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The globalization of commodity sourcing, food production, and retail sales

has expanded over the last forty years, and it has sparked debates about

the distributive fairness and human rights implications of the way the

global political economy is structured. The centerpiece of the debate is the set

of interrelated challenges involved in sustainably feeding the world by midcentury.

Multiple reports prepared by governments, academic researchers, and interna-

tional organizations have inventoried these challenges. The Food and

Agriculture Organization (FAO), for example, warns that “degradation and deep-

ening scarcity of land and water resources . . . pos[es] a profound challenge to the

task of feeding a world population expected to reach  billion people by .”

Nearly all of the assessments conclude that the response to these challenges will

require more than a portfolio of technological solutions.

The U.K. government’s Foresight report The Future of Food and Farming, for

example, defines the challenges as ones requiring institutional solutions to the

“interacting drivers” affecting the global food system over the next forty years.

Issues that it suggests need to be addressed include:

• “Governance of the food system at both national and international levels”

• “The globalisation of markets” and “the emergence and continued growth

of new food superpowers”

• “A trend for consolidation in the private sector with the emergence of a

limited number of very large transnational companies in agribusiness, in

the fisheries sector, and in the food processing, distribution and retail

sectors”
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• “Production subsidies, trade restrictions and other market interventions”;

and

• “The control of increasing areas of land for food production (such as

in Africa) . . . influenced by both past and future land-purchase and

leasing agreements—involving both sovereign wealth funds and

business”

In other words, the report brings to the forefront of discussion the drivers of food

system change, rooted in patterns of market organization and the key institutions

of the global political economy.

The global political economy, as Robert Gilpin defines it, focuses on “the inter-

action of the market and powerful actors such as states, multinational firms, and

international organizations.” His widely influential definition goes beyond an

older emphasis on the relation between markets and the legal and political insti-

tutions of the individual states within which those markets are embedded. More

important is the explanation he gives for his expanded definition, which takes

account of the multiple exogenous influences on domestic markets and national

distributive outcomes. For example, geopolitically powerful and economically

advantaged states play an important role in shaping economic activities and

incentive structures far beyond their own borders. They exercise their power to

shape the trade, capital investment, labor, and taxation rules that individual entre-

preneurs, multinational firms, and less advantaged states must follow. These rules

generally reflect the political and economic “interests of dominant states and their

citizens.” The underlying vision of the national interest, he argues, often reflects

the views of business elites in those societies.

Equally important is the fact that various nonstate entities exercise some of the

powers historically possessed by states. These state-like entities include multina-

tional corporations, hedge funds and other institutional investors, and suprana-

tional institutions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary

Fund. To varying degrees, they exercise some of the capacities of states, but

they answer to other constituencies such as shareholders, customers, and financial

backers, instead of citizens. Often, the state-like capacities acquired by private sec-

tor entities are augmented by their ability to enlist state support for their own eco-

nomic purposes, and equally significant is the recent revival of state enterprises

(for example, in China) that blur the line between state institutions and private

profit-seeking entities.
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Food production figures centrally in many of these broader debates, for reasons

cited in the FAO’s The State of Food Insecurity in the World  report, the U.K.

government’s Foresight report, and many other publications. In this essay, I will

explore four examples of trends pertinent to global agricultural markets, elaborate

on the key normative issues they raise, and set the stage for a discussion of alter-

native visions for the global political economy.

The Globalization of Trade in Agriculture

The first trend is that protective tariffs and agricultural production subsidies are

among the most contested issues in global trade discussions. International trade

in food and agricultural products has grown in absolute terms nearly fivefold

from  to . However, agricultural trade rules (along with rules dealing

with some aspects of intellectual property) have never been incorporated into

the global trade rules pertaining to other goods and services regulated and

enforced by the World Trade Organization (WTO). For more than twenty-five

years, agricultural export subsidies, tariffs, and other trade policies have been gov-

erned by the Agreement on Agriculture (AoA). It was created as an interim

arrangement, intended to last until some permanent multilateral agreement

could be reached. But as of the beginning of , negotiations remain at an

impasse and the underlying economic conditions fueling the controversies are

largely unchanged.

