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Introduction to Globalization, Food Sovereignty, and Human Rights

Food. You can tell stories about food. You can write and teach about food. You can learn about food. But what is food? It is a source of life, a source of sustainability, and a source of understanding history. It is also a source of understanding different cultures and religions and the source of their existence. In many instances food is about cooking as well. Although we have a long history of food eaten raw, in our current culture, food is most often cooked, and unfortunately, frequently microwaved. This has resulted in many ways in the rise of fast food, and large food corporations have emerged. While difficult to measure, in the United States, estimates say that between 20 and 40 percent of food that we put on our plates each year is thrown away.1

Personally, I go to the grocery store almost every day. Invariably, I end up buying more food than I need, and I end up not being able to eat it all before some of it goes bad. Hence, I am guilty of what 20–40 percent of the population is guilty of as well. This is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it is good that we shop, we converse with people at the store, and we take time to learn about the food we are buying. It builds relationships. On the other hand, we consume too much. If we learned about where our food came from, we might begin to think about how much we overconsume, and we begin to learn about the communities that produce our food and how much they struggle to produce the food that we here in the United States eat too much of. When we take that step, we begin the process of understanding modern food and food corporations.

With upward of 850 million people suffering from hunger and malnutrition each year, the global food system remains a broken system in need of change. Multilateral organizations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank and the trade agreements orchestrated by the World Trade Organization (WTO) remain powerful in influencing the global food system yet have failed to achieve their ostensible goals. This book compares the concept of food security with the concept of food sovereignty. While both concepts seek to end global hunger, the emerging movement of food sovereignty offers innovative ideas and strategies that must be considered as a viable alternative to failed efforts in the mission to end hunger.



Organization of This Book

This book offers the provocative ethical argument that the world’s affluent citizens are complicit in, if not directly contributing to, a violation of human rights. We, affluent citizens of developed countries, benefit, whether we realize it or not, from an unjust global food system that has been created by the IMF, World Bank, and trade agreements enshrined in the WTO. We are complicit in this violation of human rights because affluent countries and the citizens who elect our political leaders who have clout to influence economic and trade policies have the ability to change the system.

From an ethical standpoint, this book argues that the best way forward is to allow developing countries to determine the food and agricultural policies they see best for their local communities and farmers. As it stands today, global institutions negatively influence developing countries and trade agreements, and these countries have little say in shaping the policies. Rather than resorting to strategies such as charity or the work of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), this book argues that we must implement policies that allow developing countries to have a larger say in what needs to be done to improve the plight of their own country and their own local communities.

Throughout the chapters of this book, readers will also be introduced to different philosophical, moral, and literary texts that might apply to the topic of food and the global food system and thus, albeit, indirectly related to the core theme of food sovereignty. While it might not seem apparent at first, references to these various schools of thought and disciplines are increasingly important not only for understanding the complexity of the global food system but also for the emerging interest by scholars in these different fields. As the subtitle of the book indicates, part of the goal, understanding and discussing food sovereignty and food as a human right, is “forging a path” toward a more humane and a just global food system. At the center of the food sovereignty movement is the notion that we must reinforce the cultural importance of food rather than think of it as a simple commodity like all other commodities. Instead, food is a building block of life and takes on a more profound significance for the lives of those who produce what feeds us.

Things have changed. Things will hopefully change again. This is a key hope of all farmers, both local and global, whether it is global politics, global food movements, or small daily changes in the lives of everyday farmers. Michel de Certeau, the French philosopher who analyzed the practices of what he called “everyday life,” observed and theorized on the nature of human behavior and interaction—behaviors and interactions that often go by unnoticed by those in power. His focus was mostly on the lives of his local community laborers, but his concept lives on today and can be utilized for the plight of global food producers and consumers.2 His interests in the lives of everyday workers relate to many of the issues that will be investigated in this book.

It is often the case both historically and currently that the lives of the people who produce our food go overlooked in our daily food consumption practices, thus tying together the circle of food growing, food production, distribution, and ultimately, food consumption. The concept and movement of food sovereignty along with its many offshoots focus on bringing a global awareness to the emergence of unheard voices who have been saying “No!” or “Enough” or “¡Ya basta!” to the policies of organizations such as the World Bank and the IMF and the trade agreements orchestrated by the WTO.

