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3. a comParison wiTh food securiTy

‘Starvation is the characteristic of some people not having enough food to eat.  
It is not the characteristic of there being not enough food to eat.’1

3.1 introduction

A clear absence in the energy security literature is a comparison with the security 
literatures of other natural resources. This is noteworthy for two reasons. First, 
in general, there is an increasing literature on what is called the nexus between 
natural resources that analyses the close connections between the different natural 
resources.2 This nexus between energy, food, water, etc. is studied independently 
by the respective resource fields, including the respective security literatures of these 
resources. One potential consequence of these separate disciplines is that scholars 
miss a part of the complexity of the intra-action of the nexus itself. Another potential 
consequence is that they could miss theoretical insights from these other fields, for 
instance on security logics. Second, for energy security in specific, the connections 
with both water and food are obvious. The previous chapter on energy security 
already discussed the importance of water for electricity production. Likewise, the 
dual connection between food and energy became pungent in the recent public 
attention to biofuels when the energy community believed to have found in biofuels 
the substitution for oil and pushed for EU and USA regulation to support its 
development. This move surprised food security scholars, who could only voice their 
concerns about the consequences for global food supplies and prices in a later stage of 
the debate. Together with the fact that the food security literature is more developed 
than the security literature on water and minerals, this chapter focusses on the food 
security literature to act as a mirror to the literature on energy security. 

The resulting comparison leads to three notable observations. First, both 
energy security and food security show a similar conceptual proliferation, even 
with their diverging materiality and market structures (in particular the number 
of suppliers). However, where the energy security literature pushes this discussion 
explicitly towards questions of contextualization, the food security literature does 
not, or at least not explicitly, as the minimum calorie intake is less subject to the 
social environments than energy comfort levels. Second, this chapter finds that food 
security has a stronger diversification of levels of analysis. Whereas energy is still 
overwhelmingly analyzed from a developed Western nation state perspective, food 
security is analyzed from a more diverse range of perspectives and shifts rapidly 

1 Sen 1983, 1 [emphasis in original].
2 Beddington 2009; Evans 2010; Beisheim 2013; Andrews-Speed et al. 2012.
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between individual farmers, household level consumption, national food reserves 
and the global capitalist agricultural system of production and consumption.3 
Lastly, the food security literature is characterized by a stronger and more critical 
theoretical reflection, in part following its historical Marxist influences and focus on 
underdeveloped countries and regions, contra the overly Western developed starting 
point in energy security studies. 

As with energy security, the concept of food security has expanded over time in 
line with the changing agricultural markets. And like energy security, food security 
is not easily definable as its meaning(s) and the concept itself evolve with the demands 
placed upon it. A recent, extensive definition of food security is provided by the FAO, 
which states that 

[f]ood security 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.4 

While this is a broadly shared definition, the total number of definitions of food 
security is said to range over two hundred; a number identified by Smith, Pointing 
& Maxwell in 1992 and repeated ever since.5 Despite these definitions, there 
are two general remarks that can be made. First, discussions on food security are 
interchangeable with discussions on hunger, a term that covers both short-term 
transitory food insecurity (sometimes leading to famine), seasonal food insecurity 
and chronic food insecurity (undernourishment).6 Second, while food insecurity 
and hunger are interchangeable, the concepts of food security and food safety are 
not. Whereas food security discusses the access, availability and acceptability of 
food itself, food safety discusses the quality of the food that is produced or is being 
produced and the techniques of production themselves, in particular in relation to 
any negative effects on human health.7

The proceeding chapter is organized around the shifts identified within the 
literature that analyses food security. Comparable to energy security, chapter 3.2 starts 
with an initial discussion on the lack of food and national self-sufficiency and the shift 
to discussions on the access to food. Chapter 3.3 discusses the wider relationship 

3 Jarosz 2011 provides an excellent overview of the concept of food security. The overall line of the overview 
of food security provided here follows this article.

4 FAO 2010b, 8.
5 Smith, Pointing, and Maxwell 1992. See also: Jarosz 2011; Shaw 2007; Maxwell 1996 or Table 3 for some 

of the main definitions of food security.
6 FAO 2006a, 268: ‘Chronic food insecurity involves a continuously inadequate diet caused by the persistent 

inability to acquire food. Transitory food insecurity is a temporary lack of adequate food access for a 
household, arising from adverse changes in food prices, food production or household incomes’.

