
 

"Food sovereignty" is a term coined by members of Via Campesina in 1996 
[1]

 to refer to a 

policy framework advocated by a number of farmers, peasants, pastoralists, fisherfolk, 

indigenous peoples, women, rural youth and environmental organizations, namely the claimed 

"right" of peoples to define their own food, agriculture, livestock and fisheries systems, in 

contrast to having food largely subject to international market forces. 
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[edit] Principles 

Via Campesina's seven principles of food sovereignty include: 

1. Food: A Basic Human Right. Everyone must have access to safe, nutritious and 

culturally appropriate food in sufficient quantity and quality to sustain a healthy life 

with full human dignity. Each nation should declare that access to food is a 

constitutional right and guarantee the development of the primary sector to ensure the 

concrete realization of this fundamental right. 

2. Agrarian Reform. A genuine agrarian reform is necessary which gives landless and 

farming people – especially women – ownership and control of the land they work and 

returns territories to indigenous peoples. The right to land must be free of 

discrimination the basis of gender, religion, race, social class or ideology; the land 

belongs to those who work it. 

3. Protecting Natural Resources. Food Sovereignty entails the sustainable care and use 

of natural resources, especially land, water, and seeds and livestock breeds. The 

people who work the land must have the right to practice sustainable management of 

natural resources and to conserve biodiversity free of restrictive intellectual property 

rights. This can only be done from a sound economic basis with security of tenure, 

healthy soils and reduced use of agro-chemicals. 

4. Reorganizing Food Trade. Food is first and foremost a source of nutrition and only 

secondarily an item of trade. National agricultural policies must prioritize production 

for domestic consumption and food self-sufficiency. Food imports must not displace 

local production nor depress prices. 

5. Ending the Globalization of Hunger. Food Sovereignty is undermined by 

multilateral institutions and by speculative capital. The growing control of 

multinational corporations over agricultural policies has been facilitated by the 

economic policies of multilateral organizations such as the WTO, World Bank and the 

IMF. Regulation and taxation of speculative capital and a strictly enforced Code of 

Conduct for TNCs is therefore needed. 
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6. Social Peace. Everyone has the right to be free from violence. Food must not be used 

as a weapon. Increasing levels of poverty and marginalization in the countryside, 

along with the growing oppression of ethnic minorities and indigenous populations, 

aggravate situations of injustice and hopelessness. The ongoing displacement, forced 

urbanization, repression and increasing incidence of racism of smallholder farmers 

cannot be tolerated. 

7. Democratic control. Smallholder farmers must have direct input into formulating 

agricultural policies at all levels. The United Nations and related organizations will 

have to undergo a process of democratization to enable this to become a reality. 

Everyone has the right to honest, accurate information and open and democratic 

decision-making. These rights form the basis of good governance, accountability and 

equal participation in economic, political and social life, free from all forms of 

discrimination. Rural women, in particular, must be granted direct and active 

decisionmaking on food and rural issues. 

Food sovereignty is increasingly being promoted as an alternative framework to the narrower 

concept of food security, which mostly focuses on the technical problem of providing 

adequate nutrition. For instance, a food security agenda that simply provides surplus grain to 

hungry people would probably be strongly criticised by food sovereignty advocates as just 

another form of commodity dumping, facilitating corporate penetration of foreign markets, 

undermining local food production, and possibly leading to irreversible biotech contamination 

of indigenous crops with patented varieties. U.S. taxpayer subsidized exports of Bt corn to 

Mexico since the passage of NAFTA is a case in point. 

[edit] History 

At the Forum for Food Sovereignty in Sélingué, Mali, 27 February 2007, about 500 delegates 

from more than 80 countries adopted the Declaration of Nyéléni,
[2]

 which says in part: 

Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced 

through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food 

and agriculture systems. It puts those who produce, distribute and consume food at the heart 

of food systems and policies rather than the demands of markets and corporations. It defends 

the interests and inclusion of the next generation. It offers a strategy to resist and dismantle 

the current corporate trade and food regime, and directions for food, farming, pastoral and 

fisheries systems determined by local producers. Food sovereignty prioritises local and 

national economies and markets and empowers peasant and family farmer-driven agriculture, 

artisanal fishing, pastoralist-led grazing, and food production, distribution and consumption 

based on environmental, social and economic sustainability. Food sovereignty promotes 

transparent trade that guarantees just income to all peoples and the rights of consumers to 

control their food and nutrition. It ensures that the rights to use and manage our lands, 

territories, waters, seeds, livestock and biodiversity are in the hands of those of us who 

produce food. Food sovereignty implies new social relations free of oppression and inequality 

between men and women, peoples, racial groups, social classes and generations. 