As mentioned earlier, de Certeau spoke about the lives of everyday workers in a rapidly industrializing Europe at the time of his writings, but his theorizing may also be applicable to current agricultural practices and the lives of ordinary farmers today. Many of the global communities that the food sovereignty movement works to support are people who go unnoticed by the consumers of the products they produce. What is more important is the fact that the products that global farmers produce are consumed by families on an everyday basis. They are the very products and ingredients of the foods that we buy, eat, and use in our daily lives.



Chapter 1

The first chapter briefly introduces the current status of the global food system in the context of terms such as “globalization,” “development,” “food security,” and what many have come to call the “global food regime.”3 To understand the emergence of our current global food system, we must tackle the difficult, if not impossible, challenge of defining the term “globalization.” This is a highly contested term, and many scholars have pointed out that using the term is unhelpful due to its ambiguity. Globalization is not a new thing; it has been present and evolving since the earliest years of human civilization. Cultures, people, and ultimately, nations come into contact with one another and share their systems of beliefs, food traditions, and so forth. At times this has been beneficial to everyone, and at times it has come with violence and the extermination of cultural systems.

Nonetheless, it is productive to try to understand the process of globalization through the lens of global food pathways. Choosing a specific locus of study allows people to at least understand how globalization has been influenced and continues to influence the way we think about food production, distribution, and consumption. Today, scholars, activists, and interested consumers debate the meaning of food security. As William D. Schanbacher argues in The Politics of Food: The Global Conflict between Food Security and Food Sovereignty, the definitions of food security and food sovereignty are not binarily opposed—rather the methods with the common goal of feeding the world often diverge from one another. A close reading of Schanbacher’s book illustrates the complexity of these issues.4 Securing food for the most impoverished people around the world is not simply a process of providing the necessary caloric intake to survive but rather should also include reflection on the cultural significance of food for different people, different regions, and different beliefs, traditions, and practices related to food production and consumption.



Chapter 2

To begin to understand this, Chapter 2 introduces readers to important organizations and trade strategies and agreements, which have come to create the global food system we have today. In particular, organizations such as the IMF and the World Bank and the trade agreements such as those put into policy through the WTO are criticized for their failures. Although the IMF and World Bank may have ostensibly constructed global financial policies with good motives on paper, whether they actually achieved these goals is debatable. Instead, critics of these institutions have questioned whether it is time to radically reconceptualize how we think about organizing a global financial system in a way that will curb global poverty and hunger.

Thinking through different opinions on these subjects invariably ends with more philosophical reflection upon whether the economic system of capitalism itself must be put on trial. Although some scholars have argued that the time for questioning capitalism is long gone, this is not a justified ethical response. In fact, it is a categorical error inherent to the argument itself. Simply by the premise that other forms of economic systems have failed in the past, it does not logically lead to the conclusion that capitalism is the only other option. For instance, myopic critics are quick to cite the failures of communism in Russia, China, Cuba, and so forth. However, in referencing these failures, what is often overlooked is the difference between the theory of communism and its various manifestations. More accurately put, there should be a nuanced distinction between the writings of Karl Marx and fellow communist theorists and regimes such as those of Mao Zedong in China, Vladimir Lenin and Josef Stalin in Russia, and Fidel Castro in Cuba. Arguably the failures of these regimes had nothing to do with the idea of communism itself but rather the failure of these political leaders to successfully put into practice the ideals of Marx’s original thoughts.



Chapter 3

Chapter 3 introduces readers to the food sovereignty movement. It is related to the themes in Chapter 2 insofar as food sovereignty takes many different forms, which, in turn, utilize different philosophical and economic theories. Some base their strategies on different forms of communism, and some work within the capitalism system itself. While these theoretical discussions are important, the central concern for food sovereignty is to, first, protect the human right to food and then begin discussion over concrete ways for achieving them. Once this can be accomplished, we can begin to implement specific policies that will include ideas about protecting the cultural significance of food.

In direct relationship to the cultural meaning of food are the conditions under which it is produced and consumed. If global food producers—peasants, small-scale farmers, indigenous peoples, and so on—are denied the opportunity to produce their own food for their own families and communities, much is lost. Instead, these farmers are often forced to produce food simply for the demands of the global market, thus truncating their ability to enjoy their own traditional cuisines. This is not to suggest that global farmers must produce their own indigenous foods, but rather they should have an opportunity to choose to do so if they wish. The fetters of the global economy that limit these opportunities are challenged by the food sovereignty movement.



