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Abstract

:

Foraging, the gathering of wild edibles for food and medicinal use, opens opportunities to connect with local environments and pursue sustainability and food sovereignty. We engage with insights from semi-structured qualitative interviews, participant observation, and site visits with individuals identifying as foragers and wildcrafters across Oklahoma to better understand foragers’ interactions with local wild food and foodscapes. We ask: Why do individuals in Oklahoma forage and/or wildcraft? How do foraging practices provide a pathway to support the creation of imagined foodways and foodscapes? We review the literature on foraging and foodways to situate foraging within alternative food systems and consider dimensions of sustainability and sovereignty within foodscapes. Foragers and wildcrafters reveal that their practices foster both tangible and non-tangible benefits, including deep connections with place and nature in the process of procuring wild edibles. While participants come to foraging in various ways, their strategies include engagement with sustainable practices and greater control and agency in food access. Building on the concept of ‘imagined foodways,’ we introduce ‘imagined foodscapes’ to illustrate foragers’ ability to create food practices and spaces based on their ideal methods of procuring and connecting with food.
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1. Introduction


A traditional practice and an alternative option for food access, foraging has gained attention due to growing concerns related to food insecurity and the operation of global food systems [1,2]. While types of foraging vary, the literature describes this practice as the act of gathering wild materials and foods to be consumed or crafted “for sustenance, medicine, household materials, social and community cohesion, and establishing connections with nature” [3]. Foraging allows practitioners to procure food freely while promoting a deeper connection with local nature and foodscapes.



We employ foodways and foodscapes as concepts to situate foraging as an alternative food access strategy. Foodways, which operate at the micro and meso levels, link food preparation and consumption practices with one’s regional and/or cultural identity. The concept also encourages consideration of social, economic, and sometimes political dimensions of food [4,5,6,7]. Recognizing foraging as a foodway offers insight into multiscalar dimensions related to place and the ways individuals creatively and uniquely address gaps in their food system. Relatedly, the term foodscape, a combination of ‘food’ and ‘landscape,’ is used to explore social, structural, and spatial dynamics and disparities occurring in food systems. Vonthron, Perrin, and Soulard note four approaches to foodscapes in their review of extant literature—spatial, social, behavioral, and systemic—noting “the foodscape is not an environment external to individuals but a landscape including, perceived, and socially shaped by individuals and policies” [8] (p. 15). Employing the notion of foodscape helps us situate foraging in broader contexts and consider how participants think about, connect with, and consume food items in their local and place-based environments [9].



We add to a growing body of research on foraging by considering its premise and practices, as well as its ability to foster sustainability and self-reliance among practitioners [3,10]. We ask: Why do individuals in Oklahoma forage and/or wildcraft? How do foraging practices provide a pathway to support the creation of imagined foodways and foodscapes? We employ the term foraging but also use wildcrafter based on participant preference.



We argue that foraging is one of several alternative, sustainable, and place-based strategies individuals employ to address food access gaps and issues in the broader food system, as well as achieve more intentional and environmentally thoughtful ways of consumption. We extend the premise of foodways to also consider ‘imagined foodways’. Drawing from work on imagined communities [11], imagined foodways “capture the cultural and territorial distance between imagined and actual dietary patterns” to illustrate how participants employ alternative foodways to pursue their ideal food future [7] (p. 333).



We highlight studies in the literature on foraging as a practice and discuss scholarship on alternative food practices and networks to consider the role of sustainability, sovereignty, and imagined foodways. We then turn to the research design and methods, followed by analysis and findings. Our work contributes to a growing body of literature on foraging as a practice and to scholarship on alternative foodways and imagined foodways. We argue that imagined foodways incorporated in the daily lives of participants may be both connected with and contribute to what we refer to as ‘imagined foodscapes’.




2. Literature Review


We begin our literature review with a discussion of who forages, the ways practitioners gather wild edibles and materials, and introduce Lamalice et al.’s [7] concept of imagined foodways. We then focus on research addressing alternative food practices, networks, and foodscapes, noting that alternative food strategies serve as pathways to achieve sustainability and sovereignty. We close with a conceptual framework connecting extant literature and concepts to our project’s premise.