Writing in Food First's Backgrounder, fall 2003, Peter Rosset argues that "Food sovereignty 

goes beyond the concept of food security… [Food security] means that… [everyone] must 

have the certainty of having enough to eat each day[,] … but says nothing about where that 

food comes from or how it is produced." Food sovereignty includes support for smallholders 

and for collectively owned farms, fisheries, etc., rather than industrializing these sectors in a 

minimally regulated global economy. In another publication, Food First describes "food 
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sovereignty" as "a platform for rural revitalization at a global level based on equitable 

distribution of farmland and water, farmer control over seeds, and productive small-scale 

farms supplying consumers with healthy, locally grown food."
[1]

 

The preface to the ITDG publishing / FIAN paper on food sovereignty says: "The Food 

Sovereignty policy framework starts by placing the perspective and needs of the majority at 

the heart of the global food policy agenda and embraces not only the control of production 

and markets, but also the Right to Food, people’s access to and control over land, water and 

genetic resources, and the use of environmentally sustainable approaches to production. What 

emerges is a persuasive and highly political argument for refocusing the control of food 

production and consumption within democratic processes rooted in localized food systems."
[3]

 

In April 2008 the International Assessment of Agricultural Science and Technology for 

Development (IAASTD), an intergovernmental panel under the sponsorship of the United 

Nations and the Worldbank, adopted the follwing definition: "Food sovereignty is defined as 

the right of peoples and sovereign states to democratically determine their own agricultural 

and food policies."
[4]

 

In September 2008, Ecuador became the first country to enshrine food sovereignty in its 

constitution. As of late 2008, a law is in the draft stages that is expected to expand upon this 

constitutional provision by banning genetically modified organisms, protecting many areas of 

the country from extraction of non-renewable resources, and to discourage monoculture. The 

law as drafted will also protect biodiversity as collective intellectual property and recognize 

the Rights of Nature.
[5]

 

[edit] Quotes 

"Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to define their own food and agriculture; to protect 

and regulate domestic agricultural production and trade in order to achieve sustainable 

development objectives; to determine the extent to which they want to be self reliant; to 

restrict the dumping of products in their markets; and to provide local fisheries-based 

communities the priority in managing the use of and the rights to aquatic resources. Food 

sovereignty does not negate trade, but rather, it promotes the formulation of trade policies and 

practices that serve the rights of peoples to safe, healthy and ecologically sustainable 

production." 

-"Statement on Peoples' Food Sovereignty" by Via Campesina, et al. 
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[edit] External links 

 Nyéléni 2007 – Forum for Food Sovereignty, Sélingué, Mali 23-27 February 2007 

 "Statement on People's Food Sovereignty" by Via Campesina, et al. 

 War on Want's Food Sovereignty programme 

 "What is Food Sovereignty" by Family Farm Defenders 

 "FOOD SOVEREIGNTY: towards democracy in localized food systems" by Michael 

Windfuhr and Jennie Jonsén, FIAN. ITDG Publishing - working paper. 64pp. 2005. 

This paper provides information on the Food Sovereignty Policy Framework. Links to 

many key statements and documents produced over the past decade. Downloadable 

PDF available. 

 "International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty" The International 

NGO/CSO Planning Committee - IPC is a global network of NGOs/CSOs concerned 

with food sovereignty issues and programs. The IPC serves as a mechanism for 

diffusion of information on food sovereignty and food security issues. 

 Food sovereignty viewed from the south 

 Food sovereignty and rural youth (MIJARC) 
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Ernährungssouveränität 

aus Wikipedia, der freien Enzyklopädie 

Wechseln zu: Navigation, Suche 

Ernährungssouveränität bezeichnet nach dem Verständnis ihrer Befürworter das Recht aller 

Völker, Länder und Ländergruppen, ihre Landwirtschafts- und Ernährungspolitik selbst zu 

definieren. Der Begriff wurde anlässlich der Welternährungskonferenz 1996 von der 

internationalen Kleinbauern- und Landarbeiterbewegung Via Campesina geprägt, es handelt 

sich nicht um einen wissenschaftlichen Fachbegriff, sondern um ein politisches Konzept.
[1]
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Thematik [Bearbeiten] 

Leitmodell von Via Campesina ist hierbei eine kleinbäuerliche Landwirtschaft, die auf 

nachhaltige Weise vor allem Nahrung für die lokale Bevölkerung produziert. 

Selbstversorgung, lokaler und regionaler Handel sollen Vorrang vor Exporten und Welthandel 

haben. 

Zur Begründung wird auf den Umstand verwiesen, dass Hunger und Unterernährung weltweit 

hauptsächlich die Landbevölkerung treffen. Zwei Drittel der Hungernden lebten in ländlichen 

Regionen, die jedoch von der staatlichen Entwicklungszusammenarbeit und internationalen 

Institutionen wie der Weltbank kaum berücksichtigt würden. Dennoch würde weltweit die 

meiste Nahrung von rund einer Milliarde Kleinbauern, Kleinfischern, Viehhirten produziert. 

Daher müsse jedes Konzept zur nachhaltigen Sicherung der Welternährung besonderes 

Augenmerk auf diese Kleinproduzenten richten.
[2]

 

Das Konzept der Ernährungssouveränität beinhaltet Landreformen, die Achtung der Rechte 

der Bauern und Landarbeiter, die Ablehnung des Einsatzes von Gentechnik in der 

Landwirtschaft, den Schutz von Kleinbauern vor billigen Importen (Dumping) und soziale 

Gerechtigkeit. Oft wird dieses Konzept zusammengefasst in den Worten „Brot, Land und 

Freiheit―. 

