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Abstract 

Drawing on a neo-Gramscian conception of global civil society as a sphere where world order 

is ideologically sustained and contested, this paper examines the extent to which the idea of a 

human right to food serves to challenge neoliberal globalization or is incorporated into its 

ideational underpinnings. Through a focus on the negotiations of a set of Voluntary 

Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the 

Context of National Food Security, a discursive struggle over the meaning of the ‘right to 

food’ is analyzed. On the one hand, the articulation of food as a fundamental right politicizes 

the ‘problem’ of hunger, casts critical light on the global restructuring of production and 

subjects the market to the primacy of human rights. On the other hand, the ‘right to food’ as 

negotiated in the Guidelines process – with its human rights content largely suppressed, recast 

as a policy goal and molded into a policy approach – is neutralized as a challenge and brought 

into conformity with the neoliberal project of globalization. Relating these findings back to 

the force field of contesting globalization from below and co-opting such resistance from 

above, this study ends with reflections on the limits and possibilities of human rights 

discourse as part of a counter-hegemonic strategy. 
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Introduction: The Materiality of Hunger and the Idea of a Human Right to Food 

 

The global restructuring of production in the decades following the disintegration of a 

nationally regulated Keynesian world economy in the 1970s has intensified tensions between 

capital accumulation and social reproduction. 1  The persistence of hunger in the face of 

unprecedented affluence is a vivid manifestation of this contradictory relationship, and the 

increasing commodification of agriculture is but the most prominent case in point for the 

extension of the power of capital to the exclusion or at the expense of the capacities of large 

parts of the world’s population to sustain themselves nutritionally and in dignity.2 

In search of an alternative, global problématique and a material and normative 

grounding of the practice of theorizing, this paper takes as its point of departure the chronic 

undernourishment of an approximate one billion people.3 There are manifold ways to grapple 

with this gruesome social fact, both in theory and praxis, academically as well as politically. 

This study is concerned with the idea of a human right to food as one such interpretation and 

its critical potential for contesting the global relations of power that perpetuate the material 

conditions of hunger. 

One valuable entry point that, amongst others, Robert Cox has provided the 

international relations (IR) scholar with is an analytical focus on production as the central 

human activity, coupled with a concern for the social power relations that set the priorities of 

what is produced and how it is produced, forge the social groups involved in the process of 

production and distribute product and concomitant rewards.4 The social provisioning of food 

                                                 
1 Gill, Stephen and Isabella Bakker (2003) Power, Production and Social Reproduction. New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, p. 4. 
2 McMichael, Philip (2003) ‘Food Security and Social Reproduction: Issues and Contradictions’, in Gill 

and Bakker 2003: 176. 
3 According to the latest FAO figures likely to be underestimates, 852 million people are chronically 

undernourished, the majority of them living in rural areas where food is produced; FAO (2004) The State of 
Food Insecurity in the World. Rome: FAO, pp. 6, 28. 

4 Cox, Robert (1987) Production, Power and World Order: Social Forces in the Making of History. 
New York: Columbia University Press, pp. 11-12, 396. 
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is one aspect of social reproduction 5  and the most elemental part of production as it 

“reconstitutes in one cycle the elements necessary to continue production […] during the next 

cycle”.6 One is inclined to conceive of hunger as the consequence of disruptions of this cycle, 

the breakdown of the social relations of production caused by natural or man-made 

emergencies such as floods, droughts, economic embargoes or civil strife. In the 

overwhelming majority of cases, however, hunger results from the way production and social 

reproduction are organized – an insight that exposes the operation of power. Precariously 

employed agricultural workers, marginalized female household members, or small-scale 

farmers forcibly evicted from their land suffer hunger and malnutrition because of local and 

immediate circumstances. At the macro level, structural adjustment programs channeling 

social expenditures toward debt servicing, subsidized food imports destroying local markets, 

or export-oriented cash crop production neglecting the needs of the population have similar 

effects. 

It may be commonplace yet deserves reiteration for the purpose of this study that in a 

dialectical manner, the production relations that generate hunger at once create the material 

conditions of possibility for their contestation and transformation. In what is the classic theme 

of human emancipation, the deprived become conscious of themselves as subjects and rise to 

contest what they perceive as the cause of their destitution.7 Fundamentally, it is in the realm 

of ideas where any such potential is realized and where social change takes its origin. Around 

the politics of food and hunger and the global transformation of agriculture in particular, 

various social movements and community-based organizations such as landless movements, 

indigenous groups and agrarian reform organizations have emerged in recent years and forged 

                                                 
5 Gill and Bakker 2003: 4. 
6 Cox 1987: 35. 
7 Held, David (1980) An Introduction to Critical Theory: Horkheimer to Habermas. London: 

Hutchinson, p. 51; Fanon, Frantz (1963) The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington. New York: 
Grove Press. 
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links with the anti-globalization movement.8 The premise of this study is that the idea of a 

human right to food is situated and can be fruitfully analyzed within this social context. 

Dating back to the proclamation of United States President Roosevelt that ‘a 

necessitous man is not a free man’9 and its reflection in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, the idea of a human right to food re-emerged forcefully in the course of the 1990s at 

the forefront of a human rights discourse on economic, social and cultural rights and as a 

response to the material pressures of economic globalization. Not only does such discourse 

stand at the center of an increasing number of human rights organizations, it is also behind 

most of the resistance brought to bear against neoliberal restructuring by the anti-globalization 

movement.10 The assertion made by a coalition of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) as 

well as the international peasant movement La Vía Campesina at the 1996 World Food 

Summit (WFS) that ‘food is a basic human right’ is exemplary of this connection.11 

While the human right to food informs collective action and political strategies in local 

struggles, its conceptual development qua human right has taken place at the intersection of 

multilateral institutions of global governance – namely the United Nations (UN) human rights 

system and more recently the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) – and various 

human rights NGOs, faith-based development organizations, agricultural research institutes as 

well as agrarian reform and peasant movements. One of the derivative tasks of this study will 

be to theorize this sphere of a ‘global civil society’.12 Suffice it to note at this point that it can 

                                                 
8 Friedmann, Harriet (2005) ‘Feeding the Empire: The Pathologies of Globalized Agriculture’, in Leo 

Panitch and Colin Leys (eds) The Empire Reloaded: Socialist Register 2005. London: Merlin Press, p. 138; 
McMichael, Philip (2000a) ‘The Power of Food’, Agriculture and Human Values 17: 28. 

9 See Eide, Asbjørn (2001) ‘Economic, Social and Cultural Rights as Human Rights’, in Asbjørn Eide, 
Catarina Krause and Allan Rosas (eds) Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: A Textbook, 2nd ed. Dordrecht: 
Martinus Nijhoff. 

10 Robinson, Fiona (2003) ‘Human Rights and the Global Politics of Resistance: Feminist Perspectives’, 
Review of International Studies 29: 161-62. 

11 NGO Forum to the World Food Summit (1996) ‘Profit for Few or Food for All’, statement presented 
at the World Food Summit, Rome, 17 November; Vía Campesina (1996) ‘The Right to Produce and Access to 
Land’, position on food sovereignty presented at the World Food Summit, Rome, November. 

12 While a conceptualization of the term ‘global civil society’ is provided below, it seems important to 
point out at this stage that it ought not to be understood as an agent of emancipation per se. What is more, the 
argument put forth is that international institutions are not separate from but form part of the sphere of global 
civil society. 
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be framed as a site of social struggle in which the neoliberal project of globalization is both 

sustained and contested – as a sphere of resistance from below and co-optation from above, or 

in the parlance of Antonio Gramsci, counter-hegemony and trasformismo.13 

This paper examines the ‘right to food’14 as an object of contention within this field of 

opposing forces, focusing on the negotiations of a set of Voluntary Guidelines to Support the 

Progressive Realization of the Right to Food in the Context of National Food Security15 as the 

most recent instance of this struggle. Articulated forcefully by an alliance of non-

governmental organizations and social movements and backed by UN human rights 

institutions, the idea of a human right to food has been met with lukewarm commitment or 

outright opposition by dominant actors. 16  The central question that arises from this 

observation is to what extent the ‘right to food’, as negotiated in the Guidelines process, 

challenges neoliberal globalization or is incorporated into its ideational underpinnings. 