2.1. Foraging in Premise and Practice


Gathering of ‘non-timber forest products’ (NTFPs), hunter-gathering, and wildcrafting are all terms used interchangeably with foraging to describe the collection of wild edibles and/or medicinals [6,12]. Practitioners acquire wild foods in different ways, following a range of approaches [13,14,15]. ‘Hunter-gathering’ refers to those who complement gathering with hunting and/or other meat procurement strategies requiring the continued pursuit of an animal [16]. Not all foragers, gatherers, or wildcrafters hunt.



Codding and Kramer [6] highlight groups who have historically relied on foraging and continue to do so despite increasing globalization and shifts in economic and government structures. Groups like the Canadian Inuit [17] or Ju/’hoansi of Tsumkwe, in South-West Africa [18], maintain gathering practices and strategically adapt while retaining sacred lifeways connected to people and place. As “modern-day foragers” these groups successfully incorporate an array of dietary options [6] (p. 8).



Focusing on “modern day foragers” [6], Robbins, Emery, and Rice surveyed 1650 respondents in the U.S. New England region, finding 17.9% of respondents gather wild materials regularly [14]. Those who foraged had higher levels of education, identified as white, and earned higher incomes. These findings diverge from assumptions that foragers gather wild NTFPs due to financial constraints or out of necessity and suggest that foraging may be a choice-based alternative to food access and a form of political engagement. Arrington et al. [3] analyze user-generated data from the Falling Fruit application, a collaborative online urban harvest mapping program which allows foragers to location-track foraged items to assess plant species availability, urban foraging behavior, and diversity among users. Falling Fruit users primarily reside in the U.S., with increasing international engagement. Focusing on U.S. urban spaces, scholars document plant species variety using the Falling Fruit data and note “significant levels of diversity among gathering communities” that align with previous studies of urban foragers [19,20] (p. 4).



Grivins offers a four-part typology of foragers guided by in-depth interviews with foragers in Latvia. Rooted foragers adapt “traditional foraging knowledge” transmitted during childhood and emphasize the significance of gathering processes. Lifestyle foragers are process-driven, modifying their approach according to “newly emerging contextual knowledge frames.” Lifestyle foragers are drawn to the practice by considering wild edibles to represent a “greener or a more unique life. For this group, the discovery of foraging comes hand in hand with the popularity of healthier, more sustainable diets and responsible engagement with nature” [10] (p. 530). The third group, subsistence foragers, are motivated by gathered items while adapting traditional foraging knowledge. Grivins’ final grouping includes commercial foragers, motivated to gather items for the purpose of profit [10] (p. 536). This typology illustrates a lineage of foraging that exists concurrently with contemporary foraging traditions [10] (pp. 520–521).



Foraging may be considered a type of foodway [4]. Applied to regional and/or cultural food practices to emphasize that they are bounded in some way, Lamalice et al. [7] note that foodways encompass “the extended, dynamic network of activities surrounding the procurement, preservation, preparation, presentation, performance and consumption of food” [21,22] (p. 335). Relying on Anderson’s [11] concept of ‘imagined communities,’ Lamalice et al. [7] examine contemporary foodways of the Nunavimmiut in the northern villages of Kuujjuaq and Kangiqsujuaq through mental mapping. Researchers found an existing gap between the real diet of participants versus their imagined foodways. While participants commonly consume commercial foods, their imagined foodways rely more heavily on traditional food and subsistence practices, including hunting for caribou and foraging for berries. Traditional foods are regarded as culturally significant and are instilled with important social and spatial contexts that relate to traditional and alternative foodways.




2.2. Alternative Pathways to Sustainability and Sovereignty


Scholars document cases in which individuals and/or groups respond to fill gaps and address inequities in the food system through alternative food networks (AFNs) and practices [23,24,25]. Alternative food practices are described as ways to obtain and consume food different from mainstream or dominant cultural methods.