7 Mooney and Hunt 2009, 485.
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between food and economics. Chapter 3.4 analyses the shift to acceptable and 
adequate foodstuffs for both people and the environment. Chapter 3.5 is comparable 
to the discussion on energy poverty and touches upon the justice claims behind food 
production. Lastly, chapter 3.6 closes with a critical reflection on the current food 
system from a food regime perspective. In addition, throughout this chapter other 
shifts become apparent. These include a broadening of the levels of analysis, a shift 
from a food only perspective to a broader livelihood perspective and a shift from 
mainly objective to more subjective perspectives.8 Perhaps even more so than with 
energy security, in this chapter on food security ‘the trace of the old is always already 
present in the form of the new.’9 Meaning that these changes of and within the 
concept of food security are not drastic turning points or hard boundaries, but should 
be seen as gradual evolutions without a clear pinpointing in time and place.

3.2 national reserves and a lack of food

Overviews of the food security literature often start in the 1970s with the World Food 
Conference in Rome in 1974.10 Before the 1970s, the concept of food security did not 
exist. The concerns themselves did, of course, all the way back to Malthus’s claims 
that the world could not sustain further population growth.11 However, they were 
mainly addressed in terms of a production problem that could be solved through 
trade, aid and national reserves.12 This changed with the World Food Conference. 
At the conference, it was decided that food security was to be provided by national 
governments through an increase in domestic production and stocks as market 
mechanisms were not favored to straighten out any supply imbalances.13 In hindsight, 
the food security conceptualization at this time was only marginally influenced by the 
1960s literature on the environment and the limits to growth literature, even though 
this firmly build upon Malthus’s warnings of population growth and insufficient food 
supplies. Perhaps not surprising, as Western policy makers and economists found 
themselves supported by 30 years of steadily increasing production levels (even 
though the conference itself was a direct response to the food crises of 1972-1973 in 
the Sahel and the 1971-1974 price increase following the oil crisis). The definition of 
food security therefore was defined as the ‘availability at all times of adequate world 
supplies of basic foodstuffs … to sustain a steady expansion of consumption … and 

8 For these three additional shifts see: Maxwell 1996, 156.
9 Alcock 2009, 13.
10 World Food Conference 1974.
11 Malthus 1798.
12 Alcock 2009; Geier 1995; Jarosz 2011; Hopma and Woods 2014.
13 See: FAO 1983a, 6, 9–10.
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offset fluctuations in production and prices.’14 In other words, it proceeds from a 
global perspective, it already indicates the importance of the quality of the foodstuffs, 
it is geared towards population growth and it calls for reserves that can reduce 
market shocks.

Besides calling for an increase in stocks, the Conference also pushed for a 
minimum level of international coordination of these stocks.15 In contrast to the IEA 
administered Strategic Petroleum Reserves (SPR), this has proven to be too ambitious, 
up to this day. Still, the call for national reserves has been repeated in various trimmed 
varieties, for instance by the FAO itself in 1979.16 Slowly, the position on national 
reserves changed when international agreements to build national stocks – in the 
ideal case even putting them under a globally coordinated supply scheme – faced 
competition from countries and trade companies who feared to lose either (or both) 
their sovereignty or profit. In a 1983 report the FAO acknowledged this political 
reality by arguing that globally agreed national reserves had proven ineffective and 
inefficient, especially in case of countries with limited domestic production levels.17 
More efficient and politically feasible, according to the FAO, would be that the main 
exporting countries, or the private companies within those countries, would create 
and hold stocks to be sold in times of need – partly because this was the case already 
anyway.18 Such a focus on a balance between supply and demand was reflected in an 
updated definition of food security: ‘ensuring that all people at all times have both 
physical and economic access to the basic food that they need.’19 

The idea that the global market would distribute the surplus produce in a cost-
effective manner is still practiced today. Current understandings of food security 
have subsequently de-coupled the goal of national self-sufficiency (based on national 
reserves) from the concept of food security. This largely follows an economic re-
interpretation of food security in terms of risk and the relatively high (insurance) 
costs of stockpiling.20 Unfortunately, the recent food crises in 2007/2008 showed 
that some countries prohibited the export of surplus food staples in order to control 
fears and price increases in their own countries.21 In such a situation, food insecure 
countries not only need to outbid each other for the limited supplies that are still sold 

14 Ibid., 165: Annex A ‘International Undertaking on World food Security.’ Resolution 1/64. Adopted 
November 1974. 

15 Ibid., 165–177: Annex A and B.
16 FAO 1979, The Struggle for Food Security, 42 as quoted in Jarosz 2011, 122–123.
17 FAO 1983a, 1. This overview also differentiates between three sorts of ‘stocks’ and the competition that 

takes place between these different stocks:  working stocks, emergency stocks, and food aid/development.
18 Jarosz 2011 claims that from a discourse perspective, in doing so this report reinforced the power and 

position of Northern countries and, especially, Western food trade companies.
19 FAO 1983b; as quoted in: FAO 2006b, 1.
20 FAO 1983a, 12–13.
21 McMichael 2009a, 287; Mooney and Hunt 2009, 475–477.
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on the world market, they also have to outbid food speculators who entered the food 
markets in the hope of riding the price hike.22 