Ernährungssouveränität kann, muss jedoch nicht gleichbedeutend sein mit der Autarkie eines 

Landes oder Volkes. 

Zu den Vertretern des Konzepts der Ernährungssouveränität zählen zahlreiche nichtstaatliche 

Organisationen wie Via Campesina, die brasilianische Landlosenbewegung MST, die 

MIJARC (Internationale Katholische Land- und Bauernjugendbewegung) oder die 

Menschenrechtsorganisation FIAN. Eine prominente Unterstützerin der 

Ernährungssouveränität ist die indische Aktivistin Vandana Shiva. Venezuela, Nepal und 

Senegal haben das Konzept der Ernährungssouveränität in ihren Verfassungen verankert, auch 

Mali plant dies zu tun. In Bolivien bestehen ebenfalls Bestrebungen, die 

Ernährungssouveränität in der geplanten neuen Verfassung festzuschreiben
[3]

. 

Vom 23. bis zum 27. Februar 2007 fand in Mali das erste Weltforum für 

Ernährungssouveränität statt. Teilnehmer waren über 500 Personen aus achtzig Ländern, die 

nach Vorgabe des Organisationskomitees die verschiedenen Kontinente und 

Interessengruppen gerecht repräsentierten. Am 27. Februar verabschiedeten sie in Nyéléni, 

einem eigens für das Forum erbauten Dorf, die Deklaration von Nyéléni.
[4]

 

Ein gegensätzliches Konzept setzt dagegen auf eine Einbindung in den Weltmarkt, auf 

Wirtschaftswachstum und die Marktkräfte zur Bekämpfung der Armut und betrachtet das 

Konzept der Ernährungssouveränität als „rückständig―. 
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Kategorien: Ernährung | Agrarpolitik 

W H O  W E  A R E  

The International NGO/CSO Planning Committee - IPC is a global network of 
NGOs/CSOs concerned with food sovereignty issues and programs. It includes social 
organizations representing small farmers, fisher folk, indigenous peoples, 
agricultural workers' trade unions; sub-regional/regional NGOs/CSOs which act as 
regional focal points; and NGO networks with particular expertise and a long 
history of lobbying and action and advocacy on issues related to food sovereignty 
and agriculture, which act as thematic focal points.  
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Many of these civil society actors have been engaged 
in global networking on these issues since the time of 
the NGO Forum organized in parallel to the World 
Food Summit (WFS) of 1996. The WFS was the most 
important international conference on the '90s 
focusing specifically on food security and, as such, it 
gave expression to one of the Millenium Development 
Goals (MDGs), which now provide a basis for the 
international community's development agenda. 

Thanks to a process which has developed over the past seven years, these 
NGOs/CSOs have increasingly achieved an effective presence in the work of 
relevant international organizations on a platform of food sovereignty, right to 
food, and food sovereignty. The two NGO/CSO Fora organized in Rome in 1996 and 
2002 in parallel to the WFS and the WFS:fyl, based on the principles of civil society 
self-organization and autonomy, have made a particularly important contribution 
to strengthening civil society networking and impact. 

The process of organization for the 2002 Forum, which benefited from the support 
of the FAO, involved thematic reflection and decentralized discussions at national 
and regional levels over a period of two and a half years. It has led to the 
development of an innovative mechanism for interaction on issues of food 
sovereignty between the NGOs/CSOs and social movements, on the one hand, and, 
on the other, governments and international institutions. Particular attention has 
been given to FAO initially. This was due to need to mobilize for the WFS:fyl and in 
view of FAO's role within the UN system as focal point for food sovereignty in the 
follow-up to the WFS and the implementation of the MDGs. 

Other international organizations targeted in the 
recommendations of the 2002 NGO/CSO Forum for Food 
Sovereignty include IFAD, WFP, the World Bank and the 
WTO. At the same time, the decentralized process of debate 
over many months which culminated in the Forum helped 
NGOs/CSOs to engage - often for the first time - in debate 
on food sovereignty issues with their governments at 
national, sub-regional and regional levels. 

The IPC is not a centralized structure claiming to represent 
its members. Instead, its legitimacy is based on its ability to 
bring to the attention of its interlocutors the concerns and 

the battles which a broad diversity of civil society organizations are conducting 
daily in their field work and their advocacy at local, regional and global levels. It 
serves as a mechanism for diffusion of information and training on issues regarding 
food sovereignty and food sovereignty. It promotes fora in which NGOs/CSOs and 
social movements involved in food and agriculture issues can debate, articulate 
their positions and build their relationships at national, regional and global levels. 
It reinforces the effectiveness of civil society lobbying by strengthening their 
capacities for analysis and alliances. It facilitates dialogue and debate between 
civil society actors, governments and other stakeholders at all levels. 
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What Does Food Sovereignty Look Like? 
   

The common principle of food sovereignty movements worldwide is the right to democratic 

participation in the food system. But a prerequisite for realising this right is a ‘moral 

universalism’ that may sit uncomfortably with its advocates, writes Raj Patel.  