At one level, this refers to the potential of human rights discourse to pose such a 

challenge in the first place. From a feminist perspective, Fiona Robinson claims that “in spite 

of their widespread use and proliferating scope, orthodox understandings of human rights 

cannot provide the necessary discursive or strategic tools to mount serious resistance to 

globalisation for those who are most vulnerable to it”.17 Gideon Baker quite convincingly 

ascribes this weakness to the propensity of human rights discourse of being centered on the 

state as the primary duty-bearers. The language of human rights may thus be an insufficient 

response to the neoliberal restructuring of production, considered to undercut the leeway of 
                                                 

13 Gill, Stephen (2000a) ‘Toward a Postmodern Prince? The Battle in Seattle as a Moment in the New 
Politics of Globalisation’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 29(1): 139; Cox, Robert (1999) ‘Civil 
Society at the Turn of the Millennium’, Review of International Studies 25: 7. 

14 The hyphenated ‘right to food’ is used throughout this study to denote the idea of a human right to 
food as an object of contention. 

15 Hereinafter referred to as ‘Voluntary Guidelines’ or ‘Guidelines’; see FAO (2005) Voluntary 
Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization of Right to Food in the Context of National Food Security. 
Rome: FAO. Available at <http://www.fao.org/docrep/meeting/009/y9825e/y9825e00.htm>, (accessed April 
2006). 

16 Oshaug, Arne (2005) ‘Developing Voluntary Guidelines for Implementing the Right to Adequate 
Food: Anatomy of an Intergovernmental Process’, in Wenche Barth Eide and Uwe Kracht (eds) Food and 
Human Rights in Development: Volume I: Legal and Institutional Dimensions and Selected Topics. Antwerpen: 
Intersentia, p. 260. 

17 Robinson 2003: 162. 
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states in economic and social policy, shift accountability from popular-democratic control to 

the external discipline of capital, and give rise to powerful non-state actors.18 Moreover, a 

human rights discourse that has the state as its central point of reference can be seen as 

reifying that which subordinate social forces oftentimes seek to transcend.19 

It remains to be seen whether these reservations hold true for the human right to food 

as well, and it is held that examining the meaning(s) that the ‘right to food’ takes on in the 

context of the Voluntary Guidelines negotiations will reveal the limits and possibilities of 

human rights discourse as a part of a counter-hegemonic strategy. The premise is that the idea 

of food as a human right frames the ‘problem’ of hunger as a ‘violation’20 and is indeed 

capable of shedding critical light on the global restructuring of production. Hence, this study 

is concerned with exploring this potential and pointing out how any such challenge is pre-

empted, countered and silenced in the course of the negotiations. Arguably, we will find 

mechanisms through which the idea of a human right to food is not only suppressed but also 

aligned with the neoliberal project of globalization – what Richard Peet has described as 

“neoliberalism moving to a reflexive developmentalism that incorporates its own critique into 

ever more refined but basically unchanged versions”.21 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 See, for instance, Gill, Stephen (2000b) ‘The Global Constitution of Capital’, paper presented to a 

panel, ‘The Capitalist World: Past and Present’ at the International Studies Association Annual Convention, Los 
Angeles, 2000. Available at <www.theglobalsite.ac.uk>, (accessed April 2006). 

19 Baker, Gideon (2002) ‘Problems in the Theorisation of Global Civil Society’, Political Studies 50: 
941. 

20 Jochnik, Chris (2001) ‘The Human Rights Challenge to Global Poverty’, in Willem van Genugten 
and Camilo Perez-Bustillo (eds) The Poverty of Rights: Human Rights and the Eradication of Poverty. London: 
Zed Books, p. 161. 

21 Peet, Richard (2002) ‘Ideology, Discourse and the Geography of Hegemony: From Socialist to 
Neoliberal Development in Postapartheid South Africa’, Antipode 34(1): 65. 
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Part I   Research Outline 

1 Aims of the Study 

 

The task of this study is to explore how the meaning of the ‘right to food’ is 

discursively constructed in the context of the Voluntary Guidelines negotiations. We conceive 

of this process of meaning-making in terms of an ideological or ‘discursive struggle’, shaped 

by and bearing upon a wider field of social practice that is conceptualized as the sphere of 

‘global civil society’ in which ‘social forces’ vie for ‘hegemony’.22 Arguing that it is in this 

sphere that resistance against neoliberal globalization is organized from below and co-opted 

from above, the central aim of this study is to assess the extent to which the idea of a human 

right to food lends support to the former or is subject to the latter. It is held that valuable 

insights can be derived from the way the meaning of the ‘right to food’ is constructed in the 

Voluntary Guidelines negotiations. The hypothesis is that the articulation of a human right to 

food as a challenge to neoliberal globalization is suppressed in the course of the negotiations, 

and attention is given to the ways in which the ‘right to food’ is incorporated into its 

ideational underpinnings. 

Following a standard three-part design, the remainder of this chapter lays out the 

theoretical framework of analysis. Metatheoretical considerations on the conditions and 

purpose of social science and the project of critical theory undergird the elaboration of a ‘neo-

Gramscian’ approach to global civil society, while the question of how to study an idea from 

such a perspective informs the methodological design of this study. Reflections on hunger and 

human rights are woven into the outline in order to emphasize the pertinence of these 

theoretical efforts to our investigation and gear the reader toward the analysis of the second 

chapter. 

                                                 
22 In contradistinction to its usage in realist IR theory, the concept of ‘hegemony’ is used here in the 

Gramscian sense of the word, describing a form of domination by social groups (‘social forces’) rather than 
states and through the manufacturing of consent rather than the exercise of force. 

 6



Part II commences with an inquiry into the conditions of possibility for the human 

right to food to become an object of contention within the sphere of global civil society. It is 

argued that material pressures exerted through the global restructuring of production, the 

dissolution of the rival ideologies of the bipolar world order as well as institutional innovation 

in the sphere global civil society have facilitated the discursive construction of the human 

right to food in opposition to neoliberal globalization. After a brief account of the events 

leading up to what is considered the most recent instance of a discursive struggle over the 

meaning of the ‘right to food’, an analysis of the Voluntary Guidelines negotiations is 

conducted. We conclude that the ‘right to food’, with its human rights content largely 

suppressed, recast as a policy goal and molded into a policy approach, is neutralized as a 

challenge and brought into conformity with the neoliberal project of globalization. 

In light of these findings, the closing chapter reflects upon the larger social processes 

of co-opting resistance around the human right to food within global civil society. The risk of 

the ‘right to food’ becoming an instrument to manage the problem of world hunger rather than 

serving to contest and transform its underlying structural conditions is highlighted. 

 

2 Delimitations 

 

As has become clear from previous remarks, this paper cuts across the issue areas of 

hunger, human rights and neoliberal globalization – a miscellany likely to become a source of 

confusion that calls for a careful delineation of the object of this study. The temporal scope of 

my thesis covers the period from the 1996 World Food Summit (WFS), where the idea of a 

new instrument on the human right to food first emerged, until the formal adoption of a set of 

Voluntary Guidelines by the FAO Council on 23 November 2004. Primary attention is given 

to the eighteen-month-long negotiations that took place from March 2003 to September 2004. 
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The point is not to deliver a detailed account of the Voluntary Guidelines process.23 Rather, 

the negotiations are taken as a focal point through which an underlying discursive struggle 

over the meaning of the ‘right to food’ can be discerned and analyzed. 

Concerning the substance of human rights, this study is not to be understood as an 

exegesis of international human rights law regarding economic, social, and cultural rights and 

does not purport to offer any further insights into their conceptual development. The legal 

dimension of the human right to adequate food as recognized in Article 25 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and enshrined in Article 11 of the International Covenant of 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) as well as in various other international legal 

instruments and political proclamations is of course an essential component of human rights 

discourse. It is given attention in as much as it is used in discursive practice to lend weight to 

a particular interpretation of the meaning of the ‘right to food’. Yet human rights are 

understood more broadly as both source and outcome of past and present social struggles and 

as such are considered as serving to challenge as well as to legitimate social relations of 

power,24 their codification and consecration being but one part of this social process. 

Lastly, the design of this study does not allow for an investigation into the material 

conditions of hunger beyond what has been touched upon in the introduction. While far from 

being a monocausal or sufficient explanation for the multifaceted social phenomenon of  

hunger, the global restructuring of production and the transformation of agriculture in 

particular are referred to in this study as most pertinent to an understanding of the social 

context in which the struggle over the ‘right to food’ takes place. 