3.3 food for growth and growth for food

Besides increasing resistance against stockpiling, the food security literature of the 
early 1980s was also influenced by the publication of Amartya Sen’s influential book 
Poverty and Famines. Published in 1981 for the International Labour Organization 
(ILO), this book starts with Sen’s famous opening, partly quoted at the beginning of 
this chapter, that: ‘[s]tarvation is the characteristic of some people not having enough 
food to eat. It is not the characteristic of there being not enough food to eat. While the 
latter can be a cause of the former, it is but one of many possible causes.’23 From a lack 
of food, Sen shifts the attention to the distribution of available food. He does so by 
focusing on entitlements or ‘the ability of people to command food through the legal 
means available in the society’ in terms of production, trade, gifts, sales, and so on.24 
The insight that even in times of surplus hunger is not eradicated is valid up to this 
day and shifts the attention from an increase in food production towards the access 
to and distribution of food.25 

This extension of the concept of food security with an emphasis on access and 
distribution was enforced by the World Bank report Poverty and Hunger in 1986. 
This report incorporated the arguments of Sen by defining food security as having 
‘to do with access by all people at all times to enough food for an active and healthy 
life’.26 This definition shifts the concept on multiple levels. First, the focus on all 
people moves the level of analysis from the national to the individual. Second, it 
shifts the focus from the availability of food to the access to food. Third, in doing so 
it highlights the temporal dynamics of food insecurity, as the report differentiates 
between transitory and chronic food insecurity.27 In effect however, the World Bank 
translated the access to food as described by Sen into purely economic terms by 
conceiving it in terms of economic growth and poverty reduction.28 In other words, 

22 McMichael 2009a, 287.
23 Sen 1983, 1 [emphasis in original].
24 Ibid., chap. 5.
25 See Gilmore and Huddleston 1983, 31 for a 1980s reflection. And Shepherd 2012, 198 for a more modern 

reflection.
26 World Bank 1986, 1.
27 For (1) and (2) see Maxwell 1996, 156. For (3) see: Clay 2002.
28 Alcock 2009, 26–28. Alcock states on page 30 that: ‘Poverty and Hunger represents a clear and pertinent 

example of the instability and productivity of discourse. Sen’s entitlement theory of famine echoes 
throughout the text but in a modified form, its terms adapted to fit the hegemonic growth discourse of 
the World Bank – ‘entitlement’ has become ‘income’, ‘access’ has become ‘purchasing power’, ‘famine’ has 
become ‘hunger’. Sen lost ownership of his words as soon as they were written and despite considerable 
effort since to restate the terms of his argument [...], they now reach their audience primarily through 
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instead of apprehending access in terms of legal entitlements (including monetary 
access), the World Bank viewed it as a lack of purchasing power to be countered by a 
growth in income (this was given as the reason for the increase in the number of food 
insecure people between 1970 and 1980).29 

In the same report, the World Bank also completely breaks with any remnant self-
sufficiency ideals by claiming that no nation will ever become 100% food secure and 
as such can only decide on the levels of supply risk that it wants to accept.30 While 
such a conclusion, technically, still leaves the decision in the hands of a national 
government, the World Bank steered the debate by arguing against simplistic (e.g. 
cost-ineffective) food reserves and subsidies to either farmers or consumers: 

[Governments] often use measures that work against economic growth and 
food security in the long run. Such measures include persistently overvaluing 
currencies, spending large sums on consumer food subsidies, and building 
costly storage facilities to hold excessive stocks of food grain. These measures 
often result in economic waste, draw resources away from more productive 
activities, slow economic growth, and thus aggravate rather than alleviate 
long-term food insecurity.31 

As an alternative, the World Bank argues for international trade as one of the cheapest 
and optimal solutions to supply or demand disruptions, whether chronic, transitory, 
man-made or natural.32 Not only does it argue against them, the early structural 
adjustment policies that forced developing countries to accept the World Bank’s 
policy choices incorporated this latter perspective and broke down many large-scale 
social food programs, as they were considered too costly, ineffective and disruptive.33

