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Dan Seed (00:00):
Hello and welcome to Big Ideas, a podcast from Texas State University. I'm your host, Dan Seed from the School of Journalism and Mass Communication. This month we're joined by Dr. Colleen Miles, an associate professor in the Department of Geography. Dr. Miles is a rural geographer and political ecologist with a multitude of specialties including wine, beer, and cider geographies, which honestly is my kind of research. And that's our topic of our discussion for this month. Dr. Miles, thank you so much for being here.
Colleen Myles (00:30):
Oh yes, happy to be here. Thanks for the invitation.
Dan Seed (00:33):
Before we get into the topic at hand, why geography? What drew you to this field and why do you find it so interesting?
Colleen Myles (00:40):
Why geography? That's the biggest question you can ask. I think if you know anything about geography, which maybe you don't, which is why you're asking, we like to call it a big tent. It's a field that can encompass physical, environmental issues, social issues, climate issues, culture, religion. It can encompass many different things. And so before I became a geographer, I had my first degree in geography is my PhD, so I came to it sort of late in my training, the research that I was doing as a master's student in a community development program. One of my advisors said to me, you're doing geography. And I was like, am I okay? Let me learn some more about that. And so I did and figured out she was right. So then I sort of steered myself in that direction and ended up getting moving into a PhD program in geography from that master's program.
Dan Seed (01:35):
As you said, most of us are familiar with some form of geography. We've taken it in school at some point, what's located where, who's neighbors with who, et cetera. But the stuff that you do goes beyond the where and explores the how and why of geography as you touched on how it influences culture or how culture influences it as well. Correct?
Colleen Myles (01:58):
Yeah, exactly. I'm a human geographer or a cultural geographer, and so I very much deal with the people in place version of geography versus the more kind of environmental side I do. You mentioned I'm a politically ecologist, which is basically looking how people and environment and power are all sort of interrelated with each other and pulling levers across those domains. So definitely I am in the human end of that and the why and the how for sure. But that's true of environmental geography as well.
Dan Seed (02:29):
And one of the areas that you specialize in, as I mentioned, is wine, beer, and cider geographies, which are known as fermented landscapes. Explain this idea of fermented landscapes. What does that mean?
Colleen Myles (02:40):
Yeah, so I had a book come out in 2020 and edited volume that I put together. I also either wrote or co-authored about five of the chapters in the book. So I also wrote the book in some sense, but served as the editor for that book. So my dissertation research that I did in a geography program, as I pointed out, was near Nevada Foothills of California, which is on the eastern edge of the state there. And I did a comparative case study of three different land use models that were going on there. So three specific instances of land use going on. And one of them was a ranch that had stayed a ranch from kind of the gold rush onward, and one was a ranch that had become a vineyard and a winery, and one was a ranch that had become a golf course. And I used those three different cases to construct an idea of rural identity and politics and how people's perceptions of the rural landscape influenced their land use decisions.
(03:36):
And so during that period of time when I was doing that research, I was looking at wine as a sort of peripheral element of this study of rural landscapes. And so when I came to Texas State as a new assistant professor and you have to spool up a bit quickly to get some new research going, I thought there was this really interesting nugget there in that case about the winery because it was seen as a positive land use change, whereas the golf course was seen as a negative land use change. And I just thought that was a really interesting social or cultural dynamic going on there, that it was seen as a benefit to the community versus the golf course, which people took a little bit more critically. And so I thought, well, that could be kind of interesting. Let dig into that a little bit as my next project as I get going at Texas State.
(04:25):
And I put together through that on this thinking around how fermentation is a driver of landscape change, sort of a conceptual model around how metaphorical concepts of fermentation that kind of agitation and change that's going on can be a valuable way for thinking about landscape change. But then also literal processes of fermentation such as what happens with wine or beer or spirits. And so it started with wine a bit, but pretty quickly branched out into different kinds of ferments. And so that's what the book does. If you're curious, you can go check it out. I think it's a pretty interesting, accessible academic. As academic books go, I think it's pretty interesting and accessible because it's about a variety of topics, fermented things and how they relate to their environment and how people are relating to those environments and how fermentation is a part of that fun mix of things going on as landscapes are becoming and staying the same and changing and all those sorts of things. So in the book, there's examples using wine, beer, chocolate, cheese, all kinds of things are fermented
Dan Seed (05:28):
In the name of the book. For folks that might be interested, it sounds really fascinating, the different topics, people that would be interested in geography, sociology, cultures, but also food and drink.
