ISSN 1941-8450

Journal of
(* Religion & Society

Supplement Series

The Kripke Center Supplement 26 (2025)

Religion and Social Change

Edited by Sabrina Danielsen

8. Food and Faith

A Christian Non-Profit’s Advocacy for Food Sovereignty and
Environmental Sustainability

Samantha Senda-Cook, Creighton University

Abstract

The Asian Rural Institute (ARI) is a Christian-based non-profit and sustainable farm in
Tochigi, Japan. Food sovereignty—as a collection of movements for social change—
emphasizes the rights of people to consume and grow nutritious and culturally meaningful
food; resist corporate ownership of land, water, and seeds; and prioritize gender equity and
community relationships around food production. I argue that ARI’s faith-based
conceptualization of food sovereignty manifests as a sense of place, transferable principles,
and knowledge of appropriate technology. This essay has implications for movement building
at the local and global levels.
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Introduction

Self-sufficiency is protection against the instability of monoculture, the exploitation of
globalization’s changing markets, and a tendency to take control over land, undermining local
culture. Food security is one of the most important basic human rights. It should be considered
in relation to the factors that are threatening it, such as the dangerous side effects of the Green
Revolution, chemical farming, Genetically Modified Organisms (GMO), and global trade.
With this in mind, ARI practices self-seed collection for food sovereignty. (Asian Rural
Institute 2019, D-3).

The Asian Rural Institute (ARI) is a Christian-based non-profit and sustainable farm in
Tochigi, Japan, which is a rural part of Japan and known for its delicious strawberries. ARI’s
mission, in part, is “to build an environmentally healthy, just and peaceful world, in which each
person can live to his or her fullest potential. This mission is rooted in the love of Jesus Christ”
(Asian Rural Institute 2024). The community of ARI is comprised of staff, participants, and
volunteers from all over the world. Participants are chosen because they are already leaders in
their communities and want to learn more about the three pillars of ARI: foodlife, servant
leadership, and community of learning. Foodlife—an ARI term—refers to the connection
between food and life; the key terms that describe this pillar are “food sovereignty, dignity of
labor, value of rural life, to live in harmony with nature” (Asian Rural Institute 2019, B-3).
Servant leadership describes an approach to leadership that prioritizes the needs of the
community before the privileges that leaders sometimes receive; it is modeled, in this
community, after Jesus Christ. Community of learning means that ARI values rural
communities and wants to encourage them to have self-determination through education.
Although ARI uses language like “self-sufficiency” and “self-determination,” they center
communal labor and values throughout their program. For them “self” can refer to a group
of people making decisions together or relying on one another in the face of environmental

hardship.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights established food as a human right in 1948.
While food sovereignty was specifically declared in the 2007 Nyéléni Declaration (Gordon and
Hunt 2019), La Via Campesina, a “peasant-led, anti-globalization coalition group” coined the
term “food sovereignty” in 1996 (Portman 2018, 4506). Steve De Gruchy describes the wide
array of powers implied by the term including: “the right to [consume and produce] safe,
nutritious and culturally appropriate food,” “community control over productive resources, as
opposed to corporate ownership of land, water, and genetic and other resources,” and the
right to protect (the diversity of) seeds (2003, 92). Ann Portman (2018) adds that gender equity
and self-determining organizational practices are also integral to the idea. Ian Werkheiser and
Samantha Noll (2014) emphasize that food itself is never apolitical since it is part of a
globalized, capitalist system; ignoring the political and social impacts on food production and
consumption is not possible.

Terms in food studies are often overlapping but carry different connotations (Maseno
and Chtando 2024). For example, food security “describes a condition regarding access to
adequate food, while [food sovereignty] is more explicitly a political agenda for how to address
inadequate access to food and land rights” (Clapp 2014, 206). Food sovereignty is comprised
of multiple social movements that aim to advance people’s rights to provide enough food for
themselves (Noll and Murdock 2020). Constance Gordon and Kathleen Hunt explain that the
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“emphasis on land and self-determination often differentiates [food sovereignty] from other
food justice movements” (2019, 16). My analysis is specifically concerned with food
sovereignty even though ARI sometimes uses the term “food security.”