This article is an introduction for the Grassroots Voices section of the Journal of Peasant 

Studies, Volume 36, Issue 3. The full edition, entitled 'Food Sovereignty', can be accessed 

here.  
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There is, among those who use the term, a strong sense that while 'food sovereignty' might be 

hard to define, it is the sort of thing one knows when one sees. This is a little unsatisfactory, 

and this section marks an attempt to put a little more flesh on the concept's bones, beyond the 

widely agreed notion that food sovereignty isn't what we have at the moment. Before 

introducing the papers that make up the rest of this section, it is worth looking at the 

etymology of the term 'food sovereignty'.  

It is, admittedly, the first instinct of an uninspired scholar to head toward definitions. I have, 

far more frequently than I'd care to remember, plundered the Oxford English Dictionary for 

an authoritative statement of terms against which I then tilted. The problem with food 

sovereignty is, however, a reverse one. Food sovereignty is, if anything, over defined. There 

are so many versions of the concept, it is hard to know exactly what it means. The 

proliferation of overlapping definitions is, however, a symptom of food sovereignty itself, 

woven into the fabric of food sovereignty by necessity. Since food sovereignty is a call for 

peoples' rights to shape and craft food policy, it can hardly be surprising that this right is not 

used to explore and expand the covering political philosophy. The result of this exploration 

has sometimes muddled and masked some difficult contradictions within the notion of food 

sovereignty, and these are contradictions worth exploring.  

Before going into those definitions and contradictions, though, it is worth contrasting food 

sovereignty with the concept against which it has traditionally been ranged - food security. 

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) has done a fine job of 

tracking the evolution of 'food security' (see FAO 2003), but it is useful to be reminded that 

the first official definition in 1974 of 'food security' was  

"the availability at all times of adequate world food supplies of basic foodstuffs to sustain a 

steady expansion of food consumption and to offset fluctuations in production and prices. 
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mailto:a.ferrante@aiab.it
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(United Nations 1975 cited in FAO 2003)"  

The utility of the term in 1974 derived from its political economic context, in the midst of the 

Sahelian famine, at the zenith of demands for a New International Economic Order, and the 

peak of Third Worldist power, which had already succeeded in establishing the United 

Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) as a bastion of commodity price 

stabilisation (Rajagopal 2000). In such a context, when states were the sole authors of the 

definition, and when there was a technocratic faith in the ability of states to redistribute 

resources if the resources could only be made available, it made sense to talk about sufficient 

world supplies, and for the primary concern of the term's authors to lie in price stabilisation. 

Compare the language and priorities reflected in the early 1970s definition to this more recent 

one:  

"Food security [is] a situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social 

and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and 

food preferences for an active and healthy life." (FAO 2001 cited in FAO 2003)  

The source for this definition was The State of Food Insecurity 2001, and herein lies some of 

the tale in the widening gyre of 'food security'. The definition in 2001 was altogether more 

sweeping. While it marked the success of activists and the NGO and policymaking 

community to both enlarge the community of authors of such statements to include non-state 

actors and to shift the discussion away from production issues toward broader social concerns, 

it was also an intervention in a very different world and series of debates. No longer was there 

a Non-Aligned Movement. Nor was there, at least in the world of state-level diplomacy, the 

possibility of an alternative to US-style neoliberal capitalism. It was an intervention at a time 

when neoliberal triumphalism could be seen in the break away from a commitment to the full 

meeting of human rights, to the watered down Millennium Development Goals, which 

provided, under the mantle of 'realistically achievable goals', a much more elastic time frame 

for the achievement of goals that were intended by the authors of such goals to be delivered 

with all due haste. The early 2000s was also a time when the institutions originally created to 

fight hunger, such as the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, were 

looking increasingly irrelevant and cosmetic in the decision making around hunger policy. 

The expansion of the definition of food security in 2001, in other words, was both a cause and 

consequence of its increasing irrelevance as a guiding concept in the shaping of international 

food production and consumption priorities.  

While harsh, this assessment is not unreasonable. The terms on which food is, or is not, made 

available by the international community has been taken away from institutions that might be 

oriented by concerns of 'food security', and given to the market, which is guided by an 

altogether different calculus. It is, then, possible to tell a coherent story of the evolution of 

'food security' by using the term as a mirror of international political economy. But that story 

is not one in which capital is dominant -'food security' moved from being simply about 

producing and distributing food, to a whole nexus of concerns around nutrition, social control, 

and public health. In no small part, that broadening was a direct result of the leadership taken 

by Via Campesina to introduce at the World Food Summit in 1996 the idea of 'food 

sovereignty', a term that was very specifically intended as a foil to the prevailing notions of 

food security. The understanding of food security in 1996, as reflected in the declaration of 

the UN World Food Summit, was this:  

"Food security, at the individual, household, national, regional and global levels [is achieved] 

when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and 



nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life." 

