WHAT IS THE PROBLEM WITH

‘FOOD SOVEREIGNTY’ (FS)?
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® Based on my article: ‘Food sovereignty via the

“peasant path”. A sceptical view".

Journal of Peasant Studies, 41(6): 1031-1063, 2014
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® See also my little book Class Dyncﬁ

Change, 2 ,
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® and the spe ial issue of the Journal of Agrarian Change
on Agrarian Change in Contemporary China, edited by

Carlos Oya, Jingzhong Xe and Qian Forrest Zhang,

2015
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What is ‘food sovereignty’? r1zz 2y

Food sovereignty is defined as a#EiugReEs :
‘the right of nations and peoples to con ir own food
systems, including their own own markets, ction modes,

food cultures vironments...as a critical alternative to the
dominant neol odel for agriculture and trade’.
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This conception is closely associatedwith-L.a Via Campesina

(“the peasant way’).
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Some key elements of FS: ajF=MRag—LE s

1.comprehensive attack on corporate industrialised agriculture

for its environmental and social devastations
XTI TR A BIRGE R RVIME ST S REFH T

2. restatement and extension, in conditi - contemporary

globalisation, damental claim of agrarian populism: the
social and Superiority of ‘peasant” (or ‘small-scale’)

farming, and NOW centre-stage its ecological superiority too
ESNERMMHNES PEBRFALERERRAENIERNSS @ VKRR (B
INIRRARHFR ) L. BXYLNRES (XESRHZLD ) LEBIHIE,

3. an aspiration to a new,/sustainable-and socially just world
food order, ‘reconnecting food, nature and community’
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In effect, the first and second are like thesis and
antithesis, but does the third provide a synthesis as

the way ahead for the world?
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How the argument for food sovereignty works
RH)EIXH i = AT E IR -

FS advocacy typically constructed from statements abou
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& the globagitalist agribusiness and markets etc) =

evil

2K (AAE
€ what I call “emblematic instances’ of the virtues of

‘peasant’/small-scale/ tamily’ farming as ‘capital’s

other’ = good
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‘Emblematic instances’ of individual ‘peasant’ farming (and
‘community’) - ‘capital’s other”- show us

XEERAHMEE —MARRY IR ( “$EXS MR ——
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€ How to save the planet
QRIFRFHEEK
€ How to feed its population in socially uitable and
Zmore sustainable ways.




Food sovereignty: when and why?
RHE : EFI0T ? BfdiE ?

® Key historical focus of FS analysis and prescription: in
conjuncture of ‘globalisation” since the 1970s, rise to
dominance of corporate agribusiness,
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® its ecologic quences: fossil fuel use, toxic contamination

of soils, wat d the food it produces, global warming etc.

(= industrialisation of the food system)
REESER  EETARE | SRTHE KFEIMEFNEY  SHEkE
RS (=IREAREITIML) .
€ its social consequences gdheluding the effects of trade
liberalisation for the destruction of small farmers and their

ways of farming (= capitalism versus the peasant)
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different ways of farming = agroecological

small farming
REIRHIE, = LIRS AR VR R

different ways of providing food to those who do not
grow (all) their own food, e.g. urban populations, also

many rural people
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1. Who are the subjects/agents of alternative ways of
farming? EELHE I TAIFEM ?

Defined variously in FS discourse as

BYENRNEERRNIEERERIFAE
& ‘peasants’ VI .