The World Bank extended this economization in 1988 when it described food 
security in terms of both an input and an output to economic growth.34 Not only is 
an increase in purchasing power, or economic growth, a requirement to become food 
secure (input), food security itself is an important requirement for economic growth 
(output) as it enables healthy workers. In line with this latter insight, it was repeated 
that food aid programs are not cost-effective because they do not lead to optimal 
long-term economic growth as they create systemic imbalances in food markets. On 
the other hand, the World Bank did note that food aid could mitigate short-term price 

the cognitive lens of more authoritative knowledge-brokers like the World Bank’.
29 World Bank 1986, 3.
30 Ibid., vi. On the move from security to risk, see chapter 5.5.
31 Ibid., 6 (but compare this with the remarks about cost-effectiveness on p9).
32 Ibid., 9.
33 Jarosz 2011, 125.
34 World Bank 1988, 5.
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fluctuations as long as it is targeted towards specific groups of food insecure people 
(e.g. local farmers, rural landless, cashless urban consumers).35 One of the interesting 
remarks in this respect is that the World Bank also advised countries providing food 
aid to pay more attention to the work of NGO’s, especially those programs that focus 
on ‘small farmers, in particularly women.’36

3.4 sustainable food, adequate nutrition and 
development

In the 1990s, this economic development perspective became increasingly ingrained 
in the food security literature. Simultaneously, in a counter move, the concept was 
proliferating in four other directions and specifications. First, the literature on 
environmental security came up with an explicit role for food as an intervening 
variable between environmental degradation and (civil) conflict.37 The attention 
thus shifted to a lack of food as a source of conflict and the consequences of conflict 
on food security. In itself, this constituted a shift from earlier discussions on “food 
power” or the withholding or actual delivery of food as a weapon for political gain 
during conflicts (the Cold War).38 

Second, this literature is closely connected to the 1994 UNDP Human 
Development Report, which initiated a close connection between food and human 
security and thereby bridged debates on human rights, development and food by 
shifting the level of analysis firmly back to individuals and vulnerable populations.39 
Shepherd, for example, defines food security minimalistic when he claims it is 
‘securing vulnerable populations from the structural violence of hunger’.40 Third, the 
early 1990s and especially the World Declaration on Nutrition of 1992 witnessed an 
extension of the concept of food security to include notions of nutritional value. It 
was no longer enough to eat sufficiently, but the available food should also include all 
the proper nutrition needed for an active and healthy life.41 Lastly, Jarosz discusses 
the increasing attention paid within debates on food security to the role of women, 
whether as female consumer or farmers, as a rising focal point for policy prescriptions 
against food insecurity.42

35 Jarosz 2011; World Bank 1988, 10, 12.
36 World Bank 1988, 13.
37 Homer-Dixon 1994; Homer-Dixon 1995. See also the foreword by Eduoard Saouma in FAO 1993, vii or 

the discussion in chapters 2 and 6. 
38 Wallensteen 1976; Nau 1978; Coffey 1981.
39 UNDP 1994.
40 Shepherd 2012, 196.
41 For example: FAO 1993.
42 FAO 1998; Jarosz 2011, 129–131. For a more recent work: FAO 2010a.

59



3

Chapter 3

While energy security saw more or less distinctive academic fields on issues 
like human security and environmental security (at least a separation between 
developed and underdeveloped regions), the focus of the food security literature on 
underdeveloped regions means that it is characterized by an inclusionary tendency. 
This can be witnessed during the World Food Summit that produced the Rome 
Declaration on World Food Security and the World Food Summit Plan of Action in 
1996.43 At this summit, the standard definition of food security was once more 
reconceptualized: 

Food security exists 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.44 

This definition embeds all three earlier ‘evolutions’, including availability (physical 
access), access (economic access), and nutrition. Furthermore, it includes a new 
cultural aspect of food preferences. From 1996 onwards, people are food insecure when 
they do not have access to the food that fits their cultural eating habits, irrespective 
the calories and nutrition available in other forms. While extended once more, this 
definition still excludes any notion of social access in terms of ‘legal and political 
constraints faced by some groups in their attempts to acquire food’ as Alcock rightly 
indicates.45 In fact, Clay argues that even though the statements on food security 
have become broader and more subjective in nature, the actual applications of food 
security have become narrower and more technical.46 He refers for example to the 
focus on poverty reduction within international development debates, which is often 
translated into objective food targets; for instance the 1996 World Food Summit that 
decided on the halving of the number of people affected by food insecurity in 2015.47 

Against the backdrop of the neoliberal market reforms in the 1980s and 1990s, 
the number of food insecure people increased again by the early 2000s. This 
increase was attributed to market failures, primarily a failure in regulation and bad 
governments.48 In this respect, the 2004 and 2005 reports of the FAO and World Bank 
are interesting for their focus on large scale programs aimed at facilitating potential 
income growth, among which the development of markets and infrastructure.49 In 

43 FAO 1996b.
44 Ibid., para. 1. 
45 Alcock 2009, 38.
46 Clay 2002, 3.
47 Ibid. A target that the FAO, WFP, and IFAD 2012 claim to be ‘within reach’. But also a relative target, 

mainly solved because of an increase in the world’s population, not because the absolute number of 
hungry people in the world halved (although this dropped from 1 billion to around 850 million today).