(FAO 19962003) cited in FAO  

Critically, the definition of food security avoided discussing the social control of the food 

system. As far as the terms of food security go, it is entirely possible for people to be food 

secure in prison or under a dictatorship. From a state perspective, the absence of specification 

about how food security should come about was diplomatic good sense - to introduce 

language that committed member states to particular internal political arrangements would 

have made the task of agreeing on a definition considerably more difficult. But having been at 

the whip end of structural adjustment and other policies that had had the effect of 

'depeasantising' rural areas under the banner of increasing food security by increasing 

efficiency (Araghi 1995), Via Campesina's position was that a discussion of internal political 

arrangements was a necessary part of the substance of food security. Indeed, food sovereignty 

was declared a logical precondition for the existence of food security:  

"Long-term food security depends on those who produce food and care for the natural 

environment. As the stewards of food producing resources we hold the following principles as 

the necessary foundation for achieving food security. … Food is a basic human right. This 

right can only be realized in a system where food sovereignty is guaranteed. Food sovereignty 

is the right of each nation to maintain and develop its own capacity to produce its basic foods 

respecting cultural and productive diversity. We have the right to produce our own food in our 

own territory. Food sovereignty is a precondition to genuine food security." (Via Campesina 

1996; emphasis added)  

To raise questions about the context of food security, and therefore to pose questions about 

the relations of power that characterise decisions about how food security should be attained, 

was shrewd. The first exposition of food sovereignty recognised this ab initio, that the power 

politics of the food system needed very explicitly to feature in the discussion. In the context of 

an international meeting, at a time of unquestioned US hegemony, and given states' reluctance 

to discuss the means through which food security was to be achieved, it made sense to deploy 

language to which states had already committed themselves. Thus, the language of food 

sovereignty inserts itself into international discourse by making claims on rights and 

democracy, the cornerstones of liberal governance.  

Big Tents and Rights-Talk  

The outlines of food sovereignty have been well rehearsed elsewhere (McMichael 2008, 

Rosset 2003, Windfuhr and Jonsén 2005). The common denominator in these accounts is the 

notion that the politics of food security is something that requires direct democratic 

participation, an end to the dumping of food and the wider use of food as a weapon of policy, 

comprehensive agrarian reform, and a respect for life, seed, and land. But as the exponents of 

food sovereignty, myself included, have begun to explore what this might mean, things have 

started to look increasingly odd. The term has changed over time, just like 'food security', but 

while it is possible to write an account of the evolution of 'food security' with reference to 

changing international politics, it is much harder to make coherent the changes with 'food 

sovereignty'. From the core of the 1996 definition, italicised above, consider this one, written 

six years later:  

"Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to define their own food and agriculture; to protect 

and regulate domestic agricultural production and trade in order to achieve sustainable 

development objectives; to determine the extent to which they want to be self reliant; to 



restrict the dumping of products in their markets; and to provide local fisheries-based 

communities the priority in managing the use of and the rights to aquatic resources. Food 

sovereignty does not negate trade, but rather, it promotes the formulation of trade policies and 

practices that serve the rights of peoples to safe, healthy and ecologically sustainable 

production." (Peoples Food Sovereignty Network 2002)  

It is a cautious definition, talking about the right to define food policy, sensitive to the 

question of whether trade might belong in a world with food sovereignty. Perhaps most 

clearly, it is a definition written in committee. The diversity of opinions, positions, issues, and 

politics bursts through in the text - from the broad need for sustainable development 

objectives to the specific needs of fishing villages to manage aquatic resources. This is an 

important strength. Food sovereignty is a big tent, and the definition reflects that very well 

indeed.  

The idea of a 'big tent' politics is that disparate groups can recognise themselves in the 

enunciation of a particular programme. But at the core of this programme needs to lay an 

internally consistent set of ideas.1 It is a core that has never fully been made explicit, which 

might explain why in more recent definitions of food sovereignty, increasing levels of 

inconsistency can be found. Consider this statement, from Via Campesina's Nyéléni 

Declaration, reprinted in full later in this section:  

"Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced 

through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food 

and agriculture systems. It puts those who produce, distribute and consume food at the heart 

of food systems and policies rather than the demands of markets and corporations. It defends 

the interests and inclusion of the next generation. It offers a strategy to resist and dismantle 

the current corporate trade and food regime, and directions for food, farming, pastoral and 

fisheries systems determined by local producers. Food sovereignty prioritises local and 

national economies and markets and empowers peasant and family farmer-driven agriculture, 

artisanal fishing, pastoralist-led grazing, and food production, distribution and consumption 

based on environmental, social and economic sustainability. Food sovereignty promotes 

transparent trade that guarantees just income to all peoples and the rights of consumers to 

control their food and nutrition. It ensures that the rights to use and manage our lands, 

territories, waters, seeds, livestock and biodiversity are in the hands of those of us who 

produce food. Food sovereignty implies new social relations free of oppression and inequality 

between men and women, peoples, racial groups, social classes and generations." (Via 

Campesina 2007)  

The contradictions in this are a little more fatal.2 The phrase 'those who produce, distribute 

and consume food' refers, unfortunately, to everyone, including the transnational corporations 

rejected in the second half of the sentence. There is also a glossing-over of one of the key 

distinctions in agrarian capitalism - that between farm owner and farmworker. To harmonise 

these two groups' interests is a far less tractable effort than the authors of the declaration 

might hope. Finally, but perhaps most contradictory, is the emphasis of 'new social relations' 

in the same paragraph as family farming, when the family is one of the oldest factories for 

patriarchy.  