I argue that ARI’s faith-based conceptualization of food sovereignty manifests as a sense
of place, transferable principles, and knowledge of appropriate technology. In this paper, I will
begin by reviewing literature about food sovereignty and its relationship to religion. Next, I
explain my methodology and position myself as a researcher. Then, I will describe the three
themes of my analysis, which are sense of place, transferable principles, and knowledge of
appropriate technology. Together, they form the basis of how ARI supports food sovereignty
on their campus. I conclude by discussing the implications, which include practical ways that
ARI links local and global phenomena and the theoretical ways that ARI illustrates the
coalescing function religions can offer in terms of social change and movement building.

Food Sovereignty and Religious Foundations

Food sovereignty can benefit from partnerships with faith-based organizations and can
be used in the service of a variety of movements for social change (Schanbacher and Gray
2021). Charlotte Johnson Frisbie offers six principles of food sovereignty: food for people,
value placed on food providers, localized food systems, local control, sharing of knowledge
and skills, and harmony with nature (2018). In a direct connection with faith, she states that
some recognize a seventh principle: food as sacred. Food sovereignty movements advocate
against monoculture, unregulated development, colonization, and predatory practices (Mares
and Alkon 2011). Consistent access to healthy food can also be compromised by wars and
conflicts and post-hatrvest loss (disease, lack of means/knowledge of preservation techniques).
News coverage of food chain supply issues during the pandemic ignited people’s greater
desires for food sovereignty. “Woven into these fears [of food shortages] and hardships is a
sense of loss of both safety and security and a concomitant desire for food sovereignty” (Perks,
Gatchet, and Gatchet 2022, 555). Having enough food is a basic need that many communities
seek to address; some go further to advance rights-based arguments as well, which shifts their
goals from food security to food sovereignty (Wald and Hill 2015).

But some scholars critique both concepts. For example, when food security is addressed
by communities, faith-based organizations, and other nonprofits, the burden of responsibility
for responding to disasters and development is on small-scale groups rather than state and
federal governments. In short, “rhetoric of ‘self reliance’ . . . perpetuates a neoliberal ideology
of resilience” (Spoel and Derkatch 2020, 4). A concern about food sovereignty is its capacity
to be coopted in the service of expensive bourgeois consumption, which excludes those who
prepare the food “and the working classes reproduced by” such binaries (Thiemann and
Roman-Alcala 2019, 826). Even while food sovereignty seeks to resist so many problematic
parts of our food systems, Louis Thiemann and Anotonio Roman-Alcald argue that we need
to “extend the tenets of food sovereignty further into food processing, distribution, and
consumption” (813). Food sovereignty can activate and guide people toward emancipatory
practices in the realm of one of the most basic human needs, but it is a complex topic that can
signify multiple meanings to different people.
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Food sovereignty takes on religious significance for some communities. For example,
Jeff Corntassel (2008) emphasizes the importance of self-determination in food sovereignty
concerns for Indigenous community members. Zuanna Kruk-Buchowska explicates:

In response to food insecurity and health epidemics widespread among Native
communities, many grassroots Native American organizations and tribally-run
initiatives have been created in the past several decades. They see tribal food
sovereignty as the solution to food insecurity and poor health, although their
work focuses on different aspects of the problem, such as economic
development, cultural sovereignty, or environmental sovereignty. (2018, 417)

However, Indigenous communities may not always benefit from the language and ideology of
food sovereignty movements. As Margaret Franz explains, “traditional Indigenous peoples
found that the legal milieu upholding settler sovereignty cannot be appropriated without also
making Indigenous nation sovereignty dependent on settler-state recognition” (2019, 288).
Indigenous and settler conceptualizations of sovereignty can be at odds with one another in
practice, but the US government’s rhetorical power defines the term in its own cultural
understanding and to its advantage. Thus, the intermingling of justice and settler colonialism
undermines some efforts to assert Indigenous sovereignty.