Mainstream methods normalize efficiency and a reliance on chain grocery stores where consumers rarely know their food’s origins. Instead of relying on global-scale systems, alternative food practitioners “seek to localize food systems and to encourage contact between food producers and consumers, seeking to re-spatialize food systems perceived to have become ‘placeless’” [26,27] (p. 206). Alternative food practices are incorporated at different stages of the food chain and may enhance food quality, strengthen locales by supporting local food producers, and reduce environmental harm. Often, alternative practices are met with conflict or criminalization as strategies break mainstream norms and laws. Linnekin [16,28] notes how existing laws may limit participation in alternative pathways of food production and access—whether through foraging, converting lawns to edible gardens, raising chickens in city limits, or other agentic food access methods. Unconventional food production and/or consumption practices are often motivated by the shared goal of addressing food system challenges [29,30].



Alternative food practices, AFNs, and alternative foodways allow practitioners to connect to a food’s origins and serve as pathways to achieve sustainability and food sovereignty. Ulug, Trell, and Horlings note that sustainable food systems “prioritize environmental, social, and economic health, through connecting producers and consumers, reducing harmful external inputs, and promoting affordability and accessibility throughout the food chain” [31] (p. 1042).



More than securing sustainability and food security, food sovereignty considers food injustices compounded by the current agrifood model and broader societal inequalities [32,33]. Emerging in the 1990s with the work of La Vía Campesina, a transnational movement of small-scale food producers and peasants, food sovereignty promotes culturally appropriate and ecologically thoughtful ways of procuring and growing food [34,35]. Specifically, food sovereignty is based on an acknowledgement that agency in one’s food growth and consumption practices is a right [36]. Supporters of food sovereignty “call for localised food systems where consumers and producers play a leading role in determining the type of food they eat and its production modes” [33] (p. 15).




2.3. Conceptual Framework


Further examination is needed to understand why individuals forage, particularly in a wealthy nation like the U.S., where the practice seems both unnecessary and inconvenient. The current U.S. food system promotes large-scale agricultural production by relying on expropriation and cheap labor, increasing instability of local markets and supply-chains, a lack of knowledge about food origins, increasing hunger, and escalating tension within foodscapes [36,37]. Food scholars note that strategies for feeding a growing population are complex, often with negative outcomes for both nature and people.



As both food and environmental degradation concerns increase, localized and sustainable food production and access efforts have gained importance [38]. Food scholars document the ways individuals and collectives engage with alternative foodways to address broader foodscape challenges, guided by a desire to enhance local control, know one’s food origins, and maintain environmentally thoughtful and local foodways [7,23,24,29,39].



We document the presence of ‘modern-day foraging’ within Oklahoma’s foodscape [6]. With roughly 34 million people identifying as food-insecure across the U.S., Oklahoma is one of the top five food-insecure states in the nation despite its contributions to both the agricultural and food sectors [40]. Oklahoma’s landscape is characterized by extensive ecological diversity, with one of the most variable terrains in the nation [41,42]. Distinct socio-historical dimensions, including displacement of tribal nations, discovery of oil and gas resources, implications of the Dust Bowl and Great Depression, and intensification of agricultural production processes prompted shifting land use practices [43,44] to shape past and present foodways in the state.



Foraging is a key element among several alternative, sustainable, and place-based practices that lifestyle forager participants [10] employ to manage foodways and foodscapes, address food access gaps, and achieve greater food sovereignty. Their efforts challenge and disrupt conventional systems through the use of alternative food access approaches. We contribute to the literature on alternative foodways and expand existing scholarship by employing the notion of ‘imagined foodways’ to illustrate how participants exercise agency in their foodway practices to both shape and achieve what they see as their ideal food future [7]. We identify how individuals envision and strive towards implementing relationships with food, and align with priorities of sustainability, self-reliance, and sovereignty. We extend the notion of imagined foodways to consider the creation of what we refer to as ‘imagined foodscapes’ to incorporate place-based and relational dimensions important to our forager participants.





3. Research Design


Data collection occurred from May 2022 to February 2023. Participants identify as foragers or wildcrafters, are age eighteen or older, and had at least one season of Oklahoma gathering experience. The first author conducted 28 semi-structured qualitative interviews, 24 h of participant observation, and 11 site visits with individuals across Oklahoma. Wild food practices noted as ‘other’ include food forester, naturalist, plant enthusiast, gardener, community herbalist, native plant nerd, and farmer (Table 1).