There are, of course, ways to smooth out some of these wrinkles - one might interpret 'those 

who produce, distribute and consume food' as natural rather than legal people. Corporations 

are not flesh and blood, and while they might be given equal rights as humans, there are 

growing calls for the privilege to be revoked (Bakan 2004). Even if one accepts this 



definitional footwork, we remain with the problem that even between human producers and 

consumers in the food system, power and control over the means of production is 

systematically unevenly distributed.  

One way to balance these disparities is through the explicit introduction of rights-based 

language. To talk of a right to shape food policy is to contrast it with a privilege. The modern 

food system has been architected by a handful of privileged people. Food sovereignty insists 

that this is illegitimate, because the design of our social system is not the privilege of the few, 

but the right of all. By summoning this language, food sovereignty demands that such rights 

be respected, protected, and fulfilled, as evinced through twin obligations of conduct and 

result (Balakrishnan and Elson 2008). It offers a way of fencing off particular entitlements, by 

setting up systems of duty and obligation.  

Hannah Arendt and the Right to Have Rights  

Hannah Arendt is perhaps the most appropriate theorist to bring to bear here, not least because 

in her Origins of Totalitarianism, she makes an observation about rights strikingly similar to 

those motivating food sovereignty:  

"... people deprived of human rights ... are deprived, not of the right freedom, but of the right 

to action, not of the right to think whatever they please, but of the right to opinion. ... We 

become aware of the existence of a right to have rights (and that means to live in a framework 

where one is judged by one's actions and opinions) and a right to belong to some kind of 

organized community, only when millions of people emerge who had lost and could not 

regain these rights because of the new global political situation." (Arendt 1967, 177)  

Although referring to European Jewish refugees in the wake of World War II, her argument 

about how humans are rendered unable to effect change in the world around them by being 

excised from the state could also describe the contemporary context of food politics. Well, 

perhaps with the caveat that the political situation has never been favourable to those who 

produce food - its new global context merely compounds a millennia-old disenfranchisement.  

But despite its apparent applicability, the language of rights does not come cheap, and it might 

not be well suited to the idea of food sovereignty. Central to the idea of rights is the idea that a 

state is ultimately responsible for guaranteeing the rights over its territory, because it is 

sovereign over it. As I have written elsewhere (Patel 2006), this understanding of the agency 

required for rights to proceed is something that Jeremy Bentham (2002, 330) has put rather 

directly: 'Natural rights is simple nonsense: natural and imprescriptible rights, rhetorical 

nonsense, - nonsense upon stilts'. The argument that Bentham makes is simple - rights cannot 

be summoned out of thin air. For rights to mean anything at all, they need a guarantor, 

responsible for implementing a concomitant system of duties and obligations. Bentham, in 

other words, was pointing out that the mere declaration of a right does not mean that it is 

met - in his far more elegant terms, 'wants are not means; hunger is not bread' (Bentham 2002, 

330).  

I have also argued elsewhere that one of the most radical moments in the definition of food 

sovereignty is the layering of different jurisdictions over which rights can be exercised. When 

the call is for, variously, nations, peoples, regions, and states to craft their own agrarian 

policy, there is a concomitant call for spaces of sovereignty. Food sovereignty has its own 

geographies, one determined by specific histories and contours of resistance. To demand a 

space of food sovereignty is to demand specific arrangements to govern territory and space. 



At the end of the day, the power of rights-talk is that rights imply a particular burden on a 

specified entity - the state. In blowing apart the notion that the state has a paramount 

authority, by pointing to the multivalent hierarchies of power and control that exist within the 

world food system, food sovereignty paradoxically displaces one sovereign, but remains silent 

about the others. To talk of a right to anything, after all, summons up a number of 

preconditions which food sovereignty, because of its radical character, undermines.  

That there might be, in breach of Westphalian notions of state sovereignty, a class of people 

who were not covered by the territory of the state was a concern that troubled Arendt. Hence 

her analytical (and personal) interest in refugees, people stripped of nation-state membership, 

and people who were thus denied the ability to call on a state government's power to deliver 

and protect their rights. Yet, as Bentham suggests, talk of rights that exist simply because one 

is human, as Arendt argues for, is talk without substance. For who will guarantee the rights, 

for example, of those without a country? Who, for instance, guarantees the human rights of 

Palestinians, a people with a nation but no state?  

Building on Arendt's work, Seyla Benhabib offers one of the more thoughtful extensions of 

the idea of human rights, in the tradition of Habermas. Benhabib discusses the notion of a 

'right to rights' helpfully (Benhabib 2002). Without rehearsing her arguments, she ultimately 

makes the case for a Kantian politics of cosmopolitan federalism and moral universalism 

(Benhabib 2004). It is useful to see that the ideas of multiple 'democratic attachments' 

(Benhabib's term) can be attached to a longer tradition of political theory. But while 

expanding the conceptual resources available to discuss the existence of multiple and 

competing sovereignties, the Kantian call for cosmopolitan federalism and moral universalism 

looks very different under Benhabib's interpretation than advocates of food sovereignty might 

wish.  