There are also foundations for food sovereignty in the Bible and support among Christian
organizations around the world. As Michael S. Northcott describes:

Old Testament associations between coercive food insecurity, imperial food
storage and landlessness, and between land reform, debt forgiveness, health
and long life find resonances in modern empirical studies of the nature and
causes of hunger and famine. They also find resonances in peasant and small
producer sponsored projects to resist the global commodification of farming
and seed supplies as sponsored by governmental and private agricultural
agencies and corporations. (2015, 1206)

Mercy Shumbambhini and Sophia Chirongoma argue that “religion in Africa” can be a resource
for securing food sovereignty even in the face of climate change because it “provides
invaluable moral lessons in times of crisis . .. and . . . nurture a sense of collective responsibility
in climate adaptation and mitigation” (2024, 46 and 52). In addition to providing a source of
hope and a structure to daily life, religious institutions offer social services such as food
assistance and healthcare that may not be available otherwise (Owusu-Ansah, Owusu-Ansah,
and Kubi 2024, 300). ARI operates similarly, using the Bible as a moral foundation for
promoting food sovereignty as well as relying on religious organizations around the world as
partners that implement practices that promote food sovereignty. The philosophy of san ai—
three loves (love of God, neighbor, and soil)—brings together Christianity and organic
farming at ARI and serves as a rationale for self-sufficiency through food production on its
campus (Senda-Cook and Bloomfield 2023).

Methodology and Background about ARI

I used a participatory critical rhetoric approach to this project, which offers critics a way
to document rhetoric that is usually marginalized through 7z sitn means (Middleton et al., 2015).
Couching its foundations in emancipation, participatory critical rhetoric applies the analytic
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tools of rhetorical criticism to rhetoric that might not be available through typical channels.
Attending organizing meetings for immigrants’ rights (Chavez), volunteering with local
environmental movements (Gottschalk Druschke), and working on a sustainable farm would
all be examples of the kinds of activities a rhetorician using this kind of approach might do to
access rhetoric that is traditionally overlooked. The presence of the researcher is important to
the success of this methodology because it centers the experience of people who are
accustomed to the place or subject being studied. Additionally, because ARI is an international
organization, I was able to witness the perspectives of people from a variety of countries.
Although a field methods approach privileges data gathered on the ground, I analyzed it from
a rhetorical perspective with an eye toward the capacity for discourse to constitute ideology,
identity, policy, and community.

For this project, I used participant observation, interviews, and documents to gain a
deeper understanding of ARI’s conceptualization of food sovereignty. I volunteered with ARI
for about 30 hours a week from February to July of 2019 and conducted 45 interviews with
staff, participants, and volunteers. While there, the staff shared a copy of ARI’s Training
Handbook for participants, which I analyzed for themes about food sovereignty. I was a
commuting volunteer because I lived next to but not on ARI’s campus. I rotated through most
of the jobs, working in the kitchen, feeding and watering animals, gathering eggs, weeding,
planting seeds, harvesting crops, cleaning and painting buildings, and driving around to pick
up food waste in town. I speak English, which is the /ngua franca of ARI, fluently. I am a white,
educated U.S. American and was supported by Fulbright and internal Creighton University
grants for this project. Privileges like this sometimes set me apart from people at ARI who
experienced food insecurity.

People at ARI come from all over the world and bring vastly different life experiences.
Participants are usually from countries that have been marginalized through colonization (such
as Sierra Lion, Indonesia, and Cameroon) and enter into a nine-month program for
educational purposes. ARI fundraises and works with their home organizations so that
participants can attend free of cost. They learn from staff and each other; staff are experts in
different areas of the farm and were from Japan, the U.S., India, and the Philippines when I
was there. Volunteers—who are typically from privileged countries like Japan, the U.S., and
Germany—are there to support the participants and staff by working in the kitchen, on the
farm, and in the office.

Being able to grow enough food to feed themselves and their communities is a key
concern for people at ARL. Some Japanese community members spoke about this directly.
Since Japan has a high population and a low quantity of land, they depend on imported food.
Some people are uncomfortable with this; one said: “Another thing, we have to protect the
Japanese farmer. Japanese farmers have to get the, enough profit” to ensure that they can stay
in business and support Japanese autonomy. It was common at ARI for people to make
connections between food and power. Part of the story of the founding of ARI is based on
food sovereignty; being able to feed oneself lessens the need for conflicts over resources.