48 Jarosz 2011, 132.
49 FAO 2004; World Bank 2005b.
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doing so, Jarosz remarks how these institutions disregarded the independent role 
of governments and neglected other structural causes beside market failures and a 
lack of purchasing power (AIDS, war, displacement, and so on).50 The World Bank 
continues this shift to large-scale programs and active intervention when it returned 
the discussion to national levels of governance and possible ways to increase domestic 
food production.51 This shift back to state centrism coincided with the renewed 
attention to genetically modified crops, spot-irrigation and other technological and 
thus capital-intensive solutions that became available to increase the production of 
food. For Western analyses, these large scale capital-intensive developments are not 
only needed to tackle the 850 million people that are currently starving from a lack of 
food (contra Sen’s work), but also provide the main answer to the long term question of 
‘how to feed the 9 billion in 2050’.52 This narrow quantitative and economic reading 
of the broadening concept of food security leads Jarosz to claim that: 

At the end of the 1990s, food security is indistinguishable from neoliberal 
development discourse, which emphasizes competitive entrepreneurial 
individuality, deregulation of international trade, an economistic definition 
of poverty alleviation, and the privatization and downsizing of social services 
[…]. At the same time, international food security policy discourse defines 
food access in terms of individuals’ and nations’ abilities to pay for it in the 
global and corporate controlled marketplace.53

The economic and financial crises late 2000s and the food crisis of 2008, have led 
to a renewed attention and reflection on the role between hunger, food insecurity, 
aid, trade and economic growth.54 Interestingly, whereas the FAO seems more open 
to question the inter-linkages between development and food security, the World 
Bank still primarily asks how agriculture can spur development. In general, the link 
between economic growth and food production is not questioned (although the link 
between trade and food security is).55 Instead, attention is directed towards the 
specific linkages between economic growth (partly in terms of poverty reduction) and 
food security. Either by emphasizing how an increase in agricultural production leads 
to economic growth via income growth and an improvement of children’s health, or 
by noting how an increase in economic growth leads to less food insecurity and more 

50 Jarosz 2011, 132.
51 World Bank 2007.
52 Evans 2009.
53 FAO 1996a; FAO 1998; Jarosz 2011, 130–131.
54 FAO 2003; FAO 2005a; FAO 2010a; FAO 2011b; FAO 2011a; FAO 2012b; FAO, WFP, and IFAD 2012; 

World Bank 2007; World Bank 2005a.
55 FAO 2003, 18.
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agricultural production. From these analyses, what becomes clear is that at one point 
in time of the development of a region, the causality of these two relations needs to 
turn around as growth in agriculture only leads to a limited, but at the same time 
very much needed basic level of poverty reduction. As such, growth in agricultural 
production is said to be better shaped to fight poverty than that it is to increase overall 
economic growth, while a further increase in food security heavily depends on the 
latter.56 To enable this switch, the institutions currently favor a ‘twin-track approach’ 
that builds on both (conditioned) long term social support programs and direct 
short-term support in the form of cash, food aid or stocks as a form of insurance to 
hedge against food insecurity.57 These social support programs are extremely wide 
and include social protection nets, education and training, health care, sanitation or 
infrastructure.58 In short, they are about development more than about hunger. 

3.5 a right to food and food sovereignty

Another development in the 1990s can be found in the emphasis of the the social 
aspects of food by the FAO in discussing a ‘right to food’.59 The right to food is not a 
new term and can be retraced to the UN Declaration of Human Rights from 1948. It 
was re-affirmed at the World Food Summit in 1996 and it has been receiving more 
and more attention. In 2001, almost 20 years after Sen’s groundbreaking work on 
entitlements, the FAO reformulated the definition of food security into its latest 
current understanding that includes the social access to food: 

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.60

With food security rephrased as an essential human right, food insecurity is no 
longer something to be avoided, but actively combated. Critics of this move, however, 
highlight how a right to food is empty without any obligations attached to it, and so 
far, there are none.61 More important, they question the close and almost automatic 

56 FAO, WFP, and IFAD 2012, 28; FAO 2009.
57 FAO 2004; FAO, WFP, and IFAD 2012.
58 FAO, WFP, and IFAD 2012.
59 Suppan 2008; Lee 2007; Boyer 2010; FAO 1996b; FAO 2005b; Economic and Social Council 1999. 
60 FAO 2001, 49 [emphasis added]. See also the overview in Clay 2002.
61 Clay 2002, 6–7 quotes O’Neill, O. 1986. Faces of Hunger: an essay on poverty, justice and development. 

