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Abstract This chapter maintains that the food system is one of the most important
globally embedded networks of production and consumption; its integral connec-
tions with the petroleum industry and global security confirm its significance. The
chapter establishes the complex nature of mapping and measuring malnutrition. It
reviews significant shifts in the incidence of malnutrition but argues that disag-
gregating statistics is vital to understanding trends. Changes in theorizations of the
problem of malnutrition and associated solutions are then considered, including
conceptual shifts from food security to food sovereignty. The global food chain is
embedded in contentious political, economic, and scientific debates. Volatility in
local food prices are influenced by global factors: oil prices; energy policies; dietary
changes, foreign direct investments associated with “land grabs” or financial
speculation. The chapter concludes with a call for a fundamental rethinking of
global food provisioning to establish a more socially equitable and environmentally
sustainable system.
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The current food system has evolved in response to specific historical, political, and
economic circumstances; it is not a natural system but a socially constructed one
which reflects patterns of power and privilege. It is a dynamic system which has
changed dramatically in the past and will in the future (Rosegrant et al. 2012).
Goodman and Sage (2013) assert that “there is almost nothing more geographical
than food in the ways that it intimately interlinks production and consumption,
nature and society, bodies and landscapes, the global and the local, and indeed
spaces, places, and everywhere in between” (p. 3). This chapter maintains that the
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food system has become one of the most important globally embedded networks of
production and consumption; its integral connections with the petroleum industry
and global security only serve to confirm its centrality and significance (Le Billon
et al. 2014a, b; Goodall 2008; Weis 2009).

Geographical perspectives on food illuminate a cruel paradox at the heart of
contemporary globalization. Why do millions of people still die from hunger and
hunger-related diseases while the health of millions is threatened by an obesity
pandemic? In a world where millions enjoy a more varied diet than ever before and
waste nearly as much as they eat, why does food scarcity still haunt millions?
Meanwhile countries as varied as China, Mexico, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt now
suffer a “double burden” where under nutrition coexists with obesity as a major
public health problem; a strange world too where “some people destroy food
because prices are too low, and others literally eat dirt because food prices are too
high” (Angus 2008: 1). Understanding these paradoxes requires analysis of
unprecedented changes in global food provisioning in the last 40 years, but we start
with a review of malnutrition statistics which establishes the contentious nature of
the “food debate.”

[A]bout 805 million people are estimated to be chronically undernourished in 2012–14,
down more than 100 million over the last decade……In the same period, the prevalence of
undernourishment has fallen from 18.7 to 11.3 percent globally (SOFI, 2014 introduction).

So, time to celebrate? Maybe, but first it is vital to consider some problems
associated with measuring malnutrition (Lappé et al. 2013; IFPRI 2014). The FAO
(2012, 2014) employs a limited definition of hunger based on a diet of
1800 kilocalories per day, the minimum for someone who is not active. If we
assume people are active and need more calories, then these estimates are a gross
underrepresentation. They also ignore “hidden hunger,” diets sufficient in calories
but which lack essential minerals and vitamins, such as iron, vitamin A, iodine and
zinc. A recent estimate holds that 2 billion people suffer from this form of mal-
nutrition and associated health problems (IFPRI 2014, p. 5).

Such statistics also ignore the geography of global hunger. While there has been
a marked decline in under nutrition between 1990 and 2014, the process has been
very uneven. Advances “by two countries, China (−96 million) and Viet Nam (−24
million) amounts to 91 % of the net numerical reduction in undernourished people
between 1990 and 2012” (Lappé et al. 2013, p. 1). Such geographical disaggre-
gation is vital for understanding global trends. It is also vital for identifying suc-
cessful and unsuccessful national policies. Examining regional trends is complex
too—examples from Africa exemplify this point.

The 2012 FAO Report remarks that “we are losing the battle in Africa.”
However, if we disaggregate the statistics, a more nuanced picture emerges;
countries in this region exemplify best and worst practice. Ghana’s success is
dramatic and illustrates what can be done to reduce hunger by dedicated political
interventions (Curtis 2011). In contrast, the Democratic Republic of Congo
exemplifies the worst case situation and helps explain the poor performance of Sub
Saharan Africa (SSA) in aggregate; extract this one country and the “picture” from
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SSA is less depressing. These examples exemplify the importance of scale to
analyses of malnutrition; it is always instructive to disaggregate data whether at the
global, regional or national scale.

Disaggregating statistics based on other variables is also illuminating, as pop-
ulations which are economically and political marginalized dominate national
statistics. Rural populations have a higher incidence of malnutrition than urban
populations; females and children more than males; ethnic minorities and people
with disabilities more than the general population (Young 2012). Finally, world
food prices are volatile and subject to changes associated with social and natural
factors, so numbers vary seasonally and the specific geography of their impacts are
notoriously complex (Cohen and Smale 2012).