Many people at ARI see subsistence farming as a way to maintain power. For example,
one staff member told a story about a village to illustrate the danger of cash crops,
monoculture, and chemical fertilizers and pesticides. He said that the people in the village were
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self-sufficient, growing their own food. Then a “businessman’ approached them and asked if
they wanted to make more money. They said yes, and he told them all to grow sugarcane. The
businessman bought all the sugarcane, and he was right; that first year, they made more money.
The next year, they did the same thing, and the year after that. Because they were not rotating
crops, they needed to use chemical fertilizer. That was a good, cheap solution at first. However,
when they had a problem with insects, they needed more chemicals. Luckily (for the
businessman), in addition to fertilizers, the businessman also sold pesticides. The villagers
spent a lot of money on chemicals, thinking they would make the money back when they sold
the sugarcane. The problem was that the market would not support that much sugarcane, so
the price dropped dramatically. Then, the businessman did not buy as much, and the villagers
were stuck with the extra sugarcane, on which they cannot survive. Therefore, they needed to
borrow money to buy food, and they borrowed against their land. After a few years, they could
not pay it back and lost their land as a result. The staff member then asked if that had happened
in the participants’ countries, and several of them say yes. He then warned us: “Remember the
first question. Do you want to make more moneyr”

While this story is grounded in fieldwork at ARI, the relationship between food and power
is part of a broader pattern evident in scholarly literature and one that specifically highlights
intersections between food and colonialism. Michael Northcott (2015) writes:

Postcolonial hunger is interconnected with the continuing alienation of land
from subsistence farmers, often advanced by development aid projects and
farm subsidies, which promote hybrid monocrops for export, with associated
reliance on expensive chemical inputs and mechanical tillage. This kind of
agriculture often reduces local availability of a healthy variety of nutritious
food, in both developed and developing country contexts. Subsistence farmers
are persuaded by outside experts to abandon traditional mixed farming and
grow cash crops for export, but when the prices of these cash crops do not
match the income they are promised, or when hybrid wonder-seeds fall prey
to pests or diseases, they have no traditional food of their own to rely on to
feed their families. (126)

Colonization comes in many forms; all have power implications (see, e.g., Endres 2023;
Grunow et. al 2019; Hanchey 2016; Hasian and Bialowas 2009; Hyun 2019; Liu 2019; Na’puti
2020). Food sovereignty is a way to challenge some contemporary forms of colonization. ARI
embraces food sovereignty and advocates for it directly in its curriculum. It also counters the
somewhat problematic model of some nonprofits that send experts from wealthy countries—
who may lack place-specific knowledge—to teach locals in marginalized countries (Senda-
Cook 2021). ARI discusses colonization directly when discussing Japan’s past actions against
its neighbors such as China and Korea and explains that this is one reason why the original
mission of ARI focused on Asia and only later expanded to include places on other continents
that experienced colonization.

Cultivating Food Sovereignty Locally and Globally

Religion and community-level self-sufficiency provide the rationale for why ARI teaches
food sovereignty. In other words, food sovereignty is morally right, and it is the safe thing to
do in a world with increasing challenges from things like climate change. They are not

Journal of Religion & Society 135 Supplement 26 (2025)



Religion and Social Change

interested in the scholarly distinctions between food security and food sovereignty (as the
opening quote illustrates), but they recognize all of the underlying structures that can
negatively impact having consistent access to healthy food. Although ARI does not do the
work of food sovereignty itself, it supports food sovereignty by cultivating a sense of place,
transferable principles, and knowledge of appropriate technology. These three ways of creating
food sovereignty work together to emphasize local, place-specific practices as well as global
ideas that can be transferred from place to place. The idea of food sovereignty operates as an
overarching goal for which other practices and concepts work. An example is foodlife work,
which I defined in the introduction. The Training Handbook states:

Foodlife is a special word used at ARI to express the reality that food and /life
cannot be separated; both depend upon each other. God has given us the gift
of creation so that we can sustain our lives by making food. Human beings
cannot survive without food, so we work to sustain life through a healthy
relationship with nature. At ARI we are making an effort to create foodlife in
which the soil becomes richer as we produce food, and human relationships
become more beautiful. (Asian Rural Institute 2019, D-1, emphasis in original)

This concept encourages a particular perspective that values food sovereignty and it is
reinforced through daily chores—such as feeding animals and harvesting cabbages—called
Foodlife Work (FLW).