 

 

                                                 
23 Interested readers are referred to Oshaug 2005. 
24 Cox, Robert (2002a) ‘Universality, Power and Morality’, in Robert Cox with Michael Schechter (eds), 

The Political Economy of a Plural World: Critical Reflections on Power, Morals and Civilizations. New York: 
Routledge, p. 62; Stammers, Neil (1999) ‘Social Movements and the Social Construction of Human Rights’, 
Human Rights Quarterly 21(4): 995-7. 
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3 Theoretical Framework 

3.1 Metatheoretical Considerations 

 

The larger perspective of this study is framed by critical theory and its application to 

the study of world politics.25 At the outset stands the fundamental insight that, as developed 

by Max Horkheimer and paraphrased by Robert Cox, “theory is always for someone and for 

some purpose”.26 This much quoted statement is understood here as opening up two avenues, 

the first being a rejection of the principles of objective knowledge and value-neutrality which 

underlie dominant international relations scholarship, the second being the normative 

commitment of critical theory to an emancipatory project. In pursuing these two lines of 

interpretation, this section outlines the metatheoretical foundations of a critical theory of 

world order. 

Joining in the multivocal criticism leveled forcefully against the research paradigm of 

mainstream IR in the past two decades by feminist, constructivist, and post-structuralist 

approaches,27 critical IR theory targets the prevailing ‘positivist logic of investigation’28 and 

its separation of the cognizing subject and an objective reality ‘out there’.29 This Cartesian 

dualism forms the basis for a ‘scientific’ method of inquiry and the attainment of knowledge 

in supposed correspondence and ever-increasing approximation to an absolute truth.30 An 

analogous separation of fact and value relegates alternative modes of thought or normative 

                                                 
25 The two strands of thought that constitute what is referred to here as ‘critical international relations 

theory’ emanate from the works of scholars associated with the Frankfurt School as well as the writings of the 
Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci; see Wyn Jones, R. (2001) ‘Introduction: Locating Critical International 
Theory’, in Richard Wyn Jones (ed.) Critical Theory & World Politics. London: Lynne Rienner. 

26 Cox, Robert (1981/1996) ‘Social Forces, States and World Order: Beyond International Relations’, in 
Robert Cox with Timothy Sinclair, Approaches to World Order. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 87; 
Horkheimer, Max (1937/2002), ‘Traditional and Critical Theory’, in Max Horkheimer (2002) Critical Theory: 
Selected Essays, ed. and trans. Matthew J. O’Connell. New York: Continuum. 

27 The seminal contribution is Cox 1981/1996. 
28 Habermas quoted in Neufeld, Mark (1995) The Restructuring of International Relations Theory. 

Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, p. 24. 
29 Gill, Stephen (1993) ‘Epistemology, Ontology and the “Italian School”’, in Stephen Gill (ed.) 

Gramsci, Historical Materialism and International Relations. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, p. 
24; for a careful delineation and insightful critique of positivist social science see Neufeld 1995: 22-38. 

30 Gill 1993: 22; Gill, Stephen (2003) Power and Resistance in the New World Order. New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, p. 23. 
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contemplation to the realm of metaphysics.31 Yet by deriving principles from observing the 

world as is and presenting such knowledge as objective and value-free, 32  positivism is 

insufficiently reflective of its own standpoint, thus reifying the status quo and precluding the 

possibility for social change.33 

By contrast, subject and object in critical theory are seen as continually reconstituted 

in a historical dialectic. ‘Thought’ is bound to a historically situated and socially mediated 

position of the subject.34 Through reflection upon this ‘being’, these circumstances can be 

understood and transformed.35 Ontology, understood as our basic vocabulary for grasping the 

flux of social reality, is an intrinsic part of this continuous process.36 Concepts such as ‘class’, 

‘state’ or the ‘inter-national’, rather than constituting an absolute frame of reference, are 

subject to change along with the conditions that merit their usage at a particular juncture. 

Hence, objective knowledge about the world is rejected in favor of a historically situated 

knowledge within specific temporal and spatial confines.37 

This assertion situates critical theory between positivist and post-structuralist 

approaches to the study of IR, a middle ground position famously occupied by constructivist 

scholarship. 38  Essentially, the dialectical relationship between subject and object – 

encompassing what constructivist thought knows as the mutual constitution of agency and 

structure39 – makes impossible a reduction of the complexity of the social world either to an 

objective reality or its subjective representation. What is proposed instead is the continuous 

                                                 
31 Held 1980: 36. 
32 Sinclair, Timothy (1996) ‘Beyond International Relations Theory: Robert W. Cox and Approaches to 

World Order’, in Cox with Sinclair 1996: 6-8. 
33 Cox 1981/1996: 87-91. 
34 Gill 2003: 22. 
35 Held 1980: 176; Sayer, Andrew (1992) Method in Social Science: A Realist Approach, 2nd ed. 

London: Routledge, p. 14. 
36 Rupert, Mark (1995) Producing Hegemony: The Politics of Mass Production and American Global 

Power. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 16. 
37 Rupert, Mark (2005) ‘Reading Gramsci in an Era of Globalising Capitalism’, Critical Review of 

International Social and Political Philosophy 8(4): 490.  
38 Adler, Emanuel (1997) ‘Seizing the Middle Ground’, European Journal of International Relations 

3(3): 319-63. 
39 See Bieler, Andreas and Adam David Morton (2001) ‘The Gordian Knot of Agency-Structure in 

International Relations: A Neo-Gramscian Perspective’, European Journal of International Relations 7(1): 5-35. 
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forming and reforming of our concepts in order to trace, project and act upon an ever-

changing object. 

Regarding the latter part and recalling the above quotation, acknowledging that this 

study is shaped by and inevitably contributes to the context in which the ‘right to food’ is 

given meaning not only demands critical self-reflection but also self-conscious affirmation – a 

point which while not incommensurate with remains unexplored in much of constructivist 

literature. 40  The position of this study, its ‘normative bias’ so to say, is shaped by the 

conviction that human rights discourse ought to be subversive rather than subservient to 

power.41 The principles of human rights in critical thought and praxis can serve as a means of 

immanent critique to expose the deficiencies of a given social order.42 In exploring the critical 

potential of the idea of a human right to food in the face of hunger, this study aspires to 

contribute however modestly or marginally to the production of knowledge conducive to 

human emancipation, a project founded on “the idea of a reasonable organization of society 

that will meet the needs of the whole community”.43 The argument is not that critical theory 

assumes a vantage point and delivers authoritative prescriptions of this ‘good society’,44 but to 

carefully affirm against post-structural skepticism that a more humane organization is both 

desirable and attainable. The task of critical theory being to analyze “society in the light of its 

used and unused or abused capabilities for improving the human condition”,45 it is such an 

understanding which frames hunger in a world of plenty as a problem worthy of scientific 

inquiry. 

Yet knowledge of the material conditions and their malleability in itself does not 

amount to more than a horrid statistical exercise, establishing, for instance, that global 
                                                 

40 Wyn Jones 2001: 13. 
41 Vincent, R. J. (1986) Human Rights and International Relations. New York: Cambridge University 

Press, pp. 102, 143. 
42 Morrow, Raymond with David Brown (1994) Critical Theory and Methodology. London: Sage, pp. 

314-5. 
43 Horkheimer 2002: 213. 
44 Gill 2003: 19. 
45 Marcuse, Herbert (1964) One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial 

Society. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, p. x. 
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production capacities at present could provide 12 billion people with 2,100 calories per capita 

per day, whereas every seven seconds a child under ten dies directly or indirectly of hunger.46 

As Gramsci once noted, “[t]hat the objective possibilities exist for people not to die of hunger 

and that people do die of hunger, has its importance, or so one would have thought. But the 

existence of objective conditions, of possibilities […] is not yet enough: it is necessary to 

‘know’ them, and know how to use them”.47 In light of these morally outrageous figures then, 

critical theory is obliged to deliver answers to the question of, or at the minimum explore the 

possibilities for, progressive human agency. Having put forth the argument that it is in the 

ideational sphere where social change takes its origin, what is needed is a theory mindful of 

the materiality of hunger, alert to the potential of ideas, and committed to an emancipatory 

project – a combination which turns us to the writings of the late Italian philosopher of praxis 

Antonio Gramsci.  