Issues of fairness and power are at the heart of these enduring trade disputes

and the various criticisms of the AoA’s framework. A key provision (known as

the peace clause) allows less economically developed nations to maintain some

protectionist policies for the sake of national food security goals and for satisfying

their human rights responsibilities to their citizens by limiting their exposure to

international legal challenges. On one hand, the United States and some other

economically developed nations contend that these policies were designed for eco-

nomic conditions that no longer hold, and moreover, that many of the policies are

not used to advance legitimate food security goals.

On the other hand, some low- and middle-income countries complain that the

AoA is unfair to them inasmuch as it allows member nations of the Organisation

for Economic Cooperation and Development to retain far more trade-restrictive

protectionist policies that serve no purpose beyond perpetuating their global mar-

ket advantages. Moreover, they say that the unfairness of these asymmetric trade
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rules is compounded by the fact that many developed nations dump their excess

food production in poor nations at prices below the cost of local production. This

practice, many observers conclude, further disadvantages local farmers by destroy-

ing their ability to compete effectively in their own markets and, as a consequence,

undermines the long-term ability of countries to sustain local productive capaci-

ties essential to domestic food security.

Global Competition for Agricultural Resources

The second trend up for discussion is the emerging scarcity of farmland and other

resources upon which the livelihoods of individuals and the food security goals of

nations depend. The perception of scarcity is reflected in the increase in large-

scale global land acquisitions and global price increases over the last two decades.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) recently issued a

report on the status of global land, noting the competing uses of land for food,

feed, fiber, fuel, and freshwater are likely to increase given the growing global pop-

ulation and expectations of an expanding economy. However, options for

expanding the human land footprint are becoming more limited. More than 

percent of the Earth’s ice-free land (including habitable and uninhabitable land)

has been transformed in varying degrees by human activities. A recent as-

sessment of evidence by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on

Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) estimates that more than  percent

of Earth’s habitable land areas are degraded—by desertification, pollution, erosion,

deforestation, and the like—to such a degree that the wellbeing of . billion peo-

ple is now at risk. Under a “business as usual” scenario for land use, that pro-

portion is projected to rise to  percent by .

The FAO, IPCC, and IPBES all concur that agriculture is the primary driver of

land degradation, declining water quality and availability, deforestation, and

terrestrial biodiversity loss—in addition to accounting for roughly a quarter of

all greenhouse gas emissions. These damages are not merely bad for the en-

vironment; they undermine the sustainability of food production. In other

words, existing practices and the institutions that support them are ecologically

self-undermining insofar as they exhaust the necessary resource base or degrade

the environmental conditions upon which the continued existence of those prac-

tices depends.
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Issues of sustainability are closely linked to issues of justice. The environmental

destruction and resource depletion of a country is fundamentally at odds with the

country’s ability to fulfill its human rights responsibilities to its citizens. Widely

recognized human rights to food, water, and subsistence, along with rights per-

taining to health and a livable environment, are implicated when countries lack

effective control, or fail to exercise sufficient oversight over their natural resources

and environment. More generally, threats to human rights arise whenever host

political institutions do not take appropriate steps to combat unfairness in the dis-

tribution of advantages, power, risks, and opportunities. For example, rights to

food, water, subsistence, and the protection of health and environment are easily

thwarted by systems that fail to protect common pool resources such as water and

air quality, or lack adequate economic regulations for policing transactions that

can have harmful environmental spillover effects.

Concerns rooted in the recognition of the link between human rights deficits

and underlying structurally unfair socioeconomic conditions are prompted by

the fact that the most aggressive pursuit of land and water resources around the

world over the last decades has been concentrated in countries where land is rel-

atively cheap, governments are welcoming, land acquisition laws are lax, and reg-

ulatory oversight is weak. Critics compare the effects of what many call a “global

land rush” to the natural resource curse, the name given to the portfolio of adverse

consequences of foreign investment in extractive industries such as oil and min-

erals. For example, they charge that foreign investors in both mining and large-

scale agriculture enterprises extract high profits, deplete resources, produce

goods primarily for export to the global affluent, invest little for the improvement

of the local economy or relief from poverty, leave behind environmental degrada-

tion, convert smallholders to low-wage informal sector workers, and dispossess

many traditional landholders.