Chapter 4

Chapter 4 investigates the phenomenon of “land grabbing.” This is the process in which governments normally, but not limited to, sell land to larger farm operations or to foreign investors as a means to improve their economic (conditions). This is a somewhat difficult area of study because the people who are pushed off their lands often do not have a platform to voice their grievances about this usurpation of their lands and lifestyles. Invisible people working on family farms or through simple subsistence living do not have any clout or any bargaining power when governments decide their lands could improve their markets. Instead of negotiating with local farmers, the easy solution is to simply move in and start pushing people out of the way.

Nonetheless, the issue of land grabs is particularly important for understanding the concept of food sovereignty. Land is essential for survival, and it is imperative for small-scale and peasant farmers to have control over this vital resource. Without this security, these global farmers are undercut by the very thing that can bring about the insurance of survival. Unfortunately, as the world becomes more market driven under a faux capitalism, these global farmers are subjected to the whims of industrialized consumption practices, which, in turn, have a direct impact on whether they will be able to produce food for the survival of their families and communities. Developing countries are put between a rock and a hard place and have to decide whether to bolster their economies versus protecting the livelihoods of all of their citizens, and sometimes these two ends are at odd with each other.



Chapter 5

Chapter 5 provides an examination of one of the major controversial issues global citizens face today—namely, the ever-grown influence and expansion of agribusiness and the corporatization of the global food system. As mass-produced agriculture continues to grow, both national governments and global farmers are becoming subject to the demands of the market. In the food industries, this falls largely in the hands of large corporations, which have so much market strength that they are almost immune to international regulatory laws. These corporations can virtually operate without oversight. In developing countries, governments are often desperate for foreign investment, and inviting corporations into their countries allows them to provide more jobs, which, in turn, help to bolster their economies, even if just by a meager amount. However, when corporations are allowed to operate without much regulation, they have had a history of exploiting labor and land. They have the upper hand in most negotiations.

Areas such as export processing zones (EPZs) serve as sovereign pieces of property, which national governments have little oversight and control over. These areas are where massive cargo ships will dock to pick up payloads of fruits, vegetables, and other foods that will be transported to industrialized countries. The conditions of the laborers who have provided these foods go unnoticed. It is simply a matter of taking one commodity and transporting it to become another commodity, albeit often on the shelves of grocery stores in affluent countries. This is the beginning of the disconnect between global farmers and the food that ends up nourishing our families and friends at the dinner table. For food sovereignty, researchers and activists are increasingly focusing attention on the corporate misuse and waste of natural resources at the hands of transnational corporations (TNCs).



Chapter 6

Chapter 6 focuses on one of the most currently important issues with respect to human rights and food sovereignty. Water is a source of life that we cannot do without. Not only do we simply need it for bodily hydration but it is also necessary for the growth of food, which in turn impacts both our natural and animal ecosystems. In its three forms of vapor, liquid, and solid, water becomes significant for the clouds and moisture it creates in our skies, the eventual rain that results once this water becomes too dense, and finally the ice that is formed either over mountainous regions or in both the southern and northern poles. Occupying over 70 percent of Earth’s surface, in its different forms, it provides nourishment for animals in the oceans as well as rivers and lakes on the land. Aside from its biological importance, water can also be a source for exploration as well as human enjoyment. Humans play in the world’s ponds, fish and raft in its rivers, and occasionally, climb on top of the world’s highest mountain peaks.

Unfortunately, despite its abundance, it is one of the most threatened natural resources. Whether through pollution through the dumping of human waste into the oceans or contamination by modern industries producing harmful chemical runoff, water is increasingly under siege. As water becomes scarcer in different regions of the world, it serves as the source of political and cultural conflict. Competition over water has brought people to arms and forced many global communities to compete with powerful corporations over the use of water. Yet, all might not be lost, and many current conservationist groups are working arduously to recover what we are on the verge of losing. Chapter 6 provides a foray into many of the most pressing concerns with respect to food sovereignty and water and provides examples of what countries and communities are doing to promote conservation and protection of water. Food sovereignty researchers and activists base many of their studies and activism on the need for water sovereignty.



Chapter 7

Chapter 7 builds upon the themes and issues developed throughout the book and introduces the important role that human rights can play in how we conceptualize global food justice and food sovereignty. The issue of human rights itself is a contested term that has evolved since its modern political inception after World War II. Critics of human rights argue that they are a human-made system and therefore cannot be the foundation for understanding how we should treat both the environment and other human beings. However, this criticism is countered by many religious groups who argue that, while not explicitly phrased in terms of a “human right
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