€ ‘poor’ peasa B SSH" /\e
& small farme I+
€ sometimes s =and medium-scale farmers
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\ peasants farmers, farm workers and indigenous communities’
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€ (most generically?) “people of the land’
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They quality as " for their
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€ sustainable farming principles and practices
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€ capacity for collective stewardship r
environme ’
EEESUN=FE

4 'peasant frugality’
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@ ‘their vision of autonomy, diversity and cooperation’
WEBZXE. ZxSaFrEE

€ knowledge and practice of ‘indigenous technologies’
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This wholly positive picture
XA B ERYEID

€ incorporates an abstraction of ’pea’onomy’ (or

‘peasant i f production”)

B XS ot (B MNREFARIV ) ERER

€ combined with ‘emblematic instances’ of “peasant’
practices
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Some of my questions about this picture
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Are all peasants the same (doing things the same way)? .
REER—FIT ? (i IBRIS Va1 2

For example: a0

@ Are there differences between * peasants all farmers’?
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sants’, and how do they differ from those

4
2 SERLE A5 BVINKRETAKXE ?
® Are there soc1a1 differences between small and medium
farmers?
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@ Do rural workers have the same social (class) character and
interests as ‘peasants’ and medium farmers (who employ

them)?RIBTASINK. ShEfEREE (BT ) EAEEHEETS
( Bek ) FSAERF=R ?




@ [f some “peasants’/small farmers practice agroecological
farming (emblematic instances) and others do not, is this a
matter of ‘choice’ or lack of choice?
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=) MEMEEIAE , B4, X2 "EE" HIE
Both possible, but when, where and why
change), requi close Investigation © conditions of
constraint a rtunity that different categories of small

farmers confre
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In turn entails consideration of ecological and market
conditions, and of the class differéntiation of small (and

medium) farmers —
Ehh , BEEFRESHHIZIIRMS | IRINKRIZE ( FIPFAEKRIGDE )
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Are all peasants the same (doing things the same
282 REE—HE (ISR RER—E ? )

My general argument: there are no “peasants‘in the world of
contemporary capitalist globalisation, be¢
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@ the ‘commedification of subsistence“in capitalism
RAENIAZR SRR i
@ the trans ation of ‘peasants’ into petty

commodity producers
INREERRR NS mEFTE
@ the consequent internalisation of commodity

relations in the reproduction of farming households
fEfS |, BmXAERAUTRNREBEFTRET
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€ inherent tendencies to class differentiation of petty
commodity production,
INEREFBRNERM RS HRTES
whether farming 1s the sole or princi of household
reproductlon or combined with other

RIS ettt o B, SRS
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*in branches of petty commodity production (including
crafts and services)

FLaI NS E N EaesEr (BFEF TR )
*and/or (most importantly) thessale -of labour power.
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€ Other closely related dynamics are the (near)
ubiquity of
Hitt—LeZ ARV ERE (JLF ) SiEfFER

€ ‘off farm’ income for all classes of ers (albeit
typically from ditferent sources, different

/

purposes, according to class) - S0
pluriac’c‘E
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rural labour markets on which much “peasant’
farming depends (bothyselling and buying labour

power)
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And peasant ‘community’? mxrE itx’ ?

® Peasant ‘community”’ is another central idea or
value in discourses of agrarian populism and
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The prix&s attributed to it include
EHERR

cooperation &fE
Reciprocity =
egalitarianism F&£X

the values of (highly) localised identity
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€ Some rural communities might come closer to

these qua

ities in certain conditions;
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logies of (‘communal’) egganism are
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Capital’s (agroecological) other and its

‘emblematic instances’
BRI ( LMAETHI ) tBEFTERT 1lZe r,

Interrogating the ‘emblematic insta ‘peasant’

agroecological farming used in FS a cy, and
several ex 1N my paper
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Three important conclusions —
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Three important conclusions

1. agroecological food farming in some cases possible
only because the major part of ho d
income/reproduction comes fron.le farming,
not least wage labour ’

EEEE, ABENS N E LR ESF ASMERH A6 , PIEE
SR RER T HIZR RERERBENRHZI , TTEETFA.

2. low-inputfarming, the agroecological ideal, is
generally also low-output, hence may achieve self-
sufficiency in household feed provision, but without

any surplus to feed others who do not farm

RAAESSERPEIEIRARIL , —RIESF=HN , Bt , SRFTLH
ERENEYESR , DeERSRUFS SR AFEIAL.