Also present is a preparedness mindset that acknowledges how vulnerable one is when
they do not control their own food production. At ARI, faith advances food sovereignty by
serving as a philosophical foundation for human rights, helping people connect with the place,
teaching techniques that can be distributed throughout a (faith) community, and recognizing
the technological context in which farming will happen. Faith also provides a perspective that
(at ARI) challenges a dominant way of viewing the world and plays a practical role, organizing
communities through farming demonstrations and providing a meeting place for like-minded
people. Through congregations around the world, organized religions support community
members who want to help one another gain food sovereignty. By offering the key
foundations of a healthy life—like clean water and sustainable food—faith keeps members of
congregations healthy. At ARI, this manifests pragmatically through course materials and
practices in the field.

Sense of Place

Sense of place refers to the connection people feel to a specific space. It could be
home, a natural area, or another place that is meaningful. Researchers have found that when
people feel connected to a place, they are more likely to engage in farming practices that
contribute to conservation and even pay more money to recreate in natural areas (see, e.g.,
Kekuewa Lincoln and Ardoin 2016; Kyle, Absher, and Chancellor 2005; Kyle, Absher, and
Graefe 2003; Mullendore, Ulrich-Schad, and Stalker Prokopy 2015). Places can be sacred or
even the source of religion, as Vine Delorian, Jr. (1994) has explained. ARI has a shrine and
reserves the highest point of their campus for it but does not connect sense of place, food
sovereignty, and religion explicitly. At ARI, people miss their homes, of course, but they also
develop a connection with ARI itself. This care encourages them to deepen their knowledge
so that they can preserve their land for future generations. Noll and Murdock argued, “For
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food sovereignty movements, food is more than just a commodity that we need to increase
access to—food is intertwined with political action, culture, identity, and place” (2020, 4).
Sense of place usually encourages pro-environmental behaviors, which also supports food
sovereignty because when people feel connected to a place, they want to engage in practices
that will preserve the place and help them grow healthy food.

ARI illustrates a strong connection to the place in which they are rooted through local
relationships. For example, each day someone from the farm drives around town to collect
food waste from different organizations. Called “local resource,” this chore ensured that okara
left over from making tofu went into the food for pigs, and fish parts from a local grocery
store and cabbage and carrot scraps from an elementary school went to the chickens. The
Training Handbook states, “At ARI we seek to establish a life of self-reliance using local
resources. ... Self-sufficiency of a community or society that leads to a stable and secure life
is found in a life of sharing” (Asian Rural Institute 2019, D-3). This encourages participants
and volunteers to adopt or adhere to a perspective of food waste that repositions it as a
resource, something of value. One staff member told a story about a participant who said that
they just use everything and had nothing left over to make compost, which fertilizes the soil;
they had to use chemical fertilizer. For weeks, they tried to brainstorm something that could
be repurposed as fertilizer and kept coming up empty. Finally, the participant was talking about
the un-ripened mangoes that fall from the trees and cause trouble for people walking, riding
bikes, and pulling carts. The staff member’s eyes got big, and she said, you don’t use those mangoes
Jor anything else? And the participant said, #o. And she said, #hat’s it/ You need to make compost from
those. To use locally available resources, one must have the knowledge of the place to be able
to correctly apply farming principles to their region; ARI enables that kind of problem-solving
by centering place in their training.

In another section of the handbook, they encourage people to eat foods even though they
may not be familiar with them because the people cooking it will be from all over the world
and using food grown on campus primarily. They write, “At ARI you will begin to eat foods
that are common in other countries. It may at times taste ‘strange’ to you and be somewhat
difficult to adjust to. This is expected, BUT PLEASE TRY since living on locally raised foods
is an essential part of food self-sufficiency” (2019, D-10, emphasis in original). This is another
shift in perspective. When people learn to eat foods imported from other places, their
environmental impact is greater. They may not even see the things they produce locally as
desirable. But at ARI, staff encourage volunteers and participants to value the food produced
locally so that they can maintain food sovereignty.