London: Allen and Unwin. Compare this to the critique of Shepherd 2012, 196 on the absence of agency 
in the main definition of food security.
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link between the right to food and a Western highly capital-intensive agricultural 
system geared towards maximum output.62 

This contrasts with the interpretation of food security by social movements, like 
the global farmers movement La Via Campesina, which strive for a discussion of food 
security in terms of food sovereignty. Officially launched by La Via Campesina and 
institutionalized at the 2007 Nyéléni forum in Mali, food sovereignty stands for ‘food 
security through local knowledge, resources, and producers rather than reliance 
on international trade.’63 This movement does not argue for autarchy, but offers an 
alternative to the mainstream understanding of food security based on a systemic 
understanding of consumption and production in the developed and underdeveloped 
world. In particular, it takes issue with the increasing and systematically build-in 
dependency of the food insecure and food-importing countries on the food secure 
and exporting countries. Over time, the movement has taken a broader view besides 
import dependency and also included the dependency on technology (in particularly 
GMO’s or the commodification and patenting of local knowledge and local plants 
and crops), on capital requirements, on phosphate, fossil energy (oil) and seed, on 
monocultures, on the exclusion of external costs within price levels, on the oligopoly 
market structure at the level of international trading houses, and so forth. In a way, 
food sovereignty is an attempt to make food security less about a capitalized Food 
Security and to draw it away from international institutions and global markets 
towards local contextualized food security debates.64

These are not abstract theoretical discussions on the meaning of a concept. In 
relation to climate change and agriculture it is possible to observe a general split 
between, on the one hand, industrialized production in the developed countries and, 
on the other, small-scale agriculture in the developing world. The industrialized 
agricultural business-model, which is often described as one of the main polluting 
sectors in the world, is protected by the food security discourse. In turn, the small-scale 
agriculture in the developing world is portrayed as the main victim of global climate 
change following increasing ‘vulnerability patterns’ in local systems against which 
the local small holders need protection.65 For both sides sustainable production is 
said to be key, although the interpretation of what constitutes sustainable production 
differs completely. For underdeveloped regions, sustainable development is phrased 

62 Jarosz 2014.
63 Suppan 2008, 112.
64 Lawrence and McMichael 2012, 135.
65 FAO 2008, para. 1. These patterns are influencing all three degrees of household vulnerability: (1) those 

who are unable to provide for themselves in any situation (due to sickness, age, etc.); (2) those who are 
unable to generate sufficient income/means of trade from their ‘resource endowments’; and (3) those 
who are vulnerable to changes in social and economic circumstances (civil war, climate change, price 
spikes). See FAO 2003, 9–10.
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in terms of local knowledge (and training) to create healthy ecosystems based on 
an overall resilience, soil fertility, natural resistance to diseases and biodiversity in 
order to adapt to shocks and prevent environmental degradation. For developed 
regions, it is mainly the latter: preventing environmental degradation and climate 
change, framed in terms of emissions, by creating closed systems that include all 
external shocks. The difference between food security and food sovereignty thus not 
only highlights a disagreement on the concept of food insecurity but also a more 
fundamental disagreement on the future of agricultural food production. Both sides, 
however, seem able to find common ground. This is best exemplified by the FAO, who, 
for the last five years, is promoting small-scale sustainable production options that 
are supported by scientific knowledge and markets, but which move away from capital 
and fossil fuel intensive production systems.66 Then again, the capital intensive 
productivist argument is strong and analyses of food (in)security generally start 
from a ‘business-as-usual’ position that combine current production capacities with 
patterns of future population growth and then argue for an increase in the amount of 
production, only to conclude that such an increase is unsustainable.67

3.6 defining food security

Comparable to energy security, the FAO remarks in relation to food security that it 
‘is a multi-faceted concept, variously defined and interpreted.’68 In academic studies, 
likewise, food security is said to be a ‘fluid’, ‘multi-objective phenomenon’ that can 
only truly be identified by ‘the food insecure themselves.’69 For food too, this leads 
to the general realization that ‘[u]ltimately, the role of agriculture in reducing poverty 
and undernourishment will depend on the specific context.’70 This contextualization 
returns in the range of referent objects that are part of the concept of food security. 
Mooney & Hunt, for example, argue that food security is simultaneously phrased in 
terms of hunger, in terms of development, and in terms of risk and (food) safety of the 

66 FAO 2011a. In terms of the attention to scientific knowledge, Hopma and Woods 2014 argue that the 
FAO already in 1996 depoliticized food security by redefining it from a political problem in a scientific 
problem.