Recently malnutrition due to overconsumption has emerged, diets with too many
calories, sugar, and fats are a major global public health problem. Once considered
a problem for small numbers of people in affluent societies, obesity has now
reached epidemic proportions.1 Globalization since the 1970s helps explain the
nutritional transition in the global south and the emergence of obesity there
(Hawkes 2006). Countries formerly concerned only with under nutrition now suffer
from a ‘double burden’ where under nutrition coexists with obesity (FAO 2006).
Alarming headlines appear regularly across the globe, there is no escape from the
“obesity pandemic” (Popkin 2007; Frenk 2012). However, measuring obesity is
problematic and its incidence, as well as its implications, is contested. The dis-
cussion above establishes the controversial and contentious nature of mapping and
measuring malnutrition; explaining the causes and evaluating solutions are more
politically charged, it is indeed a “battle for mouths, minds and markets” (Lang and
Heasman 2004). How do we explain the patterns of malnutrition and how may they
be reduced?

Proximate factors may be responsible for volatile food prices and increases in the
number of hungry people, but the nature of these has changed markedly as the food
system has become more global in character. In the past, unpredictable weather,
pests and conflict often resulted in local food price increases and associated food
shortages. Today, local food prices are more often influenced by global factors: oil
prices; energy policies; dietary changes, foreign direct investments associated with
“land grabs” or financial speculation (Saturnino et al. 2011; Goodall 2008; Geary
2012; GRAIN 2008; IATP 2008; Ghosh 2009; Jarosz 2009; Wahl 2009;
Swaminathan 2013). To understand the extensive and protracted nature of global
malnutrition we must examine the profound changes in the structure and nature of
global political economy (Clapp 2012; Clapp and Cohen 2009; von Braun 2007;
Weis 2007; Young 2012; Le Billion et al. 2014a, b; McMichael 2009; Magdoff
2004, 2008, 2013; Magdoff and Tokar 2010).

Conceptualisations of the problem and their associated policy recommendations
are diametrically opposed and reflect divergent political perspectives. At one

1Describing obesity as an ‘epidemic’ is controversial as, unlike most epidemics, it is not a com-
municable disease.
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extreme are those who advocate more industrial food production and urge us to
embrace new technologies emerging from corporate research laboratories. This
vision triumphs the technological revolution that has transformed agricultural
production since the end of the 1950s and argues that the revolution should be
extended and intensified (World Bank 2008; Beddington 2010; DuPont 2014;
Monsanto 2014). This perspective employs a narrow interpretation of food security:

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 (World Food Summit 1996).

Traditional approaches have emphasized producing more food from a more or
less stable resource base, a process sometimes referred to as ‘sustainable intensi-
fication’. But transformations of the global system over the last 60 years mean that
the food security concept has limited purchase to tackle the myriad problems
associated with the food system today; namely, human rights abuses, international
trade and aid policy, global governance and development policy, equity, access and
ownership of resources, public health, and environmental issues, for example
(Pretty et al. 2010; Sage 2012; Mittal 2009; Young 2010; Carolan 2011).
Conceptualizing ‘the food problem’ as a simple ‘production’ issue, where ‘we need
more food’ ignores the complex reasons that some people are hungry. This ‘pro-
ductionist’ approach still dominates debates about the problem of hunger and is
allied to Malthusian interpretations where “too many people” are understood to be
the problem. Such simplistic interpretations are untenable; the problem is much
more complex and politically charged. As Maxwell and Slater (2004, p. 3) conclude
‘[A] preoccupation with food security is no longer sufficient’.

At the other end of the spectrum, are those who argue that the nature of con-
temporary food production is the cause of the current crisis and that its promotion
will exacerbate the problem (Wise and Sundell 2014). This vision calls for a fun-
damental rethinking of global food provisioning, and argues for changes at every
stage of the food system to establish a more socially equitable and environmentally
sustainable system (Clapp 2012; Paarlberg 2010; Thurow and Kilman 2009; von
Braun 2007; Weis 2007; Lang and Heasman 2004; Holt-Gimenez and Patel 2009;
Young 2012). This interpretation emphasizes the central role of corporate control
and the political manipulation of trade and subsidy regimes. At present corporate
profits increase while millions remain hungry, others become obese and the envi-
ronment suffers. World Watch (2010) suggest that instead of producing more food a
more effective way to address food security issues and climate change would be to
encourage self-sufficiency and waste reduction, in wealthier and poorer nations
alike. Such perspectives reject the narratives emanating from agribusiness interests
and their allies in governments; instead they emphasize securing “entitlements” and
promoting “food sovereignty” (see Bartos, this volume).