The first big uptick in the current global land acquisition trend began a few

years before the Great Recession and briefly plateaued with the economic down-

turn that followed. But after the global recovery accelerated in , the pace and

scale of such acquisitions increased even more, especially in Africa, and it

expanded deeper into new locations, including Argentina, Brazil, and Romania.

Market Concentration and Supply Chain Management

The third trend is that one of the most consequential changes in the global orga-

nization of agricultural production over the last forty years has been the
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concentration of market power in the hands of a decreasing number of producers,

commodity buyers, and retailers. Today, for example,  percent of seeds are pro-

duced by just four companies, over  percent of fertilizers and pesticides are pro-

duced by six agrochemical manufacturers, and  percent of the global grain trade

is controlled by four agrobusiness conglomerates. In the United States,  per-

cent of the beef and  percent of the pork are processed by four meat-packing

companies. Global livestock production is more regionalized than other agricul-

tural products, but the same oligopolistic patterns among manufacturers of pro-

duction inputs (for instance, fertilizers and pesticides), commodity traders, and

meat processors are found in every region of the world. All of these products

are concentrated in fewer corporate hands as a result of countless waves of corpo-

rate mergers and acquisitions beginning in the late s and intensifying in

recent years. For example, more than  percent of the global pesticide and

seed markets were controlled by four firms in , down from six in the

mid-s, already far more concentrated than it was in the late s when own-

ership of seeds and pesticides was more widely dispersed.

In addition, markets characterized by a small, concentrated pool of global buy-

ers—an oligopsony—have been enormously important in bringing about a funda-

mental transformation in global supply chains. Large-scale purchasers of food for

retail grocery chains, fast food outlets, and other multinational food processors

have been the primary drivers. Small pools of buyers now dominate decision-

making within the global supply of food, with “lead firms” linking producers in

almost every country to consumers all over the world. In most regional markets,

oligopsony is now the most prevalent model of market organization.

A traditional objection to oligopsony is its potential for increasing consumer

costs. However, the primary concerns often lie elsewhere. The first and most

immediate impact of this concentration has been on the way production is orga-

nized. Market concentration among buyers is responsible for the rapid disappear-

ance of traditional “spot markets”—the traditional form of market organization

that gets its name from the physical marketplaces where independent producers

and potential buyers meet and reach a commodity sales agreement “on the

spot.” Instead, in recent decades, many of the major agricultural commodities

in the United States, and increasingly elsewhere, are produced under exclusive

sales contracts entered into with purchasers on behalf of the even smaller number

of global buyers. The shift has been gradual but profound.
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By , almost  percent of all U.S. agriculture was produced under contract.

A growing share of fruits and vegetables in the United States is produced on con-

tract with “first handlers”—the packers or food-processing companies—which

agree in advance to purchase of a farmer’s entire crop at predetermined prices.

Similarly,  percent of cattle are sold through “captive supply chain” contracts

between feedlots and a specific meat-packer. An astounding  percent of

chicken consumed in the United States is now produced under contract with

“integrators,” who control every aspect of production, from the supply of chicks

and feed to the management and delivery of broilers (the term for any chickens

bred and raised specifically for meat production).

Purchasers utilize “hierarchical supply chain contracts” that allow them to exer-

cise control over every aspect of the supply chain without having to invest directly

in production. Such control is valued by purchasers as a way to restrain and sta-

bilize commodity prices, minimize the need for future rounds of market negotia-

tion, and ensure a reliable supply of standardized agricultural products sufficient

to meet the requirements of a global enterprise.

Contract agriculture grew in importance as vertical integration fell out of favor

across a range of industries, beginning with the international garment-

manufacturing sector. In addition to the reasons already noted, an important

impetus for the shift was the recognition that investment at the commodity pro-

duction stage is the least profitable and most risky component of any business.

Agricultural commodity production is an especially risky venture because of

weather variability and product perishability. Vertical integration—owning

every stage of production, from seed to shelf, for example—thus became less

attractive because the combination of low profit margins and high risk at the pro-

duction stage of the enterprise reduces the overall rate of profitability on capital

investment.