The following section then outlines the main tenets of what in drawing on his ideas 

has come to be known as a neo-Gramscian approach to world order. Arguing for the 

pertinence of this theoretical framework to the investigation of the limits and possibilities of a 

human right to food, the concept of a ‘global civil society’ is introduced as a sphere upon 

which world order is founded and where a struggle over the ‘right to food’ takes place. 

 

3.2 A Neo-Gramscian Approach to the Study of World Order 

 

Based on the metatheoretical premises laid down above, a neo-Gramscian approach 

takes as its ontological starting point the ‘historical structures’ of a social order.48 Contrary to 

                                                 
46 ECOSOC (2001) ‘Report by the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, Mr. Jean Ziegler, 

submitted in accordance with Commission on Human Rights Resolution 2000/10’, E/CN.4/2001/53, 7 February, 
para. 21. 

47 Gramsci, Antonio (1971) Selections from the Prison Notebooks, ed. and trans. Quintin Hoare and 
Geoffrey-Nowell Smith. London: Lawrence and Wishart, p. 360. 

48 Cox 1981/1996: 100; Gill 2003: xi, 24. 
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structuralist approaches to IR such as world-system theory, 49  and consistent with the 

conception of a dialectic relationship between agency and structure,50 ‘historical structure’ is 

used as a heuristic abstraction corresponding “to how the agency of human beings produces 

regularities that are more or less institutionalized over time and space”.51 Moreover, in line 

with the normative orientation of critical theory, it is a conceptual lens through which we can 

gain an understanding of “how the existing order came into being and what the possibilities 

are for change in that order”.52 

Historical structures are seen as configured by a tripartite set of reciprocally related 

forces of material capabilities, ideas and institutions. Material capabilities are “productive and 

destructive potentials”53 and in our case are inextricably connected to the power relations that 

set the material conditions of hunger. Ideas comprise both intersubjectively shared notions 

about social reality that confront human beings as objective, as well as potentially contesting 

worldviews or ‘collective images’ held by particular social groups.54 Institutions are forged 

out of material and ideational forces and serve to perpetuate or to transform them.55 For an 

understanding of world politics, three levels of interaction of these forces have been proposed 

that should be understood as historically specific to the Westphalian state system and may 

have to be adapted as the system evolves.56 Accordingly, social relations of production, forms 

of state, and world order are discussed in turn, followed by the proposition of a sphere of 

‘global civil society’ as a useful analytical concept that cuts across these levels. 

As touched upon in the introduction, the first and most durable level in terms of its 

analytical usefulness is production as the central human activity. In line with Cox’ 

                                                 
49 Murphy, Craig (1998) ‘Understanding IR: Understanding Gramsci’, Review of International 

Relations Studies 24: 418. 
50 Bieler and Morton 2001. 
51 Gill 2003: 15-16. 
52 Cox, Robert (1995) ‘Critical Political Economy’, in Björn Hettne (ed.) International Political 

Economy: Understanding Global Disorder. London: Zed Books, p. 32. 
53 Cox 1981/1996: 98. 
54 Cox, Robert (1992/1996) ‘Multilateralism and World Order’, in Cox with Sinclair 1996: 514. 
55 Cox 1981/1996: 99. 
56 Gale, Fred (1998) ‘Cave “Cave! Hic Dragones”: A Neo-Gramscian Deconstruction and 

Reconstruction of International Regime Theory’, Review of International Political Economy 5(2): 271. 
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retrospective acknowledgement,57 one can think of production in the broadest sense as human 

activity geared toward shaping both the material and ideational conditions of existence.58 The 

far-reaching consequences of moving beyond mere material production for the study of 

critical political economy must be bracketed for the purpose of this study. Yet if we are to 

avoid the pitfalls of economic determinism, retaining the possibility of such an extension is 

necessary in order to sustain the claim that the organization of production engenders 

collective actors or ‘social forces’ – in our particular case agrarian reform and landless 

movements.59 

The second level of interaction concerns the state, the terrain where Gramsci 

developed his original concepts and which is conceptualized in terms of a state/society 

complex.60  Gramsci’s ‘integral state’ goes beyond the conventional use of the term and 

includes both the “administrative, executive, and coercive apparatus of government”,61 what 

Gramsci terms ‘political society’, as well as the institutions of ‘civil society’ such as churches, 

trade unions, political parties, the media and voluntary associations.62  Analytically, what 

differentiates political society from civil society is its coercive function,63 although a clear-cut 

empirical distinction cannot always be made between institutions belonging to either the 

former or the latter. Gramsci indeed accounts for an overlap and interpenetration between the 

two spheres,64 while according civil society primary importance as the sphere where social 

                                                 
57 Cox, Robert (2002b) ‘Reflections and Transitions’, in Cox with Schechter 2002: 31: “What began for 

me as a study of existing organization for the production of goods and services became conceptually expanded to 
include the production of institutions, law, morality and ideas.” 

58 Cox, Robert (1989) ‘Production, the State and World Order’, in Ernst-Otto Czempiel and James 
Rosenau (eds) Global Changes and Theoretical Challenges: Approaches to World Politics for the 1990s. 
Toronto: Lexington Books, p. 39. 

59 Bieler, Andreas and Adam David Morton (2004) ‘A Critical Theory Route to Hegemony, World 
Order and Historical Change: Neo-Gramscian Perspectives in International Relations’, Capital and Class 82: 87. 

60 Cox 1981/1996: 100. 
61 Cox, Robert (1983/1996) ‘Gramsci, Hegemony and International Relations: An Essay in Method’, in 

Cox with Sinclair 1996: 126. 
62 Simon, Roger (1999) Gramsci’s Political Thought: An Introduction. London: Lawrence and Wishart, 

p. 79. 
63 ibid., pp. 80-2. 
64 Femia, Joseph (1987) Gramsci’s Political Thought: Hegemony, Consciousness and the Revolutionary 

Process. Oxford: Clarendon Press, pp. 27-8. 
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forces vie for power.65 Hegemony, his central category and of key relevance to this study, is 

one such form of power66 whereby dominant social forces exercise control not primarily by 

wielding force but by exerting intellectual, moral and political leadership and winning the 

consent of subordinate social forces, incorporating them into a ‘historic bloc’.67 

A specific configuration of material capabilities, institutions and ideas, hegemony 

entails making material concessions but most importantly ideological persuasion of 

subordinate social groups. 68  As hegemony is inherently unstable and in need of being 

continually reproduced,69 civil society is not merely the sphere of one-way indoctrination but 

the central site of ideological struggle. In his writings, Gramsci evoked the image of a ‘war of 

position’ as opposed to frontal assault on the state, a kind of tactical maneuvering with the 

strategic outlook of building a progressive counter-hegemonic movement, the goal of which 

can be understood as the “reabsorption of political society […] into civil society”.70 Ideas of 

human rights, from the rights of man to the right to collective self-determination of peoples, 

have demystified prevailing power relations and embodied the collective aspirations for 

building a new political order.71 On the other hand, through their institutionalization and legal 

codification,72 human rights also lend legitimacy to social relations of power.73 It is this dual 

character of rights and the discursive dimension of the hegemonic and counter-hegemonic 

practices they support which is of pertinence to this study and will be given greater attention 

below. 

                                                 
65 Simon 1999: 79-80. 
66 Cox 1983/1996: 139. 
67 Simon 1999: 24; there is disagreement among neo-Gramscian scholars on whether a historic bloc can 

exist without at once exercising hegemony, with Gill arguing against Cox that a historic bloc can form in pursuit 
of a hegemonic project; compare Cox 1983/1996: 132; Gill 1993: 40. 

68 See, for instance, Fairclough, Norman (1992) Discourse and Social Change. Cambridge, UK: Polity 
Press, p. 92. 

69 Rupert 2005: 488. 
70 Germino, Dante (1990) Antonio Gramsci: Architect of a New Politics. Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana 

State University Press, p. 225. 
71 Cox quoted in Gill 2003: 19; Evans, Tony (1998) Human Rights Fifty Years On: A Reappraisal. 

Manchester: Manchester University Press, p. 4; Uvin, Peter (2004) Human Rights and Development. Bloomfield, 
CT: Kumarian Press, pp. 134-5. 

