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The Political Economy of Food Systems and Food Democracy

7 billion people, almost 1 billion are hungry - less than average 2400 Kcal / day 

One child out of three is stunted, with fewer opportunities for full physical and 
mental development : 186 million children below 5 years of age

Malnutrition explains 35% of deaths of children below 5 years of age, 3,1 million 
children die each year from malnutrition

This is not a technical question, it is a political question -
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Social impacts: ‘bigness’ 
and economies of scale

rewarded, depopulation of 
rural areas, weak bargaining
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workers
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Cheap energy
and no cost

internalization

Environmental 
impacts: GHG 

emissions, erosion of 
genetic diversity, soil 
and water pollution

Public health:
‘cheap calories’ as a 
substitute for social 
policies; obesity and 

related NCDs

Economies of 
scale, large 
mechanised

monocultures
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WHAT ARE THE OBSTACLES TO REFORM?

Three interdependencies: systemic, chain-wide, 
and multiscale
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Socio-political

- Veto power of powerful actors

- « Feeding the world » narratives and 
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- Measures of success

- « Garbage can » logic of political
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- Unwillingness of the elites to make
healthy foods affordable by reducing
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Source: T Lang M Heasman (2015) Food Wars. Abingdon: Routledge 2nd edition
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Industrialization/Urbanizat
ion/Globalization / ∆ 

family dynamics/ mass 
media,

Technological 
shifts in 

production and 
recreation

Technological 
shifts in production 
and processing of 
food

Poverty and 
inequity

↓ Prices for high caloric 
density food  and low 
nutritional value and 

sweetened beverages ↑ 
price/calorie healthy food

↓Time for cooking 
and meals

Sedentary 
environment/

Community/school/wo
rk/home

↑ Availability and 
access to processed 
food  , with high caloric 

density and high calorie 
drinks and ↓ availability 
and access to potable 

water and healthful 
food

Poor market infrastructure 
and potable water access

Loss of traditional 
foodways No effective strategy to 

teach about healthful food 
and physical activity

Low quality and 
access to health 
and sanitation 

services

Psychosocial 
factors

↑ Energy uptake:
↑ energy density of foods (↑sugars, refined carbohydrates,   
Fats and↓ fiber);  ↑ sugary beverages; 
↑ frequency of meals↑ portion size

↓ Physical Activity
Work, transportation, 

recreation (sedentariness)

Obesity

↑Energy uptake
Genetic and epigenetic factorsGenetic and epigenetic factors

↑ Chronic diseases

Positive energy balance
↓Energy use

Macro Policies:
Agriculture, trade, 
fiscal policies, 
educational policies

Inadequate legal 
and regulatory 

framework for State 
intervention

Determinants of Obesity: conceptual framework and scientific evidence. 
(adapted from Juan Angel Rivera Dommarco, Otilia Perichart Perera, Jessica Moreno Saracho)
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According to USDA, the estimated annual medical cost of obesity in the U.S. was 
$147 billion in 2008 U.S. dollars; the medical costs for people who are obese were 
$1,429 higher than those of normal weight. The American Diabetes Association 
released new research on March 6, 2013 estimating the total costs of diagnosed 
diabetes have risen to $245 billion in 2012 from $174 billion in 2007, a 41 percent 
increase over a five year period (taking into account losses of labor productivity (20 
billion), absenteeism (5 billion) and reduced life expectancy or reduced QALYs 
(quality adjusted life years) (cost of inability to work due to diabetes-related 
disability: 20 billion) ) . 
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UNLOCKING FOOD SYSTEMS?

Politics as a driver of change
Green capitalism
Sociodiversity and alternative food networks
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Politics : an easy prey for capture by interest groups

Source: Gilens & Page, Perspectives on Politics, 12(3) (Sept. 2014): 564-581
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Politics : an easy prey for capture by interest groups
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The theory of self-determination

(R. Ryan and E. Deci, 2000)
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Intrinsic
motivations: 
convictions, 

values

Extrinsic
motivations: 
penalties, 
rewards, 

injunctions

What is striking? 1° Don’t address the structural causes, 2° Relies on CBA but 
does not ask about social acceptability nor about political feasibility, and 3° are 
interventions largely “external” (influencing behavior from outside) rather than aimed 
at changing motivations “intrinsically”
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PATHWAYS FOR FOOD SYSTEMS REFORM

Politics as a driver of change
Green capitalism
Sociodiversity and alternative food networks
Hybrid solutions
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Does CSR pay? 