Vertically integrated ownership has not disappeared entirely, and it would be

precipitous to predict the future after the retrenchment of global integration dur-

ing the early stages of the COVID- pandemic. But supply chain management,

achieved through a series of contracts, grew in favor and continues to grow

because it also serves many other critical business goals associated with the geo-

graphic elongation of supply chains, within and across nations. While these supply

chains open up opportunities for lowering production costs, businesses need to

address new challenges that arise from operation in multiple jurisdictions.

Contract agriculture allows agribusiness to avoid the risks associated with changes
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in legal and regulatory climates, stranded assets in politically unstable countries,

superannuation of production technology, and long-term financial commitment

to fixed workforce pools and pension obligations. In other words, the contract

model offers maximum flexibility and enhanced profitability for purchasers.

However, the flip side of the coin is an increase in economic precariousness for

farmers, reduced bargaining power for workers, and diminished accountability

to local communities.

The effective exclusion of small farmers from lucrative global markets is one of

the most significant results of contract agriculture under oligopolistic market con-

ditions. The farmers are forced to expand their operations to make it worthwhile

for purchasers to offer them a production contract. A familiar refrain is “Big only

buys from big.” Small farmers often lack the resources for expansion, and even

when they are able to expand their operations, they are often forced to sell to

one of a very small number of buyers whose market dominance enables them

to dictate prices and drive down farm income, sometimes below the costs of pro-

duction. For some products, paradigmatically in the broiler industry, the evidence

of marginal and declining rewards available at the commodity production stage of

the supply chain is quite dramatic. In the United States, many producers are in

debt for sums of over a million dollars, even though their net income is only

slightly above the poverty level.

More generally, much of what is known about the broader social consequences

of contract agriculture under oligopolistic market conditions comes from the

examination of chicken production in the United States, where the business

model is most extensively developed. In ,  percent of broiler producers

were independent, with more than . million chicken farmers spread across

the country. Less than thirty years later, the industry was dominated by a hand-

ful of chicken processors with operations concentrated in a few localities in the

Southern United States, leaving only  percent of the broilers in the country

being produced by independent farmers.

Contract production under oligopolistic market conditions has made it possible

to shift many other burdens of production to local communities. The underlying

incentive structure of the “Southern Model,” as it is now known, is exemplified by

the characteristics of the typical processing sites. The areas selected by the major

industry players offer an abundance of farmers with only marginally productive

operations, a substantial pool of flexible labor, low prevailing wages, a lack of

unions, and weak environmental and worker safety laws.
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The geographic concentration of contract agriculture in predominately poor

and disempowered communities also has significant effects on the livelihoods of

all workers in the areas where the facilities are concentrated. Aided by the lack

of unions or strong labor protection laws, labor patterns generally involve a

shift away from formal arrangements for full-time employment and a decline in

the prevailing wage of the region’s workforce. Regular shifts and full-week work

hours, unemployment insurance, workers’ compensation benefits, and other

forms of workforce security all become less common, thereby increasing worker

insecurity and vulnerability to lost wages and uncompensated health losses.

Local communities also suffer uncompensated adverse environmental effects

—“negative externalities,” in the parlance of economists—of geographically con-

centrated agriculture. The concentration of chicken, hog, and large-scale crop pro-

duction operations routinely overwhelms the capacity of rivers, streams, air, and

soil to absorb and dilute the pollution, and many of these health hazards remain

unabated because of a lack of regulatory oversight.

Unsurprisingly, the enormous corporate advantages of the contract production

model have led to its expansion well beyond the United States. In addition, it has

enjoyed strong support from the World Bank and other economic development

agencies that promote it as a vehicle for poverty relief among the rural poor

and as a mechanism for small landholders in the developing world to enter

into potentially lucrative global agricultural commodities markets. However,

widely cited reviews of a large body of literature show mixed results for farmers

in these countries, even when the contract production model contributes to

growth in GDP. Critics of the global expansion of the contract model cite

these mixed results, as well as the evidence from the U.S. experience, as reasons

for caution. Their concerns stem from the global parallels in the concentration

of market power among buyers located within similar geographic sites that

gives buyers advantages due to the vulnerability of small farmers, the local work-

force, and their communities.