72 Stammers 1999: 996-7. 
73 Cox 1981/1996: 99. 
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To the extent that the social relations of production and the social forces they engender 

transcend state/society complexes, hegemony is projected to the level of world order.74 The 

process of international organization is closely tied to its construction,75 as it is through public, 

semi-public and private international institutions that transnational social forces constitute 

themselves in pursuit of a hegemonic project.76 Secondly, and in addition to the coercive 

function which international institutions exert by enforcing the expansion of a dominant mode 

of production, they express and promote the norms and ideas of global hegemony that bind 

together dominant and subordinate social forces.77 Historically, universal human rights have 

been central to the moral and political leadership of the United States of America (US) and 

the building of an international historic bloc in the post-1945 era.78 Upon the disintegration of 

this bloc in the early 1970s,79 human rights also for a time buttressed the counter-hegemonic 

practices of a stillborn New International Economic Order, most memorably in the call of 

developing countries for a ‘right to development’.80 Balakrishnan Rajagopal argues that in the 

1990s, human rights have become hegemonic in the sense of being represented as “the sole 

language of resistance to oppression and emancipation in the Third World”.81 Where then, the 

question is, does their counter-hegemonic potential lie? 

 

Global Hegemony and the Transnational Historic Bloc 

 

Based on these concepts then, the contemporary global social formation we confront 

can be framed in terms of a ‘transnational historic bloc’ – comprised of capitalist social forces 

                                                 
74 Cox 1983/1996: 136. 
75 Cox, Robert (1980) ‘The Crisis of World Order and the Problem of International Organization in the 

1980s’, International Journal 35(2): 375.  
76 Cox 1987: 359. 
77 Cox 1983/1996: 137. 
78 Compare Evans, Tony (1996) U.S. Hegemony and the Project of Universal Human Rights. London: 

St. Martin’s Press. 
79 Cox 1983/1996: 136. 
80 Rajagopal, Balakrishnan (2003) International Law from Below: Development, Social Movements and 

Third World Resistance. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 216-7.  
81 ibid., p. 172. 
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associated with international production and finance, and incorporating privileged workers82 – 

exerting a global hegemony of however limited spatial extent and ideological intensity.83 The 

material capabilities of this bloc arise from the globalization of the world economy and are 

characterized by the structural power of capital,84 finding their institutional expression in key 

organizations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, World Trade 

Organization (WTO), Bank for International Settlements and the Organization for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD) which administer the global restructuring of 

production. 85  Together with private sources of authority these international institutions 

approximate a political society at the global level which depends on the state apparatuses of 

the Group of Seven countries and ultimately the destructive potentials of US and the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization’s military preponderance.86 

The increasing commodification of agriculture is part of the global process of 

restructuring and intimately connected with the interests of the dominant social forces of the 

bloc.87 A combination of coercion and consent, both the structural adjustment of developing 

countries’ national economies by the Bretton Woods institutions88 as well as the inclusion of 

agricultural trade in the Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade and 

the 1994 WTO Agreement on Agriculture have heralded the creation of an asymmetrically 

deregulated global food market. Promoting export cash crop production of developing 

countries and opening up their markets for subsidized food imports, the global transformation 

                                                 
82 Gill 2003: 107, 119. 
83 Compare Cox 1983/1996: 136: “hegemony is more intense and consistent at the core and more laden 

with contradictions at the periphery”. On the terms ‘hegemonic extent’ and ‘hegemonic depth’ see Peet 2002: 57. 
84 Gill, Stephen and David Law (1989) ‘Global Hegemony and the Structural Power of Capital’, 

International Studies Quarterly 33: 475-99. 
85 Gill 2003: 86; Cox 1983/1996: 137-8;  
86 Gill 2003: 65, 112, 137; Murphy 1998: 421. 
87 Gill 2003: 86; Friedmann 2005: 135. 
88 McMichael, Philip (2000b) Development and Social Change: A Global Perspective, 2nd ed. Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press, p. 172. 
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of agriculture is argued to have had a devastating impact on the livelihoods of rural 

populations.89 

With the material and institutional configuration sketched out, the key question is how 

we can adequately conceive of the ideational underpinnings of the transnational historic bloc 

and its connection to human rights. Global hegemony, one should note at the outset, is not a 

unitary ideology but consists at its most fundamental of a host of largely unquestioned or 

universally shared ideas about the world,90 such as, for instance, its division into territorially 

bounded political entities or the separation of states and markets.91 Particular to the present 

historic bloc is a system of ideas associated with what is commonly referred to as the 

neoliberal model of development,92 promoting the relatively unregulated global movement of 

capital and goods as the engine of wealth and prosperity. 93  Neoliberal ideas of fiscal 

constraint, monetarism, deregulation and privatization serve as a framework of thought for 

dominant social forces which has, however, only been partially successful as an ideological 

representation in universal terms. To the extent that this succeeds, the neoliberal ‘collective 

image’ becomes intersubjective meaning and hegemony is reinforced. 94  In as much as 

neoliberal ideas have come under considerable strain in recent years, world hegemony is 

losing foothold.95 

                                                 
89 Friedmann 2005: 135; McMichael, Philip (2003) ‘Food Security and Social Reproduction: Issues and 

Contradictions’, in Gill and Bakker (2003): 176-180; a summary of country case studies conducted by NGOs is 
provided in Madeley, John (2000) Trade and Hunger: An Overview of Case Studies on the Impact of Trade 
Liberalisation on Food Security. Stockholm: Forum Syd. Available at <http://www.snf.se/pdf/rap-inter-
tradehunger.pdf>, (accessed April 2006). 

90 Cox 1992/1996: 517. 
91 Cox 1981/1996: 98; Wood, Ellen Meiksins (1981) ‘The Separation of the Economic and the Political 

in Capitalism’, New Left Review 127: 61. 
92 For a detailed discussion of the term ‘neoliberal model of development’, see Peet, Richard (1999) 

Theories of Development. New York: Guilford Press, pp. 48-53. 
93 McMichael 2003: 171. 
94 Cox 1983/1996: 133. 
95 I differ here from Gill who argues that the transnational hegemonic bloc exerts ‘supremacy’ rather 

than ‘hegemony’, meaning that its rule is increasingly contested and relies on coercion (Gill 2003: 65, 70-71). 
The argument I put forth is that global hegemony is not to be conflated with ‘neoliberal ideology’, but instead 
rests upon a plethora of intersubjectively shared ideas; thus, even with neoliberalism on the retreat, global 
hegemony remains largely unaffected. 
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Already central to the international historic bloc that preceded the present global social 

formation, the end of the bipolar world order saw human rights become even more firmly 

entrenched in the ideational underpinning of global hegemony, so that along with democracy 

and free markets they constitute global ‘common sense’.96 Yet despite rhetorical commitment 

to the ‘indivisibility of all human rights’, a clear continuation of the Cold War segregation of 

civil and political rights and economic, social and cultural rights remains visible.97  

The outright rejection of economic, social, and cultural rights presently finds its most 

striking expression as part of neoliberal collective image and its minimal conception of rights 

and the role of government. 98  Having at its center a negative conception of freedom, 

neoliberal doctrine limits human rights to the right to property and the economic freedom of 

the individual.99 In this sense, the idea of a human right to food can be said to be at odds with 

neoliberal thought, which metaphorically can be described as conceiving of food as a 

commodity traded on a global market rather than as a legal or moral entitlement.  

The continued neglect and apparent incommensurability of economic, social and 

cultural rights with the neoliberal collective image has turned previous lacunae within the 

language of human rights into spaces of resistance. This opens up the possibility of counter-

hegemonic practices to crystallize around the articulation of economic, social and cultural 

rights in opposition to neoliberal globalization. 

 

 

 

                                                 
96 Evans, Tony (1999) ‘Trading Human Rights’, in Annie Taylor (ed.) Global Trade & Social Issues. 

Florence, KY: Routledge, p. 32. 
97 The bias against economic, social, and cultural rights is most visible in the protracted negotiations on 

establishing a complaint mechanism to the ICESCR; I thank Sandra Ratjen for pointing this out to me in a 
personal conversation; see also Eide, Asbjørn (2005) ‘The Importance of Economic and Social Rights in the Age 
of Economic Globalisation’, in Eide and Kracht 2005: 30. 

