting selfdetermination domestically. One example is bans or regulations enacted by state
agencies against urban food production. In the vibrant urban farming movement
in Detroit, for example, urban livestock (such as chickens or goats) are illegal
due to outdated food policies maintained without meaningful participation by
the affected communities in that decision.53 The city has also made controversial
land use changes which further marginalize the self-determined practices of
urban farmers.54 Again, those decisions were made without meaningful input by
the affected communities. This has had the effect of cutting off nascent knowledge and epistemic practices around urban farming and urban animal husbandry
before they have a chance to grow. Another example is the move from production kitchens to the heat-and-serve model of school lunch preparation.55 This
has had the effect of limiting the skills which employees (mostly women) in this
industry could learn and model for students, as well as use outside of the school,
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perhaps at home to prepare meals or to pursue further careers in the food industry. It also had the effect of limiting the ability of the school to adapt to changing
demographics, budget cuts, and other challenges disproportionately faced by
schools in marginalized communities. These policies and others make communities less self-determined by vitiating community attempts to control their food
systems. Further, the policies undermine growing community epistemic capacities around food.
A final example of a program with potentially negative consequences to
self-determination are certifications like “organic.” Although “organic” labels
are desired by many consumers and sought after by many producers, the certification system is not without its problems, and has the potential to undercut epistemic self-determination. The process to determine the requirements to receive
the certification are opaque and rarely if ever incorporate the voices of working
small-scale farmers. This, combined with a lack of resources to help people
learn how to achieve and maintain certification, has the potential to reduce epistemic self-determination. Obtaining the “organic” label as a producer, and using
it as a proxy signal as a consumer, can replace other methods for learning about
sustainable farming in a community and adapting to changing circumstances
such as climate change. Phrases like “better than organic” is growing in currency among small-scale farmers to describe these more self-determined practices and to engage with consumers in farmers’ markets and other venues, but
the regulatory weight behind the “organic” label and the markets it can open are
still quite powerful.56
4. Food Policy and Self-Determination—“The Good”
Other food policies have the potential to develop self-determination generally and epistemic self-determination in particular, again regardless of whether
the policy itself was justly self-determined. An example of promising policies
are those surrounding local food promotion, including farmers’ markets, food
hubs, and food co-ops. These local food programs are not without their problems; two important concerns are that the local food movement risks masking
other, overriding justice or environmental concerns governing what we should
purchase or consume, and that an emphasis on local foods can lead to a form of
jingoism.57 These are important concerns, but food justice and food sovereignty,
let alone more general epistemic self-determination, does not require local food
production. Food sovereignty activists, as was mentioned above, call for meaningful community control of local food systems, which when combined with
networks of solidarity does not require that food be grown locally.
That being said, local food production can be an important tool in building
up or preserving community capacities, including epistemic capacities, and selfdetermination. For example, they have the potential to build connections
between neighbors to help create and increase community connections, and can
be a piece of the puzzle to give individuals and groups more transparency and
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self-determination over their food. As a particular example of local food policies
increasing epistemic self-determination, among policymakers there is a growing
interest in and support for food hubs, which address the “middle” market
between large-scale food distribution of major farms and large-scale buyers on
the one hand, and local direct marketing via community-supported agriculture
(CSA) and farmers’ markets on the other. Smaller farmers aggregate their products and use the hub to connect with larger purchasers than they would be able
to serve on their own. This is surely useful for mid-range producers, but more
importantly for our purposes, food hubs have the recognized potential to be
“community entities” which “are able to respond to changing consumer demand
for innovation, quality, and variety more deftly than any single producer or any
conventional retail outlet” because they can work to build epistemic capacities
for the hub members. Further, “food hubs may also facilitate the transmission of
social values along with the sense of social connection, exchange and trust”
within the hub and between the hub and consumers. Food hubs are themselves
often self-determined, working as non-profits run by the members of the hub,58
and they work to provide more avenues of self-determination for individual
food producers and consumers as well as larger communities.59
Another example of policies potentially developing epistemic and other
forms of self-determination are the creation of food policy councils. These councils typically bring together individuals and community representatives from
around the community with business interests, government workers, and scientific experts, to develop food policies at (typically) a state or city level. While
these groups may be created entirely by un–self-determined fiat, once in place
they have the potential to be quite self-determined and to give greatly increased
self-determination to stakeholders in their food policies.60 The creation of these
councils can be an example of policymakers working to further selfdetermination. Likewise, the abolition of these councils, as happened in 2014 to
the Michigan Food Policy Council, is an example of policymakers (in this case
the administration of the governor of Michigan) greatly eroding selfdetermination via food policies.61
A final example of positive food policies are those which preserve and
encourage the development of epistemic self-determination directly through
support for traditional knowledges (TK). For many indigenous and other communities, TK is an important part of epistemic self-determination, because it is
not only a collection of knowledge, but also methodologies and evaluative
assumptions for solving problems and interacting with the environment in ways
which are effective and which embed community beliefs and values.62 Food policies which engage with and promote TK, such as some versions of adaptive
management of food resources,63 have the potential to support the epistemic
self-determination of communities, improve the self-determination of larger
food systems and policies by including historically marginalized stakeholders,
and increase the efficacy of these systems and policies by benefiting from the
knowledge and alternative methodologies which are part of TK.64
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5. Conclusion
The above examples show that food policies can be evaluated by their
effects on the underexamined but important issue of community selfdetermination, including epistemic self-determination. This evaluation is over
and above a more traditional critique of policies themselves as arising out of just
participatory processes. Self-determination is part and parcel of participatory
justice in a democracy, and so should be pursued when possible. Furthermore,
as has been alluded to above, there are consequentialist reasons for food policymakers to promote self-determination. First, with self-determination, stakeholders are able to evaluate proposed assumptions, methodologies, and policies to
see if they reflect their knowledge and values, and to develop and articulate their
own projects as alternatives to the choices given to them by those in power.
These alternatives are then brought up and advocated for by stakeholders with
self-determination in a just participatory process. This has the potential to be a
fertile process more likely to hit on effective policies than in a top-down, hierarchical process. Given the problems associated with modern industrial food
systems, from environmental harms to seemingly unavoidable systemic failures
leading to famines, a more epistemically rich process seems desirable. Second,
self-determination has the potential to lead to greater understanding and support
of food policies by the stakeholders. Given that many problems endemic to food
such as obesity, diabetes, consumer waste, food poisoning through improper
preparation, runoff through misapplication of fertilizers and pesticides, and so
on, have some component in policy application by stakeholders, an increased
understanding and “buy-in” by stakeholders is also desirable. Finally, as selfdetermination makes communities better able to pursue their own vision of the
good and to participate more effectively within the larger society, marginalized
or oppressed communities have good reason to pursue it just as state institutions
have a prima facie obligation to promote it.
Evaluating food policies by how well they promote self-determination is
not a common metric, let alone evaluating them in terms of epistemic selfdetermination. Nevertheless, given the strong value epistemic self-determination
has, and the power of food policies to promote or erode it, this is an evaluation
which ought to be more widely pursued in food policy conversations.
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