The Effects of the Global Financial Sector

The fourth trend related to global agricultural markets is the trend toward finan-

cialization—the growing share of the financial services sector within the global

economy and its staggering influence on other sectors—which has led many

observers to label the current era of capitalist organization “financial capitalism.”
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The size and influence of the sector confers upon private owners of concentrated

capital an immense power to determine what gets produced, where, by whom, the

conditions of state oversight, and the location and terms by which profits are accu-

mulated and taxed.

The financial services sector, as long as its power is held in check, is widely

thought to be essential to the functioning of the global economy. However,

there are two especially significant adverse impacts associated with the growth

and influence of a heterogeneous collection of hedge funds, private equity

funds, and investment brokers, international tax consultants, and state-sponsored

tax havens—the core elements of what is known as the “shadow banking system.”

They have fueled a seismic shift in taxation and capital accumulation by corpora-

tions and propelled a global frenzy of speculative investments, including in farm-

land and water resource acquisitions.

The first issue is the problem of tax competition. An international cadre of over

ten thousand lawyers, accountants, and wealth-preservation consultants cater to

transnational corporations seeking to deposit their profits in jurisdictions that

have tailored their laws to offer lower corporate tax rates (or no corporate tax),

shielding their financial records from other taxing authorities, and the ability to

conduct financial transactions with few restrictions and little oversight on the

source and disposition of the deposited funds. The mechanisms are often enor-

mously complex, but the essential point is that multinational corporations get to

pick the country where they declare their profits and shelter their wealth by cre-

ating “offshore” corporations.

For example, a Dutch wholesaler might buy agricultural commodities from

Brazil and, ultimately, they get sold for a profit to a British retail grocery chain.

However, neither the Brazilian nor the British tax authorities would be able to

tax the revenues because the commodity is sold at purchase price to a holding

company in Luxembourg, where the profit appears on its books as a sales trans-

action in that jurisdiction and is taxed at minimal rates. Often, the holding com-

pany is referred to as a “shell” corporation because it is created solely for the

purpose of reducing or avoiding taxes and escaping strict financial regulations

in the countries where the company conducts most of its business or derives

most of its income.

It is important to note that the use of tax havens and shell corporations in inter-

national business practices is not of marginal economic significance, clustered in

poverty-stricken or corrupt island nations, or utilized mainly by drug cartels and
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other criminal syndicates to hide their ill-gotten gains. Luxembourg, the

Netherlands, Hong Kong, Switzerland, and Ireland are among the world’s largest

tax havens. The Cayman Islands are among the most well-known tax havens, but

the British crown appoints its governors, its laws are subject to British approval,

and its legal disputes are resolved under British law. Moreover, an estimated

 percent of all multinational corporate profits is routed through tax havens,

and for the multinationals based in the United States, the number is  percent.

This means that much of the wealth generated from legal global trade is deposited

in offshore accounts, insulated from scrutiny, and sheltered from high taxation

rates.

A second problem, facilitated and magnified by the legal conduits provided by

the tax haven industry, is the speculative investment frenzy fueled by portfolio

managers, pension funds, and hedge funds. There are many facets to this complex

phenomenon, but here is one example that affects global agriculture. Banks, and

especially the institutions that make up the largely unregulated shadow-banking

industry, are responsible for the proliferation of highly risky securitized financial

instruments. These instruments, known as derivatives, are contracts that give pur-

chasers the rights to future proceeds of investments. They are named for the fact

that market value is based on the expected yield derived from the underlying bun-

dle of assets. The underlying assets can include a mix of high-risk investments,

such as “junk bonds,” overleveraged real estate loans, and any other assets, includ-

ing agricultural and water resources, and even the sovereign debt of debt-ridden

nations. These are all folded together into tradable, high interest–yielding deriva-

tive contracts. These contracts are either resold to other banking institutions or

institutional investors, such as other hedge funds, diversified mutual equity

funds, university endowments, and pensions, all equally eager to take big risks

for greater returns than most other market transactions provide.