Colleen Myles (05:41):
Well, it's called fermented landscapes. The subtitle is, I think lively processes of So environmental change, something like that. The lively part refers to how it's a play around this kind of multi-species thinking. That's like my latest shtick is thinking about how humans are part of a web of multi-species actors. And if we think about fermentation as a process of action and development and catalytic change, then the lively is a nod to that.
Dan Seed (06:11):
And this idea of fermented landscapes and fermenting and brewing and whatnot is something that I'm sure throughout history folks can look back in terms of civilization and see these things pop up in cores of civilizations or to help better understand the civilization, I would imagine.
Colleen Myles (06:28):
Yes, exactly. There's longstanding evidence that fermentation is one of the very first components of how humans, so humans were nomadic and then they settled. And in the neolithic era started rudimentary agriculture and developing more sedentary or settled lives. And fermentation was one of the very first ways that humans were able to improve the preservation of food, improve the health of food, the quality of food. It was an important part of human development. And also some would say also have created opportunities for creativity and spiritual development and things like that because of the literal changes that happen in people's brains when you consume fermented things, whether they're alcoholic or not really.
Dan Seed (07:17):
And you recently finished research on one of these fermented landscapes, craft breweries or craft brewing with a focus on advocacy in craft brewing, which is really interesting. How did this all come about?
Colleen Myles (07:28):
Well, so I have done some, if you look at my cv, you'll see I've done all kinds of different things, but during the pandemic, so this has actually started before the pandemic, but it sort of was one, the pandemic did a lot of things. Some of them were good and some of them were bad. But one of the things that did was make us think about how we can do the research we want to do in a more restricted kind of fashion. I'm a very field work oriented person. As a geographer, we're very much interested in going and seeing the places and meeting the people and being boots on the ground, muddy boots, sort of conception of field work. And so I had been thinking about advocacy and craft brewing, which I mean, if you've been to a craft brewery, you have almost certainly fallen into an art exhibit or a pet adoption event, or they have a beer that's named after some special cause or maybe they're donating profits that day to some kind of an organization.
(08:28):
It's a really common part of the experience of being a consumer of craft beer. And so I had been looking at that and thinking about it and was like, how could I look at that more comprehensively to see what kinds of issues are maybe of interest or who's engaging those kinds of things? And given the background of fermented landscapes where I'm thinking about fermentation industries as actors within our communities and within our, I wanted to be able to be a little bit more precise and explore what are the specific elements that are interesting to craft brewers, for example. And you could do that from a consumer side. You could study consumers and see what they're most interested in supporting or something like that. But it's much harder actually to get a kind of representative view of consumers because there's so many of us. And so we were trying to think about a methodology that we could provide a broad ranging, comprehensive look at craft breweries and what they're doing and how they're doing it.
(09:28):
And so I have a lab of students, we call ourselves a lab. I don't have a physical lab, but I have a social group of students that we worked on projects together and things like that. And I work really hard to make sure that I'm doing work that has opportunities for students and helping students are part of my research process. We all work together. We're collaborators. I treat them as partners in that work. And so in my lab of students at that time, we were talking about this, and so we came up with this idea that what if we looked at brewery websites because that is voluntary data that's freely available. There's tons of breweries in the US currently, there's 9,000 craft breweries by most recent count, which is an absurd number. If you look at the history of growth of craft breweries, the past decade or two or even three now has just been exponential kind of growth.
(10:17):
So there's plenty of them. So if we could figure out a way to pull a sample, a representative sample of those breweries, then we could apply some analysis to that and actually hopefully be able to say something about craft brewing in general, even though it would be much more difficult to visit every single craft brewery and talk to every single brewer and see what they're interested in. So we decided to do this qualitatively informed quantitative analysis of brew brewery websites, which just means we did a quantitative pull sampling of the brewery websites. We got the whole list of all the breweries from the Brewers Association, which is the national organization for craft brewers in the us. And then we did a sampling process to get a representative sample of those. And then the team of us visited every single one of those websites looking at each of the different pages on the website and coding for different kinds of instances of advocacy. And so if you read the paper that was recently published in the Annals of the American Association of Geographers, you can read the whole methodology, but the short version is we looked at a lot of websites and we tried to methodically, comprehensively look at what they were doing and how they were doing it. And we created a typology for how craft brewers are engaging with their communities and with their environments.
