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Conclusion 

• “Place” is a prerequisite for a “quality turn” 
• Quality is a relation between consumer and 

place 



Today’s talk 

1. Background: Why is place and quality 
important to me? 

2. Pirsig: Quality as a relation  
3. Food chains: Connection/disconnection 
4. Illustrations by cases 
5. Conclusion revisited? 



Why is place and quality important 

• Quality is important in the way we treat 
ourselves 

• Quality is important for the way places are 
treated 

• Quality can be important for rural livelihood 
(for farmers, workers and rural communities) 



The quality turn in my thinking 

Noe, Egon, Hugo F. Alrøe (2011) Quality, Coherence and Cooperation: A 
Framework for Studying the Mediation of Qualities in Food Networks and 
Collective Marketing Strategies. International Journal of the Sociology of 
Agriculture and Food 18(1): 12–27. 
 



QUALITY 

• ‘Quality is not just the result of 
a collision between subject and 
object. The very existence of 
subject and object themselves 
is deduced from the Quality 
event. The Quality event is the 
cause of the subjects and 
objects, which are then 
mistakenly presumed to be the 
cause of the Quality!’ ( Robert 
M. Pirsig 1999, Lila. p. 91). 



A non-essential approach to values 

• Objects and subjects are not ready (already 
existing) entities that can be attributed values 
and qualities, both objects and subjects are 
creations of quality events and value relations.  

• This understanding of quality encompasses also 
such qualities described as animal welfare, nature 
quality, handcraft, history, care,   

• Consequently, quality must be seen as inherent in 
value relations 



Opposite to natural sciences  

• Quality is linked to features of the object 
• Or treated as immaterial values - Not 

scientifically relevant  



Global food chain seen as a material 
flow 



Opposite to Marketing 

• Quality just a narrative  





Quality of place 

• Following Pirsig’s metaphysic, quality of place 
is a relation (quality event) that both creates 
the place and the consumers, not only place 
as a mental construction of the consumers but 
also the material construction.  

• Not a matter of distance, but closeness is 
fostering a relation (not necessarily local food) 

• Not a matter of special natural given features 
of the place (not necessarily a terroir)  



Coupling and decoupling in food 
chains 

• The quality turn we can observe is mostly 
linked to direct or mediated producer to 
consumer relationships (quality events):   
– Farm gate sale.  
– Local markets,  
– Gourmet restaurants.  

• And it often refers back to a specific 
producer/farmer or group of farmers. 



• Conventional food chains work based on the 
principles of decoupling 
– Standardisation  
– Private labels  
– Certification 
– Added value  

• Decoupling happens between all actors of the 
chain 

• Promotes the “race to the bottom” 
 



Decoupling has consequences for the 
quality of place 

• Social consequences  
• Natural consequences  
• Rural consequences 



The quality turn in food chains 

• The quality turn can be seen as a reconnection 
movement.  

• But what is the role of food chains  
• Illustrate by some of the cases we have studied in 

the CoreOrgnic HealthyGrowth project 
(WWW.HealthyGrowth.eu):  
– Landwege (Germany) 
– Bio Vom Berg (Austria) 
– Gram Castle (Denmark)  
– Upplands bonden (Sweden)  

 













Place of production 

• An outcome of the analyses is that the more 
successful cases of mediation build on 
mediated value relations originating from 
primary production and in that sense 
localising of production plays an important 
role. 

• One actor of the chain is enough to disconnect 
this value relation  

 



Quality is mediated when, e.g.:  

• the chef is telling us the story about the 
ingredients and how the story is interwoven in 
his/her cooking 

• the dairy is keeping the milk from different farms 
separated to develop products based on specific 
qualities of the raw milk  

• supermarket chains are developing brands and 
products together with the processors and 
farmers.  

• consumers are caring about the history of the 
products   

 



Mediation is not a matter of 
information 

• The relational view of values leads to an 
understanding of why mediation cannot be 
reduced to a matter of information 

• In this relational view, values are not 
something that can simply follow the products 
in form of information, but are reconstructed 
by each link in the chain by the way it is 
processed and handled 



Conclusions 
• “Place” is a prerequisite for a “quality turn”  
• Quality is a relation between consumer and place. That 

“cause” both place and consumers.  
• But only become “quality” if the chain actors are dedicated 

and capable of mediating this relation 

• Quality is important in the way we treat 
ourselves 

• Quality is important to the way we treat 
places (sustainability) 

• Quality can be important in rural livelihood 
(for farmers and workers) 
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