For Benhabib, a good if imperfect working example of the kind of multiple and overlapping 

juridical sovereignties that are necessary to deal with the new political conjuncture is the 

European Union (Benhabib 2005). Within the EU, a citizen can appeal to government at 

municipal, regional, national, and Europe-wide levels, with each successive level trumping 

the ones below it. And, indeed, this looks like a very un-Westphalian system of rights 

provision. The cosmopolitan federalism element, with overlapping geographies over which 

one might claim rights, looks familiar in the definitions of food sovereignty.  

But there is a problem. The European Union, despite its multi-faceted sovereignties, is not a 

place characterised by food sovereignty. Although, compared with the United States, it offers 

comparatively better prospects for small-scale farmers, its Common Agricultural Policy is the 

subject of scathing critique from within Europe by members of Via Campesina. Such 

subsidies that do reach small scale farmers are crumbs from the table of a larger division of 

spoils between agribusinesses, and the fact that such crumbs are more plentiful in the EU than 

elsewhere does not, according to La Via Campesina, signal a democratic or accountable 

system.  

This is clearest in looking at the EU's Economic Partnership Arrangements, which violate the 

basic terms of food sovereignty in the Global South. This suggests that it is insufficient to 

consider only the structures that might guarantee the rights that constitute food sovereignty - it 

is also vital to consider the substantive policies, process, and politics that go to make up food 

sovereignty. In other words, a simple appeal to rights-talk cannot avoid tough questions 

around the substance and priority of those rights. In other words, while food sovereignty 

might be achieved through cosmopolitan federalism, if we are to understand what it looks 



like, we will need also to look at the second part of Benhabib's dyad - to moral universalism. 

Food sovereignty's multiple geographies have, despite their variety, a few core principles -

 and they are ones that derive from the politics through which Via Campesina was forged.  

The Trace of Partial Universality in Via Campesina  

The history of Via Campesina has been well documented elsewhere (Desmarais 2007), but 

one of the central features that characterises the organisation is the in-principle absence of a 

policy-making secretariat. Integral to the functioning of Via Campesina is the absence of a 

sovereign authority dictating what any member organisation or country can do. This suspicion 

of policies imposed from above is unsurprising within Via Campesina, an organisation forged 

in resistance to autocratic and unaccountable policy making, largely carried out by the World 

Bank together with local elites. Yet no organisation can be a part of Via Campesina without 

subscribing to the organisation's principles. These principles provide the preconditions for 

participation in Via Campesina's politics, and it is not surprising that the principles should 

find their analogue in the definition of food sovereignty. Another return to the definitions 

shows that there are a number of preconditions before food sovereignty can be achieved. Bear 

in mind, of course, that food sovereignty itself is a precondition for food security. Yet before 

any of this can be attained, there are a number of non-negotiable elements, preconditions, if 

you will, for the preconditions for food security to exist.  

The Nyéléni Declaration suggests that there are a range of conditions that are necessary for 

food sovereignty to obtain, such as a living wage, tenure security and security of housing, 

cultural rights, and an end to the dumping of goods below the cost of production, disaster 

capitalism (Klein 2007), colonialism, imperialism, and Genetically Modified Organisms 

(GMOs), in the service of a future where, among other things, 'agrarian reform revitalises 

inter-dependence between consumers and producers' (Via Campesina 2007). Specifically, 

these changes include a commitment to women's rights, not merely over property but over a 

full spectrum of social, physical and economic goods.  

It is here, I suggest, that we can use a feminist analysis to open a discussion around food 

sovereignty, specifically around the prioritisation of rights. Under neoliberalism, as Monsalve 

evocatively suggests (2006, 187), women's rights have become a Trojan Horse; the project of 

'giving rights to women' has been conscripted to spread a particular economic agenda founded 

on the primacy of individual private property rights. Other rights, such as those to education, 

healthcare, social assistance, and public investment derive, if at all, as rights secondary to 

individual private property. While women's rights to property are unarguably important, the 

attainment of these rights cannot be understood as a sufficient means to 'level the playing field 

for women'- in a country with equal rights to property for all, the fact that some have more 

resources than others, and therefore are able to command more property than others, reflects 

underlying, and persistent, inequalities in power that make the ability to trade property much 

less substantive than its neoliberal promoters would argue. This is no mere armchair 

theorising on my part. These conclusions were reached independently by members of Via 

Campesina at their fifth international conference in Maputo in 2008, at which a new slogan 

emerged: 'food sovereignty is about an end to violence against women'.  

This base inequality in power is one that food sovereignty, sometimes explicitly, seeks to 

address. And it is here, in challenging deep inequalities of power, that I argue we see the core 

of food sovereignty. There is, at the heart of food sovereignty, a radical egalitarianism in the 

call for a multi-faceted series of 'democratic attachments'. Claims around food sovereignty 

address the need for social change such that the capacity to shape food policy can be 



exercised at all appropriate levels. To make those rights substantive requires more than a 

sophisticated series of juridical sovereignties. To make the right to shape food policy 

meaningful is to require that everyone be able substantively to engage with those policies. But 

the prerequisites for this are a society in which the equality-distorting effects of sexism, 

patriarchy, racism, and class power have been eradicated. Activities that instantiate this kind 

of radical 'moral universalism' are the necessary precursor to the formal 'cosmopolitan 

federalism' that the language of rights summons. And it is by these activities that we shall 

know food sovereignty.  