98 Falk, Richard (2000) Human Rights Horizons: The Pursuit of Justice in a Globalizing World. 
London: Routledge, p. 47. 

99 Gill, Stephen (2002) ‘Constitutionalizing Inequality and the Clash of Globalizations’, International 
Studies Review 4(2): 55; Eide 2005: 14. 
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A Neo-Gramscian Perspective on ‘Global Civil Society’ 

 

With this in mind, I now set out to conceptualize the sphere where these contradictions 

play out, starting off with the main points of criticism that have been put forward against a 

neo-Gramscian conception of an emerging global political and civil society. As will become 

clear from the following remarks, the term ‘global civil society’ here differs markedly from its 

conventional use as a collective noun for transnational voluntary associations in the making of 

cosmopolitan democracy. 100  In this regard, neo-Gramscian scholars join in the criticism 

delivered by a number of authors which argue that while the activities of transnational 

voluntary associations are an empirical fact recorded in a burgeoning literature, this alone 

does not render global civil society a progressive social force. 101  Hence, contrary to 

aspirations which are ultimately shared by the author, the concept of a ‘global civil society’ 

must be understood not as an agent of emancipation in itself,102 but rather as a sphere across 

or beyond state/society complexes where global hegemony is constructed, reproduced and, 

one should add, also potentially contested.103 

As we recall, global hegemony in neo-Gramscian thought builds “upon a globally 

conceived civil society, i.e., a mode of production which brings about links among social 

classes of the countries encompassed by it”.104 Put differently, the transnational hegemonic 

bloc is constituted in the sphere of a global civil society that has emerged alongside the 

globalization of the social relations of production and in which social forces organize and ally 

                                                 
100 Kenny, Michael and Randall Germain (2005) ‘The Idea(l) of Global Civil Society’, in Kenny, 

Michael and Randall Germain (eds) The Idea of Global Civil Society. New York: Routledge, p. 5. 
101 Colás, Alejandro (2002) International Civil Society: Social Movements in World Politics. Cambridge, 

UK: Polity Press, p. 139. 
102 Amoore, Louise and Paul Langley (2004) ‘Ambiguities of Global Civil Society’, Review of 

International Studies 30: 97-9. 
103 Germain, Randall and Michael Kenny (1998) ‘Engaging Gramsci: International Relations Theory 

and the New Gramscians’, Review of International Studies 24: 7; Gill, Stephen (1990) American Hegemony and 
the Trilateral Commission. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, p. 52. 

104 Cox 1983/1996: 136. 
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in pursuit of hegemony.105 In their critical but constructive engagement with neo-Gramscian 

theory, Randalph Germain and Michael Kenny have criticized this concept as an inadequate 

theoretical derivation from Gramsci’s thought. For the postulate of a global civil society to 

hold true, they argue, a corresponding state at the international level is a conditio sine qua non. 

Accordingly, they “challenge the new Gramscians to show just how far Gramsci’s justly 

famous equation can be refashioned to read: ‘international state = global political society + 

global civil society’”.106 

Neo-Gramscian scholars have countered this criticism with reference to Gramsci’s 

view on civil society and historic bloc as preceding rather than presupposing state 

formation.107 The multilevel structures of authority of an emerging global political society, 

however immature, do not prejudice the existence of a global civil society.108 Nonetheless, 

Germain and Kenny’s assessment, which I find to be a major contribution to the neo-

Gramscian concept of a global civil society in itself, rightly points a finger at the 

insufficiently theorized relationship between political authority and global civil society.109 

These concerns having been noted, I argue that it is a matter of the specific case at hand where 

to draw the dividing line between global political and global civil society. 

Another point well taken is that neo-Gramscian IR, although concerned with the 

prospects for resistance and counter-hegemony, discounts the sphere of global civil society as 

a site of such struggle and refers Gramsci’s ‘war of position’ back to the state/society 

complex.110 This move would be entirely justified if global civil society was confined to an 

agglomeration of interest groups around multilateral institutions of global governance,111 yet 

once we account for the interconnection of state/society complexes in a globalized 
                                                 

105 For an elaboration of the idea of an international civil society created by the global expansion of 
capitalism, see Colás 2002. 

106 Germain and Kenny 1998: 17. 
107 Murphy 1998: 421; a similar point is made in Gill 2003: 58. 
108 Murphy 1998: 421. 
109 See also Colás 2002: 15. 
110 Colás 2002: 16; Drainville, André (2004) Contesting Globalization: Space and Place in the World 

Economy. London: Routledge, p. 29. 
111 Kenny and Germain 2005: 6-7. 
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economy,112 a more nuanced picture of global civil society emerges. Summed up, rather than 

a refutation of the utility of neo-Gramscian thought, these critiques are taken as encouraging 

further explication of the concept of ‘global civil society’ and a revaluation of both its 

analytical value and strategic significance for an emancipatory project.113 

Besides the notorious non-governmental organization which the term conjures up, we 

can include the activities of a host of actors such as transnational corporations, social 

movements, political parties or media conglomerates which extend beyond ‘national’ civil 

societies because of their organizational form or because in practice and purpose they are 

predominantly connected to the reproduction or contestation of hegemony at a global level. 

An important addition to this enumeration, I hold that when exerting a non-coercive function 

international institutions can also be considered part of global civil society,114 an argument 

based on the above-mentioned interpenetration between political and civil society115 as well 

as Gramsci’s scattered notes on what Craig Murphy phrases as “the international public and 

private organizations that might be the shapeless and chaotic civil society of a larger, 

economically concrete, social order, and that certainly promoted such an order.”116  

What is more, dominant social forces not only constitute themselves through private 

and public international institutions but may act through them to intervene in or shape the 

sphere of global civil society.117 This process has been a key concern in the works of André 

Drainville who puts forth the argument that global civil society, understood narrowly as the 

activities of transnational voluntary associations, is the very creation of multilateral 

institutions of global governance.118 I argue that what he describes as the hegemonic practice 

                                                 
112 Colás 2002: 49-50. 
113 ibid., p. 16. 
114 Murphy, Craig (1994) International Organization and Industrial Change: Global Governance Since 

1850. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, p. 31. 
115 Femia 1987: 27. Consider also the example of schools as being both an institution of the state and 
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116 Murphy 1998: 423; Murphy 1994: 32. 
117 Femia 1987: 27. 
118 Drainville, André (1999) ‘The Fetishism of Global Civil Society’, in Michael Peter Smith and Luis 

Eduardo Guarnizo (eds) Transnationalism from Below. London: Transaction Publishers, p. 39. 
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of severing the ties of NGOs with social forces on the ground and making them functional to 

hegemony can be understood as the “extension of governance into civil society”119  and 

closely resembles what Gramsci considers as trasformismo, whereby potentially counter-

hegemonic practices are pre-empted by incorporating opposition into the historic bloc.120 

Lastly, as has most notably been the case during the contest over a New International 

Economic Order, international institutions also constitute arenas of struggle, provide political 

space for and at times are themselves engaged in counter-hegemonic practices.121 

 

Making Sense of the Voluntary Guidelines Negotiations 

 

Drawing on these theoretical insights, the process of elaborating a set of Voluntary 

Guidelines on the human right to food, organized by the FAO as ‘multi-stakeholder’ 

negotiations, can be framed as a social event taking place within the sphere of global civil 

society where “beyond the diplomats who are formally engaged in negotiations”, we will be 

concerned with “the struggles taking place among competing social forces”.122 

Specifically relevant to this study are a number of NGOs, faith-based development 

organizations, agricultural research institutes as well as social movements that participated in 

and submitted text proposals to the Intergovernmental Working Group (IGWG) mandated to 

elaborate the Guidelines. International institutions such as the UN Special Rapporteur on the 

Right to Food,123 the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCHR), the Committee 

on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), and the Standing Committee on Nutrition 

(SCN) also engaged in the negotiation process and were supportive of the idea of a human 

right to food. Relevant participants which were opposed to the human right to food include 

                                                 
119 Martin, James (1998) Gramsci’s Political Analysis: A Critical Introduction. New York: St. Martin’s 

Press, p. 69. 
120 Cox 1983/1996: 137. 
121 Cox 1980: 377. 
122 Gale 1998: 277. 
123 Hereinafter referred to as ‘Special Rapporteur’. 