Dan Seed (11:37):
And again, we're joined by Dr. Colleen Miles from the Department of Geography. And it's interesting that you mentioned the growth of craft breweries. When you look at the numbers, craft breweries really represent only a small sip of the total beer industry where they account for about 13% of production volume, 27% of retail sales, but their reach is wide and deep. I mean, even in our area, you throw a stone in Austin or the Hill country and you're going to find a craft brewery somewhere
Colleen Myles (12:07):
That's a hundred percent correct. The cultural influence of craft breweries is, I mean, pretty fair to say massive in the United States. Beer is a tradition in the United States, all kinds of beer, including those sort of lighter colored, less alcoholic kind of beers that are very well known like Budweiser or something like this. So those have a strong cultural influence as well. But I would say the part of identity making that kind of people in place, part geography that I was talking about, craft breweries are very much a part of people's practical lives and communities and identities for sure.
Dan Seed (12:42):
In the advocacy that you looked at in this study, you touched on some of the examples, the pet adoption nights, the fundraiser nights, the specific beer cans that have messaging on them. When you looked at that, what were some of the most common ways that these breweries advocated or were involved in advocacy?
Colleen Myles (13:02):
Yeah, it was mostly the most common thing is that breweries would have environmental, what you might call environmental imagery in their labels or just used in the website because there's this sort of notion of being a kind of outdoorsy, healthy kind of active person or whatever, which is just kind of part of how people construct their identities. And so craft breweries are very much aware of that. And are it's a chicken or egg, are breweries cultivating that or are they responding to it? I think it goes both ways. So that kind of environmental imagery and place name, it's very common that beers are named after places and have geographic components to them. That's research that I haven't done personally, but it's very well established if you look into it. So place-based and environmental imagery and names, and then also these community oriented issues and events that are going on because whether you want to be cynical about it or not, craft breweries, they are businesses. They are trying to make a profit. But I think also the ethos for craft brewing is that it's independent, it's innovative, it's connecting to people. It's about being a part of something, and that's both for consumers and for brewers. And so this localized connection to place is very prominent in the craft brewing industry.
Dan Seed (14:31):
And it's interesting that you use the word ethos. What popped in my head, we have two young kids, six and four. There are plenty of Saturdays or Friday nights or whatever where we take them to a brewery. And I remember as a kid, you go to Bush Gardens and there's the brewery, this big factory, real kind of cold and do the tour and all that. But these kind of places, they're set up for families, they're set up for the community. They have games and playgrounds and concerts and all that. So it is a distinct ethos that you see. So when you look at that and you look at the way that there's that ethos and that advocacy in terms of the larger picture, what does that tell you from a geographical sense, I suppose, about how these breweries fit into the texture of society and culture as a whole, maybe across the country?
Colleen Myles (15:27):
Yeah, so I'll say two things about that. One just to respond to that kind of feeling like a brewery, your local brewery is an extension of your living room or something like this. It's like a community space. In geography, we call those third spaces. It's like they're not exactly public and they're not exactly private. This is a public, well, it's a private space because a company owns it and it's a public space because anyone theoretically can go to it. But it also creates this hybrid sort of space where it's like it's a place you want to go with your family. It's a place you want to meet up with friends and things like that. So that geographically speaking, we might call that a third space. Also related to the national kind of trends that you might say, it's something that people ask a lot. They're like, oh, if you're looking at a representative sample or you're, you're not looking at all the websites, but at least a sampling of the websites that's meant to be representative.