Most study participants identify as female, white, and middle class. A majority note no current or past barriers to accessing food. While the final sample lacks diversity in gender and race, there is variability in political affiliation and physical location type (e.g., rural versus urban space). A sampling gap exists in regional variation, with less representation of foragers in western and southern Oklahoma. Among study participants, eight were socialized to identify plants and gather wild edibles throughout their upbringing, six had inconsistent experiences with foraging in their upbringing, and fourteen pursued their interest in plants and gathering wild edibles as adults by relying on field guides and other forms of literature, online plant identification apps, and individual experts transmitting plant and ecological knowledge in various spaces.



Study flyers with participation information and requests were distributed for recruitment purposes throughout Oklahoma metropolitan areas, at foraging events, shared with personal and university contacts, and posted online through private Facebook groups dedicated to foraging/wildcrafting in the state. Referring to the latter, we received permission prior to posting and establishing virtual contact with group members. Virtual and snowball sampling were the most successful recruitment strategies. When employing snowball sampling [45], consenting participants were asked to share the names of others willing to participate.



Forager participants engaged in in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews prior to observation of foraging walks, foraging gatherings, and site visits to participants’ property and wildcrafter collections. Observations and site visits provided an opportunity to expand on gathering approaches, identify plants and/or valuable places, and share additional practices. The first author provided project context and requested consent verbally or in writing. All participants were offered anonymity [46], but only one chose to remain anonymous. A pseudonym is used to reflect their voice in our analysis.



The semi-structured interview guide focused on the following: relationships with foraging, reasons for foraging, communal aspects of foraging, and the future of food gathering and access. Questions were informed through use of the existing literature, researcher foraging and food knowledge, and an interview guide and transcript designed for another Oklahoma food-focused project [29]. The semi-structed interview guide allowed for follow-up questions, resulting in nuanced and detailed interviews [47]. On average, interviews lasted 1 h and 47 min, with interview durations ranging from 1 h to 3 h and 38 min. Interviews were completed in person, via iPhone Facetime, and the online communication platform Zoom. We varied the interview location based on respondent access to ensure participant safety and comfort, and methodologically ascribe to “good practice” [48]. All interviews were recorded and transcribed clean verbatim.



We engaged in interpretive analysis via the qualitative software tool NVivo 14, employing literature- and concept-driven coding to create a framework for further focused coding. Initial main codes include the following: nature, foodscapes, foodways, and future of food/nature. Seventeen main codes and additional sub-codes were identified through deeper data examination [49]. The themes noted here are not exhaustive. We see our participants as active contributors and strive to avoid depicting them as ‘researched’ beings—they are experts on the topic [50]. Upon completion of data collection, transcription, and analysis, initial findings were shared with participants.




4. Findings


We begin with insights into Oklahoma foragers’ approaches to wild food gathering and discuss a distinct ‘ethics of foraging’. We then address foragers’ experiences with tangible and non-tangible benefits of foraging. Participants note that they layer and combine foraging with other alternative food practices, and that foraging allows them a deeper connection with place and plant varieties. Foraging is one pathway to achieve imagined foodways and foodscapes by promoting sustainability and sovereignty via control over food choice.



4.1. “You’ve Got All These Resources at Your Fingertips”: The Why of Foraging


In a culture of convenience, and where wild food acquisition is often stigmatized, why do individuals in Oklahoma forage and/or wildcraft? Participants are guided by expected foraging norms that reinforce safety and care, and gain much from their efforts. We discuss the tangible and non-tangible benefits of foraging which incentivize participants to continue wild edible gathering.



Participants explicitly or implicitly refer to ideal approaches to gathering wild materials as an ‘ethics of foraging’. Dawn shares,




…make sure that you know the local rules. You are not supposed to forage any endangered plant. Do not forage in any federal preserves, it’s illegal and there’s a lot of state preserves as well where it’s illegal. Be wary of foraging on private land. Always ask permission. Do not forage next to highways, freeways, or roads that are well traveled. Vehicle exhaust contains heavy metals that the plants are covered with, and they also take it in through their roots. Do not forage near fields that are sprayed with chemicals. Do not forage within one mile of oil operations. Only pick what you need …The general rule is to take only 10% of what is there, if the plants are sparse, only take 5%. …if it’s an invasive plant, the rule is basically you can take up to 50%, right? Because you want to try to get rid of the invasive plants but leave enough that other people can also harvest.