 23



the United States, Canada, Japan, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Sweden as well 

as the European Commission. 124  An international conference intended to make 

recommendations to the Voluntary Guidelines negotiations also saw participants from the 

IMF, World Bank and the OECD – core international institutions of the transnational historic 

bloc which here exert a non-coercive function and which have notoriously fended off claims 

of economic, social and cultural rights directed at them.125 

Adopting a neo-Gramscian perspective allows us to abstract from this congregation of 

social actors and frame the Guidelines negotiations as an instance of a social struggle between 

dominant social forces and social forces associated with ‘globalization from below’.126 Such 

rough distinction will suffice for we accord primary attention and relative autonomy to the 

discursive dimension that underlies this struggle. Accordingly, in what is most significant for 

the purpose of our analysis, global civil society is framed as a site of discursive struggle in 

which the intersubjective meanings and collective images that underpin world hegemony are 

reproduced, but also where counter-hegemonic ideas emerge and are contested.127 

As will be demonstrated in the second part of this study, the human right to food is 

one such contesting and contested idea within the sphere of global civil society. Broadly 

understood as a fundamental legal, political or moral entitlement, the human right to food has 

been articulated by subordinate social forces in response to the material conditions of hunger 

and the production relations that perpetuate them, most notably the global transformation of 

agriculture. Set out as a challenge to neoliberal globalization and forming part of potentially 

counter-hegemonic practice, the idea of a human right to food is open at once to co-optation. 

In this connection, trasformismo is understood as having a distinct discursive dimension as it 

“absorbs potentially counterhegemonic ideas and makes these ideas consistent with 

                                                 
124 Oshaug 2005: 274. 
125 Skogly, Sigrun (2005) ‘The Bretton Woods Institutions: Have Human Rights Come in From the 
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hegemonic doctrine”.128  The task of this study is to investigate this interaction. In what 

follows a methodological approach is devised with which this ideational realm becomes 

accessible through the study of social and discursive practice.129 

 

3.3  Methodological Design 

 

Having established global civil society as a sphere in which hegemony is both 

reproduced and contested and having emphasized the discursive dimension of these practices, 

we must now consider the relationship between social and discursive struggle in connection 

with the methodological design of this study. This section thus addresses the essential 

question of how to study the idea of a human right to food within a neo-Gramscian theoretical 

framework of analysis.  

Though unorthodox and eclectic in its methodological predilections, the position of 

critical theory between positivist objectivism and post-structural subjectivism demands 

striking a balance between the traditions of causal explanation and interpretive 

understanding.130 What is most intricate in translating metatheory into methodology is putting 

into scientific practice what seems an almost unsolvable equation of a dialectic between being 

and thought.131 As a practicable if provisional synthesis, a critical hermeneutical approach is 

set out that appropriates discourse analytical concepts in order to inquire into the production 

of meaning as constitutive of the social world. At the same time, this process is seen as 

embedded in a larger social context that can be approximated, however imperfectly and 

fallibly, through the use of neo-Gramscian theory and its method of historical structures. 

Norman Fairclough’s conception of a reciprocal relationship between ‘the social’ as the 
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70.  
130 Morrow and Brown 1994: 153, 227. 
131 Jørgensen, Marianne and Louise Phillips (2002) Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method. London: 

Sage, p. 89. 

 25



overarching frame and ‘the discursive’ as the subset allows us to integrate the two analytical 

techniques. The three-dimensional distinction Fairclough proposes between social practice, 

discursive practice and text is adopted and adapted as a conceptual framework to guide our 

inquiry.132 

From a neo-Gramscian perspective, social practice is understood as collective human 

action that brings forth and in turn is shaped by material capabilities, institutions, and ideas – 

what we have identified as a historical structure.133 At this level, the methodological strategy 

is to ‘arrest’ the idea of a human right to food and ask for its material, ideational and 

institutional conditions of possibility. The specific question here is what particular 

constellation of forces makes possible the ‘right to food’ to feature as an object of contention 

within global civil society. An explanatory account of these structural conditions is provided. 

Allowing for a contingent and mutually constitutive relationship between these conditions and 

concrete practices, the analysis does, however, not establish definite causal connections or 

law-like generalizations that can be put to the empirical test but instead appeals to coherence 

and plausibility as the standards of evaluation.134 

In order to probe deeper into the realm of ideas of the historical structure, the term 

‘discourse’ is introduced as a conceptual tool that corresponds to both collective images and 

intersubjective meanings. This move allows us to reframe the ideational underpinning of the 

transnational historic bloc as constituted by a series of discourses that coalesce into a complex 

and contingent whole which we call a hegemonic discursive formation. 135  Within this 

formation, an aforementioned ‘neoliberal discourse’ assumes a privileged although contested 

position. One can further determine a ‘human rights discourse’, the prevailing conception of 

which has been noted to be biased in favor of civil and political rights.  

                                                 
132 Fairclough 1992: 73. 
133 Cox 1981/1996: 98, 100. 
134 Mittelman, James (1998) ‘Coxian Historicism as an Alternative Perspective in International Studies’, 

Alternatives 23(1): 63-92. 
135 While limited to the ideational dimension of the transnational historic bloc, I am using the 

Foucauldian notion of ‘discursive formation’ in a way similar to Gill 2003: 120. 
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The limits of the possible of a given historical structure are reflected and negotiated in 

discursive practice, understood as spoken or written language use through which social actors 

both purposefully and unintentionally endow the social world with meaning. 136  Through 

discursive practice, collective images take on intersubjective meaning or intersubjectively 

shared notions of the social world are demystified as ideology.137 Language thus is of central 

importance to the (de)construction of hegemony.138 Of particular concern to this study is how 

the meaning of the ‘right to food’ is discursively constructed in the Voluntary Guidelines 

negotiations where social actors clashed in and over the process of meaning-making.139  

Essentially, what has been described above as a social struggle over the idea of a human right 

to food, situated in the sphere of global civil society and the force field of counter-hegemony 

and trasformismo, can be translated into discourse analytical terms as a discursive struggle 

over the meaning of the ‘right to food’. The central question of this study is thus rephrased to 

ask how this meaning relates to the hegemonic discursive formation.  

At the level of discursive practice, discourse is understood as a system of statements or 

articulations that fixes meaning within a particular social domain. 140  Through discursive 

practice, its constitutive elements are reproduced but also potentially challenged. In order to 

assess how the Guidelines negotiations are shaped by and act back upon the wider context of 

social practice, two groups of discursive practices are formed and privileged as ‘discourse’ in 

our analysis.141 The first is termed a ‘human rights discourse’ which articulates food as a 

fundamental legal, political, or moral entitlement. While not denying what are certainly 

substantial differences between the discursive practices subsumed under this label, an 

inclusive definition of a human rights discourse is considered crucial in order to isolate that 
                                                 

136 Fairclough 1992: 62. 
137 Compare Jørgensen, Marianne and Louise Phillips (2002) Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method. 

London: Sage, p. 58. 
138 Ives, Peter (2005) ‘Language, Agency and Hegemony: A Gramscian Response to Post-Marxism’, in 

Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy 8(4): 461. 
139 Compare Fairclough, Norman (1989) Language and Power. London: Longman, p. 23. 
140 Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 26. 
141 This is in line with the argument of Jørgensen and Phillips that ‘discourse’ is an analytical concept to 

be used strategically; ibid., pp. 144-5. 

 27



which negates the idea of food as a fundamental entitlement – which is termed here a 

‘neoliberal discourse’. 

Having said this, it is necessary to depart from the overly simplistic model that 

suggests itself at this juncture, and assert with Michel Foucault that “[t]here is not, on the one 

side, a discourse of power, and opposite it, another discourse that runs counter to it. 

Discourses are tactical elements or blocks operating in the field of force relations; there can 

exist different and even contradictory discourses within the same strategy; they can, on the 

contrary, circulate without changing their form from one strategy to another, opposing 

strategy.”142 Human rights are a building block of hegemony, yet they may also serve its 

disassembly. The task of the analysis can thus not consist in merely juxtaposing human rights 

discourse and neoliberal discourse as corresponding unequivocally to counter-hegemony and 

trasformismo and as ascribing oppositional and discrete meanings to the ‘right to food’. 