(16:18):
What can you say around regional trends or things like this? And it is possible to say some things like certain areas of the country might have different preferences around how much beer they consume. If you looked at the kind of scanner data, that's the actual purchasing data of consumers, you can maybe be IPAs or more popular here or stouts or something might be more popular here. And there are also sort of seasonal things like in the summer people want lighter colored, less alcoholic beer that's more crushable or session kind of beer. And in the winter, maybe they're more interested in darker colored beer or something like this. So you can say stuff like that. But the predominant answer that you find when you try to look at regional patterns is that in the US if you look at population distribution, the places that have the most people have the most breweries, it's like there's sort of a natural just spatial trend that's like where there are more people, there are going to be more craft breweries. Because craft breweries by definition are small and don't have that much relatively speaking to those big mega corporations, global corporations that produce beer. Their distribution is small, their production is small, and so there's going to be more of them to meet that demand of people that want to drink it in places that have higher population. So I hope that makes sense.
Dan Seed (17:41):
It does, and it does make sense. As I mentioned Austin, as it's grown, it feels like there are new breweries popping up all the time in this area, in the hill country as well, not only breweries, but distilleries and wineries. And as population grows, more of those kind of come in. And it's interesting too, I mean just observing here, right? In Austin and central Texas, we have a very outdoor culture, a very let's go places and do kinds of things. So it kind of fits here with that, again, that ethos or that idea of we're going to go out and we're going to do something outdoors and we're going to support local. That's a big thing here as well, which I would imagine would be kind of a thing that you would see in these places as well, that idea of how people view their world around them.
Colleen Myles (18:28):
Yeah, I think you're correct about this area for sure, all those things you just said. But also I will say it is a trend in general that people that are sort of foodies or food oriented kind of people want to eat and drink things that they perceive as local. And that's not just Texas, that's all over the place. But I will say one super interesting thing, one of the things that really got me curious about beer, actually, I was looking at wine before, was that with wine, the thing about wine is that historically speaking, the grapes are grown and the wine is produced and consumers come to get wine in one particular geographic area. Now there's exceptions to that Texas being among them, but that's kind of the foundational idea of how wine works as a fermented product. Beer is made with just basic, there's only a certain set of basic ingredients that makes beer, water, and grain and hops and yeast, okay, now you can get water everywhere if you're lucky until the apocalypse, we can get water where we're at.
(19:35):
And in fact, water's very heavy. And so it doesn't make a lot of sense to move water around. So water is almost always going to be, or is always going to be a local ingredient in beer grain, maybe it depends. Maybe there's grain production and maybe there's somebody striving to have a malt malting operation that you can grow the grain and then malt it close to where the beer is produced. That's possible. It's not always true. Hops are grown in very specific areas. It's hard to grow hops in Texas. It's hard to grow hops in different places, but there's craft breweries everywhere. Lots of places have craft breweries, but not everywhere is growing hops. And then yeast is these days like a very specialized, lab oriented kind of activity. And there's certain labs around the country and around the world that provide the yeast for breweries everywhere else.
(20:27):
And so to me, this is what I was saying, I got me really interested in beer was like, how is it that beer is local? If you think about the brewery that's down your street, you think of that as a local product, get down to the actual ingredients. You're like, could this be made truly locally? And oftentimes it can't. And so one of my first papers I ever wrote about beer, I called it a material transformation, that these ingredients that are coming from elsewhere come into the brewery and through the craft, that's why we call it craft beer. The crafts person turns it into something local by fermenting it and by changing it, there's this catalytic moment of change, which is the metaphorical side, and then there's this literal fermentation that shifts that product, that's these disparate things into something else. And that's a local product called craft beer.
Dan Seed (21:17):
Interesting. So you've mentioned, and we've talked about the big brewers and then the craft brewers, and it ties into advocacy. Recently we've seen this happen where craft brewers are able to do this kind of advocacy and people show up, but we saw with Anheuser-Busch, they tried to do it of course, referring to the Dylan Mulvaney story, where we've seen Anheuser-Busch sales drop significantly after that promotion. There's that fierce backlash with a multinational beer, Budweiser and Anheuser-Busch and their products. But craft brewers, it's like an accepted part of the culture. Why do you think that backlash, we don't see that when this is happening on a daily, weekly basis at these craft breweries, this advocacy happening?