An indicator of how speculative these investments are is the fact that the total

value of financial exposures from derivative contracts alone is estimated at some-

where between two and three times the total market value of all assets in the

world. The financial sector has created a global debt casino, affecting not only

the players but also the people who neither consented to nor know of the risks

to which they are being subjected.

Here are a few examples of the consequences. The speculative activities of finan-

cial institutions not only deprive nations of tax revenue when filtered through tax

havens but also increase the concentration of capital in the hidden portfolios of
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the global rich, stifle innovation and crowd out more productive uses of assets,

increase the systemic risk of financial collapse of the global economy, accelerate

the extraction of dwindling resources from lower-income countries, and drive

up asset prices—including of farmland—beyond the reach of local residents.

Alternative Solutions

The breadth and depth of challenges involved in feeding the planet, deeply rooted

in the structure of the global political economy, are exemplified in the market

practices and policy responses surveyed. These activities are at odds with the

goal of ensuring that the global system of food production is both ecologically sus-

tainable and structured in a way that facilitates the secure realization of basic

human rights. The range of suggested solutions runs the gamut, some focusing

largely on markets and others concentrating on political institutional reform.

For more than forty years, some version of market fundamentalism—as Joseph

Stiglitz and others call it—has been the dominant view of how the global political

economy should be organized. The rationales for it differ (and often overlap),

but their core belief is that a robust protection of market liberties is the fundamen-

tal principle of social organization. In a nutshell, market fundamentalism is the

view that competitive markets tend to be self-regulating and socially beneficial. In

the long run, markets, unfettered by state interference, will not only produce max-

imally efficient outcomes, advocates argue, but also underwrite a form of social

organization that best promotes individual freedom, improvement of social wel-

fare, economic fairness, and social stability. Its most famous proponents, including

Milton Friedman and Friedrich Hayek, at times emphasize one or another of these

free market rationales, but they share a strong presumption in favor of promarket

solutions to virtually all social problems. In particular, they advocate for a portfo-

lio of neoliberal market-oriented policies, including deregulation, free trade, and

privatization. Margaret Thatcher, for example, championed this view in her well-

known claim that there is “no other alternative.”

One strand of criticism of market fundamentalism is attuned to the global com-

petition for agricultural resources and the closing window for responding to

declining ecological conditions. It takes its cue from John Maynard Keynes’s

riposte “But this long run is a misleading guide to current affairs. In the long

run we are all dead.” Another strand of criticism is more attuned to the

human rights dimension of current conditions. Joseph Stiglitz observes that
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while markets might produce considerable social benefits for quite a few people,

“market processes may, by themselves, leave many people with too few resources

to survive,” and government, therefore, has an essential role “in ensuring social

justice” for everyone affected by market organization.

Other opponents of market fundamentalism argue that the flaw in the global

political economy is inherent in the “logic of capitalism.” Their claim is that prob-

lems of economic injustice and ecological unsustainability stem from the private

sector’s relentless efforts to maximize profits, indifferent to distributive conse-

quences, resource depletion, ecological degradation, and a destabilized climate

system.

For the sake of argument, let us suppose that the logic of capitalism argument

has some diagnostic merit. The problem, however, is that it runs into a temporal

problem similar to what Keynes highlighted for market fundamentalism.

Humanity’s response to the challenges of creating a more just and sustainable

global system of food production cannot wait until every evil that might be attrib-

uted to capitalism is eliminated. Capitalism has proved to be highly resilient.

The temporal problem, then, suggests the need to turn our attention to the

reform of the political institutions in which markets are embedded. This might

mean, for example, restraining the most predatory and ecologically self-defeating

market practices. Traditional suggestions along these lines include anti-trust

enforcement designed to combat market concentration, better land rights protec-

tions, environmental regulations on land use and pollution, and more oversight of

the financial sector. However, solutions of this sort run into jurisdictional and

practical constraints. Capital is highly concentrated, mobile, and fortified by

legal maneuvers that shield it from scrutiny and taxation. It also has considerable

economic leverage over governments; for example, through the threat of capital

flight to stifle domestic social justice objectives pursued through regulation or

taxation.