	
Dawn outlines guidelines meant for forager safety, as do all participants to varying degrees, due to the risk of misidentification in consuming wild edibles. Dawn also shares guidelines intended to avoid damage to wild edibles for others navigating the shared foodscape. Deborah, a forager and biologist, shares that she does not like to “trample up” an area. Instead, she consciously strives “to not damage it.” Similarly, wildcrafter Jess, taught by well-known Oklahoma wildcrafter Jackie Dill [29], reinforces a non-selfish approach, “making sure you leave enough for everybody else—all the other species—not just all the people.” Almost all interviewees suggest nature includes humans, but several note that not everyone has similar worldviews and relationships with non-human species or plants [51,52].






Wildcrafter Jenny suggests that the Earth is not a living entity to everyone. All people do not consider the harm of overharvesting or trampling an area. Alyssa, a white-passing Indigenous forager, shares, “nature used to just be a space that I would go and enjoy myself and just was able to find peace. Then I started to feel a call to protect it. I feel like a lot of people don’t care. I’m looking at things and see a different picture than what other people are seeing.” She/they are not alone in feeling a sense of protectiveness towards nature. All participants refer to a sense of responsibility to, as wildcrafter Willy states, “preserve it”, and demonstrate efforts to foster reciprocity.



4.1.1. Tangible Benefits


Participants describe the tangible gains of foraging as being able to freely gather and consume any wild edible. Foraged items are used in teas (purple dead-nettle, goldenrod), preserves (Chickasaw plums, pawpaws), flours (acorns), and fried foods (oyster mushrooms), among others. Beyond the unique flavors wild foods provide, items also contain medicinal properties. Mushroom experts and educators Jacob and Doug explain the medicinal “beneficial compounds” available in reishi, chaga, and lion’s mane varieties. Foragers believe access to wild medicinal plants including, but not limited to yarrow (cold and flu cure), echinacea (toothache, cold and flu cure), horsemint (upset stomach), mullein (antibacterial), and plantain (bite, stings, wounds) will become more important with time. Specifically, Kelcie and her family rely on foraging and gardening to become more self-sufficient,




I worry about the economy, gas prices being almost $5 a gallon. I worry about all the different shortages that we’ve experienced; I worry about them crossing over into medications. I have a small child. He has seasonal asthma. He’s had pneumonia a few different times. Rather than go to the stores and stockpile tons of things, it’s just nice to know that there’s lots of edible plants. The morels, sand plums, mulberries, there’s tons of fruit that you can harvest that you can use to feed your family if you needed to. I personally think that there may come a time that we’re gonna have to be more self-sustainable.





For Kelcie and others who gather wild greens, berries, mushrooms, and other edibles, foraging is an alternative to normative practices of obtaining food and nutrient-rich medicinal items. She applies her plant knowledge and experience gained over time to sustain her child’s health, suggesting her knowledge may become increasingly necessary given rising costs and challenges to supply chains. While Kelcie and other participants cannot individually solve ruptures in the food system or economy broadly, they can rely on what may be found in nature. Similar tangible benefits are noted across the literature [3,14].




4.1.2. Non-Tangible Benefits


Participants also describe non-tangible benefits to wild food foraging. Being alone in nature is a significant part of the foraging experience, positively impacting physical and mental health. While foraging, practitioners hike, exercise/move, connect with nature, experience excitement through discovery, and gain peace. Forager Arden sees foraging as a “pragmatic” approach to consumption to “stay with the seasons”, but cannot deny the peace he and his fiancé find while collecting wild foods,




… the more I learn about it, and touch it, and feel it … the difference between a dry area and a wet area and acidic soil and neutral soil. You just start to see the patterns … it’s where we both find peace and answers … It’s just fun. … And it enriches my understanding and interaction with the world and how I feel.





	
Beyond finding peace outdoors, Arden experiences enrichment by seeking out and applying plant knowledge while actively interacting with nature. Foragers Deborah and Chip share how they gain a sense of peace by connecting with nature and leaving obligations at home. They refer to the excitement they experience while foraging as “treasure seeking”.