Colleen Myles (22:08):
I have not thought about that specifically. That's an interesting question, but I will say off the top of my head response is craft breweries are built on a certain community base that you start a craft brewery in. Like you said in Austin, there's all sorts of breweries, but if they're smart about it, they're going to be strategically thinking about the consumer base in that area. They're going to be thinking, who are the people that I'm going to be able to sell beer to? Now, probably if they had a certain kind of political ideology or social ideology or whatever, they wouldn't be wanting to locate in a place that they were very much in contrast with, because that doesn't seem like the way that a craft brewer and an investor and or an investor in a craft brewer would be like, oh, let's put our kind of very different selves into this place.
(23:00):
You're trying to create synergy and energy around the product you're producing. And so I would say that there's perhaps there's less backlash around these kind of political or social or environmental initiatives that breweries might be putting forward or supporting because they know that they're building on something that already exists in the community rather than picking something that's going to be not interesting or acceptable to their group. I mean, that's one interesting response that I've gotten from the paper. We have this paper that came out, advocacy, it's called Brewing Change, actually, advocacy and Craft Brewing. And then the conversation piece is an offshoot of that, is that people say, well, isn't that just greenwashing? Or How do you know that what you're seeing on the brewery websites is real or whatever? And it's like, that's a fair point. That's one valid critique that if you only look at the websites, but you don't actually call them up and say, so really what are you doing?
(24:01):
But my take on it is that if you want to think of craft brewers as embedded in their communities, which is something we've seen as true for a number of decades now, then the website is just the way that the brewer is trying to connect with the consumer. That's one way that the brewery is trying to connect with the consumer. And so why would they want to misrepresent themselves? And then those issues that they're putting out on their website, in fact, it's more likely there will be things not on the website that they are actually doing because they're busy and making beer and dealing with customers and all this kind of stuff. So it's even more possible that more things are happening than even what's shown on the websites. But to this point about the greenwashing or something like that, that I feel like you can see it as a two-way street. The consumers are asking for something and the brewers are responding. And then if you see breweries as sort of political actors or social actors, they can inspire people to do more or to give money or to adopt a pet or whatever those things we were just talking about by creating that synergy and that energy, that fermenting that change, they're brewing, that change in their own communities.
Dan Seed (25:15):
And to go with those comments or criticism, I suppose, that were brought up about looking at the websites and whatnot, you do touch on that in the conversation piece, which people can read if they want to@news.txstate.edu and look for the conversation in that you mentioned like any industry or part of an industry, there is room for improvement in the craft brewing industry. And your research shows that just 1% of the sample breweries that you looked at made direct donations of profits to causes. Instead, they relied on this consumer push either at the brewery or to buy products to benefit those causes. Why is that? Why is there such a little, or a small sample or a small piece of the pie, I guess, that they actually donate directly to these causes that maybe they support?
Colleen Myles (26:06):
Right, so that's a great question. Without talking to, so this was done as a kind of survey of existing, a volunteered data that breweries had put out. So without being able to directly ask brewers that, I can speculate though that it's related to the fact that craft breweries are, as I said, they're enterprises, they're businesses, they're trying to operate under relatively tight margins. We've had a lot of inflation going on. We mentioned the pandemic earlier, which had a huge impact on these kind of entities because of lockdown restrictions and things like that. This is true generally, but especially I think over the past five years or so, there's been economic pressures and public health issues that are going on. So there may be operating under pretty tight margins, and so how much they can give away is maybe limited, but I think it's maybe actually telling that even given that context, there are still breweries who are donating part of their profits even within that context.
Dan Seed (27:07):
Of course, the challenge many breweries have kind of tying into that is the fact that so many of them, their products are only available on site. There are more and more here, especially where you're starting to see them pop up in convenience stores, liquor stores, h e b, but it's still a very small portion. So you're exactly right there with the margins, right? You've got to have people come out for a lot of these places in order to actually make the money, make the profit, and then have that additional money to be able to spend on these causes. Are there other areas where you look at the craft industry where you could say they could stand to step it up more than they have despite its generally activist culture?