Three important conclusions

3. the big issue and constraint in low-nput farming 1s
labour productivity; in conditions wher 1gh labour
input required for agroecological farmi soil and

water cons!n works), this favours household able to

mobilise m Hour

(R AR BRI E T malEr e, LARIESS
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= usually richer households, hence reflects and contributes
to class (and gender) Differentiation

- XEFE—NREEFRS , XRRFINR T (F0E5] ) D1,




Thus my scepticism about different (“alternative’) ways of
farming.

AE , FXIAERIAHLTIC ( "BRERE ) IBFIRFE.

What about
A0 .

Differenf’ of supplying non-farmers with food

(transforming the world food system)?

I FtafIA LR R IR MEE ( XEHFIRRBF) ?




Farming and agriculture 757\

€ Farming is what farmers do and have always done - with all
the historical diversity of forms of farm production, their
social and ecological conditions and pra echnologies
and labour processes, and so on

R%#%Z‘Zﬁﬁﬁ’ﬂiﬁib— —[hSE_ ERRIIERSENEEZE | St
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& Agricultur € “agricultural sector” emerged in the period
of industrial’capitalism from the 1870s, and includes farming
together with all those economic interests, and their
specialized institutions andsactivities, ‘upstream’ and
‘downstream’” of farming that affect.the activities and
reproduction of farmers
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The effect, then, for any viable programme of ES i1s that
— even assuming that enough surplus food can be
produced by agroecological farming t n-farming
populations - there have to be ~of buying,

processing.distributing that food, ‘alternative’ to

capitalist a Siness and markets.
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FS advocates have not been able to say very much
about this ‘downstream’ side, especially:
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what kinds .rket reforms could plausibly meet

the needs o “small farmers’ and food consumers,
especially low=income consumers?

N ST AR B B VI E " MIRMIHZEE (
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And the state...? [7EF50E ?

Some key policies needed to make FS a reality:

T —EERRIBER T Bel L B AL /IIEE

B regulating international (and domesti n food
commodltles i

X EPR BEnA 2 TE
B protectin romotmg small-scale farming

(AP RNEEEANIER L A 7=
B ‘scaling up’ from the local to the national, and
R INRARMEE = AAIB A 2 =2 [ R
B subsidising both (small) fafm,incomes and consumer
prices for food sourced from small farmers
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Some experience of such policies in the modern world but no
modern state has satisfied all of them at the same time
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A further issue: some FS advocates clearly tist, hence
difficult for them consistently to call on st stablish FS

as a progra
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At the same time, they welcome enthusiastically
commitments to FS by goverfiments, largely disregarding
the near complete absence ©f any progress towards FS
SIERIRT , 1SS B AR EROT FRIAE |
MxEEEE  HNERVENITIELEZE,




ES: from project to programme?
BYMENR : NBE2TE?

My scepticism about FS centres on

TR ENNARERSEST .

1. a critique of any ‘peasant way’, of belief easants’
practising low-(external) input intensiv ng with low

labour pr(’ity, can feed current and projected world

populatio
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2. the failure of FS on the ‘downstream’ side necessary to
move forward from its bindny, of thesis and antithesis,
towards a synthesis that‘yields any viable programme of
‘transformation’.
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Moreover, this failure is intrinsic given that FS

discards crucial elements of
mER , XM ERYENAREREN , AN TEVEHIERGER (/T

HENE— —RARUBE ) |, ©2M T LARKHE
@ agrarian political economy RIVEGA |

¢ the polit,onomy of capitalism more broadly,

and y

RAEMHIBGRESTT | LA ET ZH
€ modern history
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in order to establish its thesis and especially its
antithesis: capital’s other.




This failure is particularly surprising, and
alarming, in relation to both the theeorisation and
historical investigation of th itions of
reproduction of peasantries (sm mers/petty

commodi roducers), including the lack of
S0C10eco analysis of those acclaimed for their

agroecological virtue (emblematic instances).
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