Other foragers also discuss their enthusiasm about wild foods and the ability to see plant opportunities/possibilities others may not. Participants refer to so-called “weeds” and how non-foragers eradicate wild plants from their yards. Eighteen participants (64%) note they are hyper-critical of mainstream methods of maintaining lawns and landscapes, seeing them as unproductive greenspace management [53]. Plant enthusiast Doris notes,




… We were in the desert, Santa Fe, NM. I don’t know what any of this stuff is. It’s exciting … you’ve got all these resources at your fingertips just right outside your door. … If there were to be some sort of survival type scenario or something like that, I would have that knowledge with me. … There is a whole world of useful resources out there, right outside your doorstep, that a lot of people don’t even know exists.





	
For Doris, knowing that she has the skills to identify unknown plants in new spaces provides comfort. Identifying plants is a survival skill, offering an opportunity to view landscapes as spaces filled with food and medicinal possibilities.






Participants reference concerns related to future food availability, connecting fears to food system challenges and the impacts of climate change [2,54]. Foraging becomes one of several practices to foster self-reliance and preparedness [30]. As lifestyle foragers, participants align their approaches with environmentally friendly and health-conscious practices encouraging place connection [10]. Important to foragers are both the acquisition of wild foods and the non-tangible benefits motivating them to return to nature. Foraging incorporates cultural, social, emotional, spiritual, and practical functions connected to identity and place [4,21,22].





4.2. “We All Wish That We Had Our Own Localized Systems”: Pathways to Creating Imagined Foodways and Foodscapes


Participants employ alternative, sustainable methods of procuring food in their households and broader communities. We consider a variety of participant practices and detail how they allow for a sense of control and agency. How do foraging practices provide a pathway to support the creation of imagined foodways and foodscapes? Foragers layer normative and alternative strategies to cultivate self-reliance and promote sustainability and food sovereignty. In this process, foragers have an opportunity to create imagined foodways and foodscapes.



4.2.1. Enhancing Control through Sustainable Practices


Roughly 25 (~89%) of participant foragers grow their own food and/or are involved with community gardens. Approximately 13 (~46%) regularly use produce stands and farmer’s markets. Ashley C. is unique among study foragers. Both wildcrafter and homesteader, she and her family are almost entirely self-sufficient. They buy limited bulk products through a co-op and maximize the infrastructure of their homestead by collaborating with an active network of homesteaders across Oklahoma.



Along with foraging, participants employ other alternative practices to control the foods they produce and promote sustainability and health-conscious consumption. Participants lend their time and expertise to local community gardens; transmit plant knowledge and wildcrafting ethics; forage for, grow, and/or share mushrooms; collect, preserve, and distribute native plant species; grow city or personal food forests; hike to explore Oklahoma’s landscapes; and hunt on and preserve familial land and foodways. Individuals deploy tactics at various scales to achieve shared goals of promoting sustainability across the state, and foster self-reliance among those in their shared foodscape. Communicating about sustainable pathways for procuring food, Sheila shares,




I try to be environmentally conscious, and I understand that the more local you eat, the less of a negative impact you have on the environment. So, I already want my food close to me. … My vegetables and produce come from the local farm … I do a lot of composting. I try to minimize my waste, so everything that I can put back and then get new … it’s just kind of a closed circle.





	
Mushroom forager/expert Doug plans to continue “more mushroom farming, and more gardening and growing of nutritious plants ….” Forager Chip shares that he and his family have increasingly implemented gardening, canning, and raising beef. Chip expresses he and his family are,







… trying to be more health conscious and getting back to the roots of finding our own food. Knowing…nothing was sprayed on that. … I know exactly where that came from…and trying to be that support for more local—support smaller people or people like us in the community.





Participants frame their practices as place-based and relational [31]. It is common for foragers to connect individual or household habits not only to plants growing around them, but to the humans with whom they share their environments. Wildcrafter Margee illustrates how she and her husband implement sustainable practices and whole foods into their everyday routines. She speaks to how the broader foodscape includes other people who also make intentional choices,




In my own garden … lambsquarters grows naturally. … I can pick leaves from the spring all the way into the fall. … I’m also a member of a permaculture group. We haven’t tilled our soil for 30 years. My son, who lives down the street, bought a lot next to him and he has a huge permaculture garden. We also got the school … and they have a farm. They created a permaculture front yard, so the whole yard of the school … they’ve got a huge garden and you can buy into the garden and they’ll bring you your vegetables once a week. They are teaching the children there. My neighbors are hopeful. They’re thinkers that think outside the box. Maybe I might be a little bit more hopeful than some, just because I live in this little niche.