Colleen Myles (27:50):
Yeah, so another paper, a book chapter, there's going to be the third volume of the Geography of Beer book coming out. So if you are interested in this kind of stuff, there's two whole books written about edited about the geography of beer, and then now a third one will be coming out later this year, and I have two chapters in that book coming out. And one of them is about women's issues in beer, basically. And so that's one area that has been in people's mind or people have been giving attention to it, but there's been some progress. But I think there's more room for improvement as you put it. And as I put it in the conversation piece is that the proportion of women that are in leadership roles and in brewing in head brewer roles and things like that is still pretty low considering that women are half of the population. So that's one area that I think is getting attention but could still use more kind of emphasis. And then like you said, those sort of other marginalized groups issues, L G B T Q I A people, people of color, that kind of stuff, that there are diversity initiatives and there are people that are definitely trying to make brewing more inclusive and more representative, but that's sort of like that process is slow, let's say.
Dan Seed (29:09):
And it's not unlike other industries. I mean, to be honest and frank, where progress is slow in those areas and initiatives have to come about and change is required and it takes time and hopefully that time speeds up when we're talking about those areas. So when you look at this advocacy that you're looking at in this study and big picture, the books and whatnot, tie it all together, how does all of this tie into a better understanding of society as a whole or maybe at least regionally across the country?
Colleen Myles (29:45):
I would say that given the growth that we've seen in the craft brewing industry over the past several decades, as a person who is studying fermented fermentation, let's say, studying society and fermentation generally, you can't ignore it. It's sort of like the elephants in the room. There are people investing money and time and their heart and soul into these industries, and they are making, like you said, at this point, it's still proportionally sort of small, but increasing over time impact in the economy and certainly in their communities. And so for me, I feel like you can't ignore these actors when they're clearly making an impact. And also people like it and people care about it. And so I would say as a scholar, I have no trouble getting people to engage with my research topics, right? Because wine and beer and community and people and how families that go places and friends that meet up, it's like if you ask somebody if they have a favorite craft brewery or if they have a favorite beer or whatever, they're going to have an answer for you.
(30:52):
And so if you can tie your kind of scholarly work around, say, advocacy issues or around diversity inclusion or around environmental change or something like this to something that most people have a personal interest and personal experience in, you're going to engage that audience. And so I've just really felt grateful that the research, let's say, I don't know, the trajectory of my research over time has led me to ever closer engagement with the public as scholars, as a university, you might be doing esoteric whatever kind of work that you maybe think is super interesting, but then when you try to bring that to laypeople, let's say educated laypeople, they may be like, okay, but who caress? So, but if you're talking about something that they are consuming themselves and that they are investing their time and their money in, then they can really get excited about that. And so I've been really glad that I've been able to make that kind of synergy again, use that word synergy happen in my personal career.
Dan Seed (31:52):
What's next for you? Obviously the book has a new version, but what's down the line in terms of research and areas for you to look at?
Colleen Myles (32:01):
Well, the Geography of Beer book is actually edited by somebody else. So plug for them. They have their great editors too, Nancy Holst Paulin and Mark Patterson. But for me personally, I am writing a book, another book that hopefully won't be edited. I think this will be a solo authored piece, and it's going to be titled something like Fermenting Sustainability, how Taste Makes Place, something like that. Some of those words mixed together. But I'm looking at how there's this well established concept of terroir, which people might be familiar with, that has to do with how place makes taste, the environmental factors and cultural factors and how, for example, in wine, but in other foods and products as well, how the place and environmental characteristics shapes the taste of those products. And so I'm taking that and turning it on its head and thinking about how taste makes place. So this coming off of that idea of fermented landscapes, how and craft brewing and how different kinds of fermentation agents, both at the microscopic level and at the human scale level are changing communities and changing places and changing environments. And so how taste is a driver of those changes in, I'm doing a case study of Texas and also comparing it to Italy actually. So thinking about how we can ferment sustainability, it's a work in progress, but that's where I'm headed.
Dan Seed (33:21):
Very interesting. This is certainly research that, as you said, the average person can understand and appreciate and it affects their day-to-day life and their culture surroundings and whatnot. And it's just very, very interesting. And hopefully it gives people a different look at what geographers do, that it's not just place, it's not just maps, it's understanding these deeper issues. So Dr. Colleen Miles, thank you so much for joining us.
Colleen Myles (33:48):
Thank you very much for having me,
Dan Seed (33:50):
And thank you all for listening and downloading our episode. We'll be back next month, and until then, stay well and stay informed.
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