Sen (1981) introduced the concept of entitlements and transformed the debate
about food security and hunger. He argued that “[S]tarvation is the characteristic of
some people not having enough food to eat. It is not the characteristic of there not
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being enough food to eat” (Sen 1981, p. 1); as is the case today when we produce
more than enough food to feed everyone. However, millions do not have the
capacity to access the food in their midst, their assets (financial and social) are
insecure or minimal; food follows customers, whether people or pets. Processes
operating at every scale influence how food is distributed and how entitlements are
constructed (Young 2012, p. 22). The ability of some people to command food
reflects their political, economic, or social status. The role of gender is an obvious
example; female entitlements are frequently constrained by discrimination which
privileges male access to land, capital, and education (Action Aid 2010; IFAD
2012; Tsikata and Golah 2010; IDS 2014; FAO 2013).

Food sovereignty (Nyelini Declaration 2007) is another concept employed to
explain malnutrition; it draws attention to how and where decisions about the food
system are implemented. Unlike food security, it puts the question of power and
politics at the center of the debate (Schanbacher 2010). Food sovereignty “is the
right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through eco-
logically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food
and agriculture systems” (Nyeleni Declaration). The concept has been adopted by
myriad groups who want radical changes to the contemporary food system
(Anderson and Bellows 2012; GRAIN 2014).2 Major themes include: securing
livelihoods; gender equity; environmental objectives; land and property rights and
agrarian reform policies; local autonomy; democratic systems of governance; and it
urges resistance to corporate control of the food system. Food sovereignty estab-
lishes politics at the heart of the food debate. It is about who controls the food
system and about human rights (Valente 2014). This perspective challenges the
power of corporations, other special interests and the institutions of global gover-
nance (World Trade Organization, World Bank and International Monetary Fund)
that deliver their agendas. Instead, they demand that the food system be more
democratically governed and locally embedded; for them, neo-liberal, market-based
solutions—hegemonic since the 1950s—are not working and business as usual is
not an option (Wise 2013).

Every stage of the modern food chain is embedded in contentious economic and
scientific debates; these are political because they are about the role of markets and
the state, about global trading regimes and the ability of governments to control
their agricultural and food policies. They are political because food security is the
most basic expectation that citizens have of their government; failure to provide a
decent diet is associated with autocratic or corrupt regimes or conflict ridden
political situations. Finally, they are political because scarcity leads to food riots
which have been associated with radical regime change in the past and food is now
embedded in global security debates.

Given the complexity of the food system, employing various scales for analysis
helps illuminate some otherwise obscure interactions. Processes which operate at

2The right to adequate food and freedom from hunger is also inscribed in international law through
Article 11.2 of the 1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights.
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the global scale are mediated by national processes and these, in turn, are modified
by a variety of internal variables. Global processes establish the context within
which national processes operate and create distinctive national geographies of food
production and consumption (Wise and Murphy 2012). The limitations of national
analyses are obvious; however, most of us still consume our food in national
contexts and, rightly or wrongly, still presume that national governments can
intervene to improve food provisioning systems or the nature of our diets. Then
local and household variables further help explain entitlements, culturally and
regionally specific variables generate local diversity. Clearly there are multiple
political spaces where challenges to the contemporary food system and its socially
and environmentally unsustainable character can be resisted. Realizing alternative
visions will require vigorous political activism by diverse interests at global,
national and local scales (Sage 2013, 2014; Horlings and Marsden 2011). Positive
changes have been detailed, their implementation is urgent (Wise and Murphy
2012). The political landscapes of agriculture and food are changing and one might
ask whether, as the main players of the past (USA and EU) are replaced by the
emerging agricultural giants, namely, Brazil, China and India, will this herald a new
more equitable vision for global food security?
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Undernourishment. Over the ten year period from 1990 to 2000, the number of people in the world
that lived on an inadequate amount of food increased from 840 to 858 million. Due to the
population increases over this period, the percentage of the population that is undernourished
simultaneously decreased from 16 to 14 %. Territory size shows the proportion of all
undernourished people worldwide, that live there. Source www.worldmapper.org. Published
with kind permission of © Copyright Benjamin D. Hennig (Worldmapper Project)

International fast food. This map shows the distribution of one major brand of fast food outlet,
45 % of which were located within the United States. The next highest number of these outlets was
in Japan, Canada and Germany. Territory size shows the proportion of all McDonalds
restaurants that were open in 2004, that were found there. Source www.worldmapper.org.
Published with kind permission of © Copyright Benjamin D. Hennig (Worldmapper Project)
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