	
Margee chooses to resist pesticide use, instead allowing plants to grow naturally. Her method contradicts typical U.S. lawn management [16]. During a walk with Margee, her yard was filled with an array of plants. On her yard’s outskirts and in the center of a metropolitan OK city, is an alley. She also takes advantage of plants growing naturally there. Margee’s yard, neighbors, and broader foodscape operates on a “flow of activities” reinforcing closeness with food, place, and people [31] (p. 1043). Ashley B., a gardener who forages, frames foraging and related practices as a “layered and intentional approach. … [in which] we’re building relationships with people.” She mentions the privileges shaping one’s ability to implement certain practices, noting that community gardens provide a critical service to the surrounding community,







You can’t have access to food without having access to land. Just being able to have access to land, whether they want to grow flowers, or they want to grow fruits or vegetables—that has given them freedom and a right that they didn’t have previously. I think it is absolutely imperative that people see that it’s not until they actually have that right, that they can start even thinking about—What do I want to know? What do I like to eat? Why am I going to do this?





Yet, wildcrafter Willy clarifies that foraging alone cannot sustain a person in Oklahoma due to structural factors and land use patterns. “I don’t think this is something that anybody in Oklahoma can do for sustainable food source… over 96% of Oklahoma is private property,” he shares. Others refer to land as a privilege, with even more noting the privilege of time to both learn and forage. Foragers must dedicate extensive time to learning about wild food varieties, consider the implications and risk of misidentification, and travel to and actively seek out wild foods according to the appropriate season. Not all are afforded this time nor convenient access to plant knowledge, especially if they have strict working hours, do not live near available and legal foraging spaces, or were not socialized to identify plants, their properties, and usage.




4.2.2. Seeking Self-Reliance and Sovereignty


Self-reliance is difficult to obtain but remains a goal for participants. By layering approaches to acquiring foods, participants reference a potential future in which they do not need to depend on grocery stores and other mainstream methods of food procurement, thus better matching their imagined foodways and foodscapes. A majority of respondents state that they currently rely on grocery stores and/or typical pathways of obtaining certain items out of necessity and/or convenience. All express concerns to varying degrees about a future that requires households to be self-sustaining due to persistent ruptures in food supply chains and ongoing environmental degradation threatening food futures. Jacob, a mushroom expert states,




All my friends grow their own food. … We all wish that we had our own localized systems, whether it’s for mushrooms, for microgreens, we’re getting into algae cultivation. I have friends that I aspire to be like. By having people around you that are always just challenging traditional food systems and figuring out how to be more sustainable and not spend money but spend time on your own stuff is, I think, what we’re all working towards. … The biggest thing that I’ve learned from my friends is independence. Be as independent as possible—it’s just better that way. … It’s not that traditional food systems are the enemy—we shouldn’t rely on them as heavily as we do and we should know more about plants and we should know more about bees and we should know more about fungi and about how all three of those things are all incorporated—when one is not there the other systems can fail. So, without bees both systems fail. … Ultimately, getting people more in tune to nature because there’s just not a lot of people in tune.





	
Jacob emphasizes the extensive potential of alternative approaches while also noting relational and independence aspects of alternative practices fostered in one’s network [31]. On a smaller scale, forager Nimalka and their partner Alyssa express pride for the small steps they have taken. Alyssa declares, “… this year we’ve got bell peppers, tomatoes. … [My] passion lately has been pollinating gardens.”






Wildcrafter Willy and several others discuss ideal futures in which they have complete agency to sustain themselves,




I am not a wildcat, someone who sustains themselves off of wild plants. I have to shop. I would like to have a maybe five to ten-acre plot of land where I could grow all the food I need and forage some and hunt some. I wish I could do that. I’m working towards that. We need much more dependence on local farms than we do big, multistate market farms. But I do think everybody should try to use a little bit more wild food in their diet.