Conclusion  

The canvas on which inequalities of power need to be tackled is vast. It might be argued that 

in taking this aggressively egalitarian view, I have opened up the project of food sovereignty 

so wide that it becomes everything and nothing. In my defence, I would like to call on the 

Tanzanian political theorist, lawyer, and activist, Issa Shivji. In Not Yet Democracy (1998), 

his brilliant analysis of land reform in Tanzania, he addresses the question of what it will take 

for Tanzania to become a fully functioning democracy.  

He sees land reform as one of the central issues, and argues forcefully that for the franchise to 

be meaningful, resources need to be distributed as equally as the right to vote. In a poignant 

introduction to the book, he talks about how his daughters will grow up in a country that 

contains only the most cosmetic features of democracy, and that their ability to be full and 

active citizens will be circumscribed, because of the government's refusal to address the tough 

questions of resource distribution. Shivji's point is one that applies to the logic of food 

sovereignty, because both he and food sovereignty advocates are concerned, at the end of the 

day, with democracy. Egalitarianism, then, is not something that happens as a consequence of 

the politics of food sovereignty. It is a prerequisite to have the democratic conversation about 

food policy in the first place.  

In taking this line, it looks like I am violating the first rule of food sovereignty. The genesis of 

the concept was designed precisely to prevent the kind of pinning-down of interpretation that 

I attempt in this essay. But my interpretation does not pre-empt others, nor does it set in stone 

a particular political programme. In making my interpretation, I am merely identifying and 

making explicit some of the commitments that are already implicit in the definition of food 

sovereignty. If we talk about food sovereignty, we talk about rights, and if we do that, we 

must talk about ways to ensure that those rights are met, across a range of geographies, by 

everyone, in substantive and meaningful ways. In taking this line, I am clear that I come down 

on one side of a broader series of debates on the tension between individual and collective 

human rights, arguing that in cases where group rights threaten individual ones, individual 

ones ought to trump.  

This is not likely to be an interpretation that goes down agreeably among all stakeholders. In 

taking this egalitarianism seriously, several important social relations need to be addressed. 

Via Campesina has already identified the home as one such locus of social relations; what else 

can it mean when food sovereignty calls for women's rights to be respected than that the 

patriarchal traditions that characterise every household and every culture must, without 

exception, undergo transformation. The relations between farmers and farmworkers, too, are 

ones that are characterised by structural inequalities in power. Quite how Via Campesina 

members address this is not my place to say, and that is as well, because I am very far from 

sure about the answer. But the fact that the question needs to be addressed is, to my mind, 

clear. Although the individual democratic movements within Via Campesina come at these 



issues from different starting points, traditions, and politics, it seems to me that the questions 

about power, complicity, and the profundity of a commitment to egalitarianism are ones that, 

by dint of their commitment to food sovereignty, the movements will ultimately have to 

address.  

It is a challenge, as the papers in this special Grassroots Voices section demonstrate, that 

many have already taken up. To begin the discussion, we reproduce the Nyéléni Declaration 

on Food Sovereignty, which is followed by Hannah Wittman's interview with Paul Nicholson, 

one of the leading thinkers in Via Campesina. In this dialogue, Nicholson explains the 

philosophy of food sovereignty, strongly emphasising its democratic, procedural character. 

Food sovereignty is not something that can be forged by one person alone, nor, as Nicholson 

notes, can it be brought about exclusively by peasants, particularly in contexts where peasants 

form the political and social minority. This is explored further by Christina Schiavoni's 

account both of the Nyéléni Forum and the applications of food sovereignty not in rural 

Africa, but in urban New York City. Asking activists and workers in a range of community 

gardens about food sovereignty, she points to the rich potential that food sovereignty has for 

urban contexts in the Global North.  

Marcia Ishii-Eiteman adds further nuance and scope to food sovereignty by showing how a 

group of natural and social scientists who were tasked with tackling the future of global 

agriculture arrived at conclusions strikingly similar to those articulated by the peasants at the 

Nyéléni Forum. In recognising the ecological costs of industrial farming and the need for 

locally flexible policy in order to tackle future food crises, the International Agricultural 

Assessment of Knowledge, Science, and Technology for Development offers a rich and 

valuable complement to the political foundations of food sovereignty built by peasant groups.  

Finally, Rodgers Msachi, Laifolo Dakishoni, and Rachel Bezner Kerr present a concrete case 

study of moves toward food sovereignty in Malawi. The report of their experiences in 

developing the Soils, Food, and Healthy Communities project in northern Malawi shows the 

extent to which food sovereignty is simultaneously about farming technology, democratic 

policymaking, public health, the environment, and gender, but also how the process of 

increasing food sovereignty is integral to its achievement. Together, these papers offer 

practical wisdom and analysis from activists in North America, Europe, and Africa, reminding 

us of the past contributions to justice and food sovereignty, as well as of the contributions that 

are yet to come, from the world's most organic intellectuals.  
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