Framework for firms' decision to engage in/abstain from CSR. Source: Hartmann, M. 
(2011). Corporate Social Responsibility in the Food Sector. Eur. Rev. Agric. Econ. 38 
(3): 297-324.
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Structural limits to sustainable development through CSR
1. Financialization of the economy
2. Incentives / reward schemes for CEOs
3. Global competition as an “iron cage”
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PATHWAYS FOR FOOD SYSTEMS REFORM

Politics as a driver of change
Green capitalism
Sociodiversity and alternative food networks
Hybrid solutions
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Combining advocacy and 
social innovations: 
sociodiversity in the service 
of sustainable food systems

- Community-supported
agriculture

- Short food chains
- Urban agriculture
- Collective vegetable gardens
- Social groceries
- Transition initiatives
- Lebensmittelretter
- Incredible edibles

The Political Economy of Food Systems and Food Democracy
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The limits of the “multi-level perspective”

1. Ambiguity about “landscape” (ex globalization of food chains, emergence of 
sustainable development concerns, link between food and energy markets…)

2. “The” food regime – result of co-evolution, leading to a stable equilibrium, and 
coopting innovations

3. The predominant role of the State and the market in regime change: a limited role for 
empowerment and for role-shifting
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- Lebensmittelretter
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2. “The” food regime – result of co-evolution, leading to a stable equilibrium, and 
coopting innovations

3. The predominant role of the State and the market in regime change: a limited role for 
empowerment and for role-shifting



20

Social innovations in the service of sustainable food systems

The Political Economy of Food Systems and Food Democracy

O. De Schutter - Food Ethics Council 20th anniversary - London, 20 June 2018



21

Social innovations in the service of sustainable food systems

The Political Economy of Food Systems and Food Democracy

O. De Schutter - Food Ethics Council 20th anniversary - London, 20 June 2018



22

Social innovations in the service of sustainable food systems

The Political Economy of Food Systems and Food Democracy

O. De Schutter - Food Ethics Council 20th anniversary - London, 20 June 2018



23

The challenges facing social innovations 

1. The trilemma: collapse, co-optation, or marginalization

2. The recycling by the neoliberal State

3. The divisions within the food movement: tactical divisions & different rallying 
points

The Political Economy of Food Systems and Food Democracy

O. De Schutter - Food Ethics Council 20th anniversary - London, 20 June 2018

Frank Geels (Manchester), Johan Schot (Sussex)
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Source: Geels, F.W., 
2011. The multi-level 
perspective on 
sustainability 
transitions: 
Responses to seven 
criticisms. 
Environmental 
Innovation and 
Societal Transitions 
1: 24-40.

The limits of the “multi-level perspective”

1. Ambiguity about “landscape” (ex globalization of food chains, emergence of 
sustainable development concerns, link between food and energy markets…)

2. “The” food regime – result of co-evolution, leading to a stable equilibrium, and 
coopting innovations

3. The predominant role of the State and the market in regime change: a limited role for 
empowerment and for role-shifting, and little attention paid to power/democracy 
(however, see Transitions to Sustainable Development: New Directions in 
the Study of Long Term Transformative Change by John Grin, Jan 
Rotmans, Johan Schot (2010) examining how power intervenes at the 3 levels
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The ‘multi-level perspective’: co-evolution of the components of 
the dominant regime
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Source: Geels, F.W., 2011. The multi-level perspective on sustainability transitions: Responses 
to seven criticisms. Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions 1: 24-40.

The limits of the “multi-level perspective”

1. Ambiguity about “landscape” (ex globalization of food chains, emergence of 
sustainable development concerns, link between food and energy markets…)

2. “The” food regime – result of co-evolution, leading to a stable equilibrium, and 
coopting innovations