67 De Schutter 2014, 5.
68 FAO 2003, 3.
69 Jarosz 2014; Maxwell and Smith 1992, 4–5.
70 FAO, WFP, and IFAD 2012, 35. In short, the report finds that for the general population economic growth 

and poverty reduction are often based on smallholder production increases. Important linkages in this 
respect are: the history of private landownership; that the poor must have a say in the development 
process; that people can build on effective institutions; that growth needs to be accompanied by poverty 
reduction; that poverty reduction initially takes place through food and health services. For poor rural 
landowners the vicinity of cities and roads and other infrastructure is quite important, as are social 
protection nets, education and training. For not-so-poor farmers what matters is non-agricultural 
income.
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agricultural system in the developed world.71 However, if one wants to discuss food 
security today, in its broadest sense the question is no longer about the fight against 
hunger but about a ‘more complex picture … of over-, under-, and malconsumption, 
all coexisting, often within the same region and country.’72 Food security is no longer 
a ‘goal in itself ’, but a means towards a specific ideal of what constitutes healthy living. 
It is this ideal that also categorizes obesities as a form of food insecurity that should 
be governed (see chapter 8).73 

Like energy security, food security too is studied from a range of perspectives 
and levels of analysis. Where they differ is in the constantly shifting levels of analysis 
within food. For example, while energy security faces similar levels of analysis as food, 
it is nonetheless primarily focused on the national level. The food security literature, 
instead, has been shifting from the nation state to an international food system and a 
focus on markets and individuals (and households) from early on. Where energy and 
food security debates differ as well is in the strong critical Marxist inspired literature 
on food security and food systems. Increasingly, this also includes a (re)turn to the 
perspective of food regimes.74 

Based on a historical socio-political analysis of the relation between modern global 
agricultural systems and capitalism, the food regime literature makes a number of 
claims. First, Lang makes the general argument that policy makers should include 
food supply chains within analyses of agriculture ‘because power and capital have 
moved off the land … with retailers shaping what and how things are grown, processed 
and sold.’75 Whereas in the field of energy the market structure generally favors 
producers, within food the market structure channels a multitude of farmers through 
a concentrated group of traders, chemical input companies and seed suppliers.76 
Secondly, Lang points out that in the case of food the broad range of choice that a 
customer faces in the supermarket essentially stems from monoculture production.77 
Most of the processed food originates from a limited number of food sources, all 
of which are grown as monocultures. This radically opposes energy where a wide 
range of input sources with differences in quality and substance are transformed into 
a number of mono-products. In terms of food, one consequence of this form of mono-
production is a continuous downward cycle within ‘the global system for pricing 
farm products and farming inputs acts strongly against the long-term interests of 

71 Mooney and Hunt 2009.
72 Lang 2010, 89.
73 Pinstrup-Andersen 2009, 7.
74 Puchala and Hopkins 1978; McMichael 2009a; McMichael 2009b; Lang 2010; Van der Ploeg 2010; 

Giménez and Shattuck 2011; Sage 2013.
75 Lang 2010, 88. However see: FAO 2003; FAO 2004.
76 Giménez and Shattuck 2011.
77 Lang 2010, 88.
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food security’, especially in terms of the external cost to soil, biodiversity, resource 
use and climate change (and the number of farmers).78 Third, in relation to food 
markets, McMichael argues more principally that while price signals indeed signal 
‘financial and productive shifts at the moment’, one can only know what they mean by 
interpreting them from within a wider historical context that ‘leads to [an] analysis of 
the control and political management of the global food system.’79 Building on these 
food regime insights and other critical theory, Mooney & Hunt quote Devereux who 
argues that in the end ‘[t]here is no technical reason for markets to meet subsistence 
needs and no moral or legal reason why they should.’80 This argument is taken up in 
chapter 6.