A more fundamental problem for the market-reformist position is the fact that

many ecological problems affecting the economic basis of the global food system,

such as resource scarcity and ecological degradation, are global in origin and often

beyond the institutional capacities and jurisdictional reach of even the most pros-

perous, self-sufficient, and well-organized states to address effectively in isolation.

These jurisdictional and practical limitations, built into the DNA of the system of

sovereign states, lead some political theorists to endorse the creation of a global

government, or new supranational institutions that selectively strip states of
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their sovereignty over matters that affect the entire planet and can be solved only

at the level of global governance. Climate change is one example. However, there

are two problems with these solutions.

First, problems such as climate change cannot be disaggregated into discrete

policy silos. Agriculture offers a case in point. It accounts for a quarter of all

greenhouse gas emissions—more than any other sector, including transportation

and energy production. Any serious proposal for disaggregating sovereignty, at

least for matters of great planetary consequence, would require a breathtaking

reordering of political power relations and centralized control over nearly every

facet of production involving greenhouse gas emissions from all sources.

This brings us to the second point. Just as it seems unlikely that capitalism will

come to a timely end, deep incursions on state sovereignty seem equally improb-

able, if, for example, the rise of secessionist movements and internal fractures

within the European Union are good indicators.

What then happens if our near-term prospects leave in place the existing com-

bination of economically vulnerable, jurisdictionally limited, and politically con-

strained states and hypermobile, politically unaccountable, and highly

concentrated capital? I can only offer a rather brief and tentative suggestion for

escaping from this predicament, at least insofar as it pertains to problems with

the global food system. There are two parts to the suggestion. First, our conception

of human rights needs to be updated, such that environmental rights, broadly con-

strued, are moved to the forefront. In practical terms, this would mean that the

preservation of land, water, and other common pool resources, protection of

land rights, and legal constraints on economically predatory and ecologically

unsustainable market practices become the central policy instruments through

which basic human rights to food, water, subsistence, and a habitable planet are

secured.

Second, our conception of the primary mechanisms for human rights enforce-

ment must be revised. The dominant state-centric approach emphasizes the spe-

cial status of the claims of citizens against their own states for the protection and

promotion of their basic human rights. But, for reasons already noted, that

vision now seems dated and incomplete. Because many of the threats to human

rights are exogenous, given the realities of the global political economy, states

need to be empowered to better regulate their own domestic socioeconomic con-

ditions—and much more—in order to fulfill their responsibilities for the human

rights of their citizens. Specifically, they need to be able to claim and enforce rights
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against other states and state-like entities that substantially threaten the human

rights of their citizens from the outside.

For example, states need to be able to protect their own citizens from seriously

disadvantageous rules governing interstate economic relations, external interfer-

ence with domestic social justice initiatives, and the unconsented-to imposition

of highly consequential environmental spillover effects. How might a mechanism

for such protections be created? One answer, of course, is through international

law, but asymmetric geopolitical power relations make the creation of that sort

of legal remedy unlikely. An alternative approach would involve setting up coor-

dinated efforts of multiple states that enable them to press their demands collec-

tively, thereby creating solidarity and the augmented bargaining power that

individual states acting alone lack. I can think of no better arena in which to

explore this alternative than the nexus of economic and ecological concerns

that will determine the future of the global food system.
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Abstract: As part of the roundtable, “Ethics and the Future of the Global Food System,” this essay
examines how the key decisions within the global system of food production are shaped by the
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organization of the global political economy. The understanding of the global political economy
follows standard definitions that focus on the dominant market practices and the institutional
structures within which those practices are embedded. I identify examples of market practices
and institutional policies that structurally impair the ability of states to secure the human rights
of their citizens, and explain specific issues of structural injustice raised by each example. The con-
clusion provides a survey of a range of alternative solutions for transforming the global political
economy and creating the conditions for a more just and ecologically sustainable food system.
Ultimately, our conception of human rights and the mechanisms for their protection and enforce-
ment must change in order to address the scale and gravity of problems affecting the future of agri-
culture and our ability to feed the world.

Keywords: global political economy, food, markets, sustainability, agriculture, trade, supply chain,
financialization, commodities
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