Participants are motivated to bring what they learn back to their home communities,
which is good because they already have the specialized knowledge of the places where they
farm. As farmers and community members, participants have their own deep connections to
the land and the places that they are from. They often spoke of the affinity they have for their
homelands. Learning sustainable agriculture practices made it more possible for them to care
for the land in ways that reflected their reverence for it. Another staff member told me a story
of a businessman who came to ARI to learn about leadership. He did not support the idea of
sustainable agriculture and was willfully trying to resist it at first. After a few months of seeing
(and eating) the results, he developed trust for a sustainable system that fed the local
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community. When this participant returned to his home country, he started a business selling
the materials and equipment needed to start organic farming.

Multiple participants also said they wanted to start nonprofits like ARI in their home
communities. Some asked directly why ARI cannot open satellite campuses in other countries.
The barriers are economic and logistic as well as geographic. It would be difficult to secure
funding and coordinate efforts across campuses in different countries but also, from a practical
perspective, without the local knowledge and relationships, it would be difficult to launch such
a nonprofit. In this spirit, though, staff and graduates have started organizations like ARI in
their home countries that operate domestically rather than internationally. They miss their
homes, communities, and farms while in Japan. Therefore, many more have returned to their
home countries to work on their own farms and in their own communities. By showing how
a sense of place can develop food sovereignty strategies, ARI motivates people to accept the
rationale of sustainable agriculture and transfer the mindset and principles to their homelands.

Transferable Principles

Transferable principles refer to ideas that can be deployed in a variety of contexts with
the same ultimate goal at their center. The practices of sustainable agriculture at ARI will
probably look different in people’s home countries, but the principles of avoiding chemicals,
introducing nutrients, and being prepared for things to go wrong can apply anywhere.
Therefore, ARI does not train people to learn specific techniques or use particular tools
universally regardless of their local needs and conditions. Instead, they focus on principles and
skills that can be applied to different ecosystems with their own unique weather patterns. The
Training Handbook puts it this way: “ARI uses agricultural practices that sustain and enrich
the soil through organic farming. In Japanese, “organic farming” is written [in characters that
mean)| ... farming where life exists. Therefore, chemicals (pesticides, herbicides, etc.) are not
used at ARI” (Asian Rural Institute 2019, D-2, emphasis in original). Understanding what is
meaningful and possible in every place from which participants come would be impossible for
staff. However, focusing on the idea of food sovereignty and providing practical support
allows people to take what is most relevant and use it to their advantage. Again, local resource
serves as an example. The principle behind it is to make relationships so that you can use
others’ food waste as compost or animal feed. ARI helps local schools reduce the cost of food
waste by collecting the bread that students do not finish at lunch; they also get rice powder
from sake brewers who would otherwise have to pay to dispose of it.

By using these waste products, participants and volunteers learn that it is worth getting to
know their system intimately and working to develop something similar in other places. For
one staff member, the most important principle for ARI to impart is the relationship between
people and soil. Creating healthy soil produces good food, is good for the environment, and
is good for the people who eat the food and live in the area. Although everyone who works
on ARI’s farm will learn some techniques, graduates can look up specialized regional skills and
knowledge or learn from other local sources. One participant from Sri Lanka was excited to
expand her home garden when she returned to her homeland. She said she will be, “showing
an alternative way of living through my life!” In other words, people in her community would
see her striving toward food sovereignty and might ask questions or want to learn more.
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A participant from Cameroon talked about how she deploys a similatly tailored approach
in her job as a farming consultant. Although she keeps general principles in mind when visiting
someone’s farm to help, she tries to find the precise cause of their problem so that they can
resist chemical fertilizers and pesticides as one-size-fits-all solutions. She stated:

If you tell me you have a problem of this particular disease attacking your
tomatoes, I don't just rush quickly to tell you, use this chemical. But I try to
diagnose the cause of you having that disease. Maybe it’s because you have
been planting the same crop on the same plot year in, year out. You either
need to do crop rotation, or maybe you do crop diversification, or you do
mixed cropping. I try to help them in that way. Sometimes they are like, “I was
only thinking that I needed to get chemicals. Little did I know that maybe the
problem is not even because of the chemical, maybe it’s because of the soil, or
maybe the seed, or maybe because I've been planting the same crop in the
same place, I've not been rotating,” and all of that. I try to keep the root cause
of the problems that they always give me.