Lastly, from an alternative critical perspective, the self-identified role of the FAO is 
worth nothing.81 From its institutionalization onwards, the FAO has identified itself, 
and is recognized, as the main knowledge center on food and agriculture.82 The FAO 
defines food (in) security, collects and presents the data, and so forth. Alcock shows 
how this role has evolved over time, from its initialization in 1945 where it was to 
“collect, analyse, interpret, and disseminate information relating to nutrition, food 
and agriculture”, to its website in 2009 where the FAO describes itself as “a knowledge 
network’ which uses ‘the expertise of our staff … to collect, analyse and disseminate 
data that aid development”.83 Alcock focusses in his analysis on the absence of the 
word ‘interpretation’ and the replacement of the term ‘information’ with ‘data’, 
indicating a depoliticisation of the FAO’s role between the first and the second role 
description, while in fact the whole second section is geared towards ‘development’.84 
The current slogan of the FAO, which reads ‘[i]mpact: Turning Knowledge into 
Action,’ shows a similar depoliticisation and scientification at work.85 

One of the consequences of the importance of the FAO’s role as a knowledge 
broker could be witnessed with the 2008-2009 food crisis. In 2009, the FAO estimated 
that the number of undernourished people would rise to above 1 billion. However, 
new calculations in 2012, based on a renewed methodology and some updated 

78 Cribb 2011, 124.
79 McMichael 2009a, 283 [emphasis added]. On page 287, McMichael states that ‘[b]y the twenty-first 

century, centralization of global food stocks—60% in corporate hands, six of which control 80% of the 
global wheat and rice trade, while three countries produce 70% of exported corn (Angus 2008), was 
matched by the displacement of millions of small farmers.’ 

80 Mooney and Hunt 2009, 477 quote Devereux 2001, Food Security: Contested Claims, 246.
81 Alcock 2009. For a similar analysis on energy see Friedrichs 2011.
82 Other UN organizations involved in food: International Fund for Agricultural Development, IFAD 

(finance of food production programmes); World Food Programme (emergencies); World Food Council 
(incorporated in FAO since 1993).

83 Alcock 2009, 7. The FAO’s four pillars are: (1) putting information within reach; (2) sharing policy 
expertise; (3) providing a meeting place for nations; and (4) bringing knowledge to the field

84 Ibid.
85 FAO 2012a.
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baseline assumptions, levelled the number of undernourished people to the current 
870 million in 2010-2012.86 Partly this was due to these renewed assumptions, partly 
to the fact that the 2009 peak was an early estimate, and partly it followed from the 
fact that the FAO measures and estimates the number of chronically undernourished 
people, not those suffering from transitory food crises.87 In short, the role of the FAO 
and World Bank stand out as they simultaneously provide overarching definitions of 
food security as well as the data to study these definitions, in addition to setting the 
main programs to combat food insecurity – comparable to the IEA in energy. 

Part II will analyze in depth why this is important by analyzing how these 
definitions and security practices both open up and close down particular courses 
of action. Shepherd highlights similar consequences when he argues that by ‘casting 
food security as an availability problem … actors use food-security language to 
legitimize competition over increasingly scarce food-production.’88 In response to an 
availability problem, people start hoarding, while if the same situation would be cast as 
an entitlement problem people would be more willing to think and act cooperatively. 
Besides the exclusion of alternatives, like the food sovereignty discourse, another 
option is to include ever more dimensions, levels of analysis and referent objects 
to the concept in an attempt to do it all. The food security debate, more than the 
energy security debate, shows how this only makes the concept into a holy grail that 
is interpreted by different people, in different places at different times in various ways. 
It makes defining food security a political act. 

3.7 reflection

This chapter argued for a comparison between the literatures on energy security and 
food security that extents current material and policy connections towards theoretical 
lessons. From a theoretical perspective, the main conclusion is that food security 
and energy security have witnessed a similar proliferation from supply concerns to 
broader economic concerns, the inclusion of sustainability concerns, the shift from 
states to markets and later to individual rights and security based approaches, and 
a move towards a systems perspective. There are four differences in regard to this 
proliferation. First, the shifting levels of analysis in food security contrast with the 
more state centric approach in energy security. Second, the food security literature 
focused more on the food politics of insecure developing countries versus the security 

86 In fact, similar effects can be encountered in the early warning systems of the FAO: The 1974 Global 
Information and Early Warning System for Food and Agriculture (GIEWS); the 1999 Food Insecurity 
Vulnerability Information and Mapping System (FIVIMS); and the 2008 Food Security Information and 
Early Warning System (FSIEWS).

87 Lappé et al. 2013.
88 Shepherd 2012, 197.
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of abundance in energy for developed countries. Third, the food security literature 
offers a critical reflexivity that is largely absent from the energy security literature. 
Lastly, the food security debate has a stronger and more focused counter-discourse 
with the idea of food sovereignty. The increasing attention to decentralized electricity 
production in the energy security literature cannot match this counter-discourse, 
so far, also because it takes place within the regular energy settings and not at its 
fringes. These differences in turn open up a number of questions. Among them the 
question what precisely drives the proliferation of energy and food security? And how 
are scholars making sense of this proliferation? 
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