	
While most note goals of self-reliance and sovereignty as works in progress, others use their current situation as an example of how to begin building a life without food fears. Working at a nonprofit organization, gardener Malory shares her experiences talking with community members about growing food,







They didn’t realize how scarce [food] was. I’ve talked with a lot of people that were like, ‘well, I mean, I grew up going to the grocery store. I always had food, but I didn’t realize how little food I actually had, or how much of a choice I didn’t have, or how much diversity I didn’t have’. ... But food sovereignty is a big issue that needs to be addressed. And people need that freedom to be able to be like, ‘Oh, I can grow my own food, and I can care for myself’.





	
Choctaw and Cherokee naturalist Charlotte also emphasizes,







You should not be afraid of not being able to feed your family. … That’s a fear that can be taken away and totally replaced with excitement. … Instead of being fearful that the grocery store is not going to be there, it can turn into a situation where I’m going to learn how to not be dependent on the grocery store. Right? … having the knowledge and the ability to know that if something happens—that makes all the difference. It’s to eliminate that fear …





Practicing foraging as a foodway and layering alternative approaches to obtaining food and medicines allows participants to be intentional and work towards their ideal food future. Building on Lamalice et al.’s [7] concept of imagined foodways, we find that our participants strive to become closer to their food through sustainable efforts. They gain agency and choice, achieving imagined foodways as a result. Foragers endeavor towards food sovereignty to ensure they and others can control the food they produce, procure, consume, and distribute [35]. Participants counter increasingly corporatized and globalized food systems shaping food access opportunities in local Oklahoma communities [34]. The alternative foodways participants employ offer a pathway towards the creation of imagined foodscapes.






5. Discussion and Conclusions


We characterize foraging as an alternative foodway, where gathered materials become a source of food and medicine. A sense of security is fostered for foragers despite growing large-scale global food and environmental concerns. Study participants share the value and benefits of gathering wild foods and emphasize a connection with nature and a sense of peace and security. Complementary alternative practices promote sustainability, allow for greater ease and control of food attainment and consumption, and enhance self-reliance. For our participants, foraging is choice-based and intentional—participants are not entirely reliant on the practice to sustain their diet or income.



Participants layer and combine alternative foodways, including intensive efforts to gather, preserve, or grow their own food resources. They resist corporatized control of agriculture, expressing concern for the current state of the global food system. Study participants emphasize how foraging and other alternative strategies offer enhanced agency in shaping their household or community food access and consumption practices. Imagined or ideal foodways [7] motivate individuals to carry out practices guided by sustainability and food sovereignty. Participants’ imagined foodways are informed by a desire to thoughtfully connect with food and nature. While some target their households or personal property as sites for control and change, others interact with local food producers or gatherers, creating networks of individuals embracing place-based approaches to gathering food. Some foragers teach sustainability and sovereignty and encourage others to implement change as well. Study participants are unable to be fully reliant on wild foods and must also employ mainstream food access methods. They strive to get “closer to their food” by participating in sustainable strategies, emphasizing self-reliance via imagined foodways, and building networks and communities where they can create spaces for imagined foodscapes.



Foragers do not expect all people to have the privilege of time and resources necessary to forage consistently, nor do they expect them to accept related risks. They talk about their pathways and practices and suggest how others may begin to safely take steps to learn about foraging, promote more sustainable living, and eventually experience self-reliance and sovereignty. Adding to the literature on alternative foodways and foodscapes, we illustrate how foragers not only creatively address gaps in the food system at the micro level, but also implement alternatives to go beyond the existing norms of place and culture at the meso and macro levels. Ultimately, disruption relies on an ideal future in which consumers do not experience fears for food access and availability. Study participants craft imagined foodscapes to envision possibilities rooted in relations and place.



Future studies may continue to document reasons individuals forage and/or employ alternative practices despite the perceived inconvenience of doing so. Exploring new frameworks for wild foods and foraging within the U.S. as well as in a variety of global contexts and cultural spaces would prove fruitful. Further consideration of foraging risks, the social and cultural learning required to engage in the practice, as well as exploration of traditional and/or Indigenous ecological knowledge transmission to enhance understandings of foraging in application are important directions for scholarship. Building on prior work [7], food studies would benefit from further exploration of the concept of imagined foodways as well as further articulation of imagined foodscapes to enhance conversations concerning the future of food at various scales.
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