The idea of having transferable principles worked well for this participant because it aligned
with what she was already doing in her work at home. Teaching core principles to others
means that they will be able to operate with a central goal in mind—growing food
sustainably—along with several techniques or ways of finding regional-specific knowledge on
their own. Participants can learn from not only the farming practices that they engage in every
day on the farm but also from other participants who have more geographically appropriate
experiences. In a last example, one participant was discussing the problems that they have with
mosquitos in her community when another from the same region suggested lemongrass as a
deterrent. The staff may not have been able to offer such an insight but with the principle of
natural insect repellents they were able to find a solution.

Knowledge of Appropriate Technology

Similar to transferable principles, knowledge of appropriate technology centers the
participants’ needs as well as those of the larger ecosystem. Some people come to ARI
expecting to learn about computers and advanced farming equipment because Japan is a
technological leader in the world. However, ARI wants to teach people to use technology that
would be available in their home countries or could be built with existing materials and that
will preserve the soil for future generations to use. In the Training Handbook, the staff
describe the practices of sustainable agriculture, “Making and using organic fertilizer,
managing pests with local materials, and using appropriate technology with integrated framing
are practiced to protect the ecological system of the living soil for future generations” (Asian
Rural Institute 2019, D-2). ARI’s path to food sovereignty is focused on self-sufficiency.
Therefore, it would not make sense to teach people to use technology that is unavailable in
their home countries, is too expensive for most people to afford, or centers industrial
agriculture that tends to harm the environment overall.

The staff at ARI also consider the materials and equipment that will be available to most
people throughout the world and how much equipment costs when designing their
curriculum. They strive to offer multiple examples of tools, skills, techniques, and technology
for participants to choose from when working toward the transferable principle of sustainable
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agriculture. In the Training Handbook, staff explain, “Participants often ask which technique
is the best, but you are the ones who know about your own community’s situation and can
choose the most appropriate techniques. ARI would like to demonstrate as many different
techniques as possible, whether on this campus or during your trips and visits around Japan”
(2019, D-4). A US American staff member also explained that they consider off-season food
availability (a necessity for food sovereignty), food preservation options, and the means of
procuring equipment to preserve food. She said:

We’re not so good on food processing so much anymore because many areas
of food processing, the containers are pretty costly, and can you get your costs
plus some out of it when you finally sell it? . . . Because everybody has a glut
of everything at any particular time of year, and our best method is freezing,
or canning, or bottling, and cans or jars are super expensive in some areas. . . .
And I think if someone could figure out a way to be able to help everybody
process, whether it's for themselves, and still be cost effective, or it's to be able
to sell, then I think everybody would have their power, and be a lot better off
for it.

It is important that she links food preservation technology (e.g., freezing, canning, or bottling)
to power. To have food available in the off-season is power; power in two forms. One is to
be able to feed themselves during the lean times and the other is to transform that food into
economic power by selling it.

Food sovereignty—being able to choose what to plant and meet one’s own needs—is
powerful. Of course, everyone wants to be able to provide for themselves and be self-
sufficient. An Indian participant linked this directly to the Bible and personal responsibility
when he said:

Because the Bible is very much clear. If I don’t work, I should not get the food.
It was very much clear in that we follow King Solomon. I have the religion. If
I'm a religious person, then I should really work; I should earn for myself; I
should grow crops. When we look at in the first book in the Genesis, according
to the Genesis, that God created Adam and Eve. And he gave all this land to
grow crops and vegetables to use.