3. The predominant role of the State and the market in regime change: a limited role for 
empowerment and for role-shifting, and little attention paid to power/democracy 
(however, see Transitions to Sustainable Development: New Directions in 
the Study of Long Term Transformative Change by John Grin, Jan 
Rotmans, Johan Schot (2010) examining how power intervenes at the 3 levels
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Two modes of cooptation of social innovations: (1) McClintock claims (Shifting the 
burden on the communities, justifying a retreat from the State; Discourse about 
entrepreneuralism and self-help  The importance of voluntary / unpaid work: self-
exploitation) (2) “exit” as a substitute to “voice” (Hirschman 1970: Exit, Voice and 
Loyalty) (see eg food aid by charities: convenient way for food retailers to get rid of 
waste without questioning overproduction (TEFAP Temporary Emergency Food 
Assistance Program 1983, permanent since 1990: Emergency Food Assistance 
Program; or supermarkets not challenged to improve since unhappy consumers will 
switch to other channels of distribution) AND the risk of ploutocracy 
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Source: 
McClintock, N. 
2014. Radical, 
reformist, and 
garden-variety 
neoliberal: coming 
to terms with 
urban agriculture's 
contradictions. 
Local 
Environment, 
19(2): 147-171

Two modes of cooptation of social innovations: (1) McClintock claims (Shifting the 
burden on the communities, justifying a retreat from the State; Discourse about 
entrepreneuralism and self-help

The importance of voluntary / unpaid work: self-exploitation) (2) “exit” as a substitute 
to “voice” (Hirschman 1970: Exit, Voice and Loyalty) (see eg food aid by charities: 
convenient way for food retailers to get rid of waste without questioning 
overproduction; or supermarkets not challenged to improve since unhappy 
consumers will switch to other channels of distribution)
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Food Sovereignty

Relocalization

Solidarity with small-scale
producers

International alliances

Agroecology

Diversified farming
systems

Ecological logic not 
to be sacrified to 
economic logic

Food Justice

Ethnic disparities

Right to Food

Accountability

From charity-based to 
rights-based
entitlements

Independent 
monitoring

Food democracy –
reclaiming control
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Civil rights organisations
Human rights groups

Food Sovereignty

Relocalization

Solidarity with small-scale
producers

International alliances

Agroecology

Diversified farming
systems

Ecological logic not 
to be sacrified to 
economic logic

Food Justice

Ethnic disparities

Right to Food

Accountability

From charity-based to 
rights-based
entitlements

Independent 
monitoring

Food democracy –
reclaiming control

Environmental NGOs
Public health 
practitioners
Politicians concerned 
with growing costs of 
healthcare

Consumers’
organisations

Unions of 
farmworkers
Anti-hunger 
groups
Food banks

Development NGOs

http://mnfoodcharter.com/about/history/
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1. The multifaceted 
nature of the crisis and 
the emergence of new 
alliances
2. The new forms of 
food activism
3. The awakening of 
cities
4. The rise of food 
policies
5. The 
institutionalization of 
food democracy
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Voice: changing the 
regime expressing

discontent

Voice: changing the 
regime expressing

discontent

Exit: inventing
alternative food

systems

Exit: inventing
alternative food

systems

Vote: reclaiming
control through food

democracy

Vote: reclaiming
control through food

democracy

Fair trade schemes, 
labels, « responsible 
purchasing », « vote 
with your fork »

CSA, urban vegetable 
gardens, people’s 
groceries   

Food policy councils, 
school canteens 
sourcing local and 
organic

Two changes vs Hirschman’s framework: (1) VOICE here includes switching from 
one product to another within the mainstream food system, which AH would call 
‘exit” (the basic loyalty is to the system, because one is “loyal” to the retailer or to 
the brand or simply sees no alternative; (2) three ways to move beyond 
passivity, including reclaiming control of food systems through food democracy, 
indeed food movements see the political system is captured / unresponsive, they 
see the political economy of food systems as a problem deserving attention in its 
own right
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Exit: inventing
alternative food

systems

Exit: inventing
alternative food

systems

Vote: reclaiming
control through food

democracy

Vote: reclaiming
control through food

democracy

More plausible if there 
are Exit options, yet 
Voice options make Exit 
and Vote less likely. 
Greenwashing and 
ploutocracy are concerns

Investing in AFSs may 
increase the likelihood of 
Vote, and provides Vote 
with plausible avenues for 
change; but may diminish 
Voice

Can support AFSs and 
ensure an enabling 
environment at various 
governance levels and 
can support reform 
within the mainstream

Two changes vs Hirschman’s framework: (1) VOICE here includes switching from 
one product to another within the mainstream food system, which AH would call 
‘exit” (the basic loyalty is to the system, because one is “loyal” to the retailer or to 
the brand or simply sees no alternative; (2) three ways to move beyond 
passivity, including reclaiming control of food systems through food democracy, 
indeed food movements see the political system is captured / unresponsive, they 
see the political economy of food systems as a problem deserving attention in its 
own right