This participant makes the connection between food sovereignty (empowering a community
to raise their own food), power, and responsibility explicit. In his mind, the connection is clear,
and working toward self-sufficiency is the right thing to do. Another participant from
Cameroon explained that she thinks the people in her community have food sovereignty. She
stated, ““The people in my community, I think they have a level of food sovereignty, they plant
what they like.” Planting the food that you like to eat is an important part of food sovereignty
because when you are only planting food to sell to someone else, your needs do not always
come first, as another participant pointed out. She explained, “Because in the Philippines, we
save the best for other people, not ourselves. If you're a farmer, the good ones you bring to
the market. You eat the rejects, which is weird because you're the farmer so you should have
better.” Cash crops mean dependency on brokers and the potential for prioritizing someone
else’s needs first. Food sovereignty is complicated in a global marketplace where the capacity
for uneven power distribution is pervasive. ARI tries to rebalance things by emphasizing the
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local through sense of place, imparting transferable principles, and teaching a variety of skills
and technologies so that people could choose what is best for themselves and their
communities.

Constituting Local and Global Communities

By centering participants’ needs and resources, ARI’s faith-based conceptualization of
food sovereignty advances social change in terms of food justice. Acknowledging and
cultivating a sense of place among staff, participants, and volunteers helps people connect to
land that is important to them. Moreover, they learn practices that respect that land by
sampling unfamiliar foods and ways of being at ARI. Considering how different the home
ecosystems of the people at ARI are, imparting transferable principles helps ensure that
everyone understands the framework and can apply it in ways that make the most sense for
their communities. Teaching overarching ideas helps shift agency to participants who have
been marginalized in the past. Finally, by demonstrating a variety of farming strategies,
participants and volunteers are able to adopt technologies that are appropriate for their social
and geographic regions. This work has implications for translating actions from local to global
in the face of neoliberal and environmental threats. Additionally, a rhetorical perspective
centers the constitutive function that ARI brings to food sovereignty movements.

This research offers a means of enacting and distributing food sovereignty strategies
because it helps shift practices from universal to specific and local to global. In other words,
while still keeping in mind place-based solutions, ARI’s strategies offer people a way to
connect with others who are facing similar challenges. With people from all over the world,
ARI offers marginalized people an opportunity to recognize patterns of oppression and many
strategies for resistance that can be tailored to their needs. Communities that once were self-
sufficient lost some of that when they had to sell their land to pay debts or when cash crops
and money replaced subsistence farming as a way to provide for oneself. When this way of life
was threatened by monoculture agriculture and cash crops, people lost their land to
corporations. Although the experience of losing one’s land feels personal and specific, it is not
uncommon. ARI serves an important function with its training by showing that this pattern
exists across the globe and is part of a larger system of colonization and oppression.
Recognizing this larger pattern has implications for how those communities operate and the
relationships that develop. Very few communities operate completely on borrowing,
generosity, subsistence farming, and cooperation. Robert K. Hitchcock and Megan Biesele
(2000, 6) explain, “The vast majority of the world’s population is involved at least to some
degree in the cash economy. . . . Subsistence activities link people into a complex network of
interactions, reciprocity, and exchanges, some of which are culturally based and others of
which are primarily economic in nature.” While staff and participants might mourn the loss of
these cultural ways of being, they must still respond to increasing disasters, which is where
food sovereignty can be useful as a form of empowerment and security.

A rhetorical view of food sovereignty and faith reveals the coalescing function religions
can offer in matters of movement building in response to colonization and food insecurity.
This study builds on Senda-Cook and Bloomfield’s (2023) argument that ARI brings together
environmentalism and religion. They write, “Of the many sociocultural dimensions that
influence ecological thinking, religion is an important one for many communities. Because
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faith informs wotldviews, attitudes, and beliefs in holistic ways, the environment often falls
within religion’s purview to varying degrees” (61). By showing more directly the support that
faith can provide when it recognizes the importance of ecological thinking and the dangers of
climate change, this essay puts religion and food justice in conversation with one another to
demonstrate some of the big advantages that ARI offers to its staff, participants, and
volunteers. With so many of the world’s people subscribing to faith in one form or another, it
would be a mistake to ignore its hermeneutical functions when advocating for food
sovereignty.
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