Discursive struggle takes place at the intersection of the two discourses, but should not be 

understood as fought between them. Rather, it is through the articulation and re-articulation of 

elements pertaining to the two discourses that the hegemonic discursive formation may be 

reinforced or weakened. 

The concept of a discursive struggle thus draws our attention to the articulation of the 

‘right to food’ as a fundamental legal, political and moral entitlement as well as a challenge to 

neoliberal globalization. This articulation draws on elements of both human rights and 

neoliberal discourse in order to establish this connection, just as its re-articulation of necessity 

refers to human rights discourse in order to argue that the ‘right to food’ is really something 

else. It is through this contradictory interplay along the force lines of counter-hegemony and 

trasformismo that the meaning of the ‘right to food’ is discursively constructed in the 

                                                 
142 Foucault, Michel (2005) ‘Method’, in Louise Amoore (ed.) The Global Resistance Reader. London: 

Routledge, p. 91. 
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Guidelines negotiations, a fixation which, we should note, is never complete and always open 

to contestation just as the hegemonic discursive formation is never entirely consistent.143 

The notion of articulation finally raises the question of who we can understand to be 

the articulator. The obvious answer is that it is agents – our social forces within the sphere of 

global civil society – that at the level of social practice draw on and combine elements from 

variant discourses. 144  This is, however, not to say that there is a direct correspondence 

between the preferences and self-understandings of these agents and the process of meaning-

making which we set out to investigate.145 Discursive practice is as much determined by 

strategic choice as it is by unquestioned common sense. Beyond intentionality, discursive 

practices may reify or defy the intersubjective meanings in which they are embedded, and 

thereby reproduce or transform the hegemonic discursive formation. 

Lastly, it is at the level of text, defined here as words put down on paper, where our 

analysis of the meaning of the ‘right to food’ sets in. The key analytical move is to frame the 

Guidelines negotiations in terms of a process of text production.146 The various submissions, 

interventions, reports, text proposals as well as non-papers and communiqués that circulated 

during the negotiations more or less explicitly draw upon, interpret, comment on and amend 

one another. They formed the basis for several drafts and were finally amalgamated into a 

single document: the final set of Voluntary Guidelines as adopted in September 2004. All of 

these texts, then, are linked together in an intertextual chain and, so the premise, they reveal 

“traces of differing discourses […] contending and struggling for dominance”.147 

                                                 
143 Phillips, Louise (1998) ‘Hegemony and Political Discourse: The Lasting Impact of Thatcherism’, 

Sociology 7(2): 847. 
144 Fairclough, Norman (2003) Analysing Discourse: Textual Analysis for Social Research. London: 

Routledge, p. 22. 
145 Compare Sayer 1992: 224.  
146 Fairclough, Norman (1995) Critical Discourse Analysis: The Critical Study of Language. London: 

Longman, p. 9. 
147 Weiss, Gilbert and Ruth Wodak (2003) ‘Introduction: Theory, Interdisciplinarity and Critical 

Discourse Analysis’, in Gilbert Weiss and Ruth Wodak (eds) Critical Discourse Analysis: Theory and 
Interdisciplinarity. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 14-15.  
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The advantage of looking at such an intertextual chain, as opposed to focusing on an 

isolated text, is that the ‘negotiation of meaning’ becomes intelligible. 148  Employing a 

comparative method, the key analytical strategy is to contrast the various submissions and text 

proposals and thus discern oppositional meanings of the ‘right to food’. Emphasis is placed on 

the initial round of submissions to the first session of the IGWG. First of all, we are interested 

in the context in which the ‘right to food’ is discursively set out, i.e. the background that is 

constructed around the ‘right to food’ and against which it gains its meaning in the different 

contributions. It is here that we expect to find an articulation of the ‘right to food’ in 

opposition to neoliberal globalization. In addition to the various submissions, the preface and 

introductory part of the Voluntary Guidelines drafts are of importance here, as they set out the 

purpose and the objectives of the Guidelines. Our second focal point is on the definition of the 

‘right to food’ that was to be provided in the Guidelines text, and featured as one of the main 

points of contention during the negotiations. Differences in language are very important in 

this regard, precisely because, as Fairclough states, different wordings give different 

meanings to an issue.149 To give but a short illustration in anticipation of the analysis, whether 

a text refers to the ‘implementation of the human right to adequate food’ or the ‘progressive 

realization of the right to food’ is of significance for the meaning of the ‘right to food’, as one 

refers to the act of giving practical effect to an existing human right whereas the other refers 

to a gradual process of bringing a right into concrete existence. 

Finally, by comparing the initial submissions with the official drafts of the Voluntary 

Guidelines, we will see which proposals are left out and which are adopted – a key indication 

of the operation of power that allows us to conclude which meaning of the ‘right to food’ is 

dominant and which meaning of the ‘right to food’ is suppressed as the drafts are gradually 

consolidated into the final text of the Voluntary Guidelines. 

 
                                                 

148 Fairclough 2003: 11. 
149 Fairclough 1992: 190-1. 
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Part II  Analysis 

4  The Conditions of (Im)Possibility for a Human Right to Food 

 

Preparing the ground for the analysis of the Voluntary Guidelines negotiations, this 

chapter opens with an exploration of how it is possible for the human right to food to become 

an object of contention within the sphere of global civil society. It is proposed that these 

conditions can be fruitfully understood in neo-Gramscian terms as a particular configuration 

of material, ideational and institutional forces. As their interdependence resists a neat 

separation into individual sections, a narrative account is given here of how they have 

configured the most significant social and discursive practices of the Voluntary Guidelines 

process. 

While the bipolar world order had been characterized by each of the two opposing 

blocs incorporating a set of human rights in their respective discursive formation, the end of 

the Cold War and the ensuing liberal democratic triumphalism150 at least temporarily created 

the ideational conditions for the articulation of economic, social, and cultural rights as of 

equal standing with civil and political rights.151 The global restructuring of production, on the 

other hand, provided the material conditions for their subsequent discursive construction as a 

challenge to economic globalization. 

At the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights, states expressed their commitment 

to the “universality, indivisibility, interdependence and interrelatedness of all human 

rights”,152 thus laying the foundation for latter discursive practices to build upon. Beginning in 

1992, what Cox considers ‘creative and innovative segments’153 within the United Nations 

                                                 
150 Evans 1996: 188. 
151 Uvin 2004: 38; Eide 2005: 20; Cornwall, Andrea and Celestine Nyamu-Musembi (2005) ‘Why 

Rights, Why Now? Reflections on the Rise of Rights in International Development Discourse’, IDS Bulletin 
36(1): 13. 

152 World Conference on Human Rights (1993) ‘Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action’, Vienna, 
25 June, Part I, para. 5. Available at <http://www.unhchr.ch>, (accessed April 2006). 
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human rights system, most notably the Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of 

Human Rights, in a series of studies highlighted the adverse impact of economic globalization 

on the enjoyment of economic and social rights,154 thus creating valuable political space for 

counter-hegemonic practices.155 

Agricultural trade liberalization, epitomized by the 1994 WTO Agreement on 

Agriculture and the North American Free Trade Agreement, as well as biotechnological 

inventions and the practice of gene patenting sanctioned under intellectual property rights 

regimes156 have generated resistance by subordinate social forces of small farmers, landless 

agricultural workers, and indigenous peoples.157  Examples for such movements which in 

organizational form and through their practice occupy the sphere of global civil society and 

contest neoliberal globalization from below include the international peasants movement La 

Vía Campesina, the Seed Satyagraha Movement for Biodiversity, the International Indian 

Treaty Council (IITC) or Brazil’s Landless Workers’ Movement. The language of rights to 

seed, land, food sovereignty as well as peasants’ and farmers’ rights are central to the 

discursive dimension that underpins their struggle.158 Regarding the human right to food in 

particular, we find arguments such as that “the global economy becomes a means for the rich 

to rob the poor of their right to food and even their right to life”159 and demands that “the right 

to food, to shelter, to work, education, health […] be imposed upon the market”.160 

Non-governmental human rights organizations, the established ones more hesitantly 

than others,161 have lent support to such efforts, even if sometimes only through devoting 

                                                 
154 Eide 2005: 20-1. 
155 Rajagopal 2003: 159. 
156 See, for instance, McMichael 2003: 183-4. 
157 Friedmann 2005:137-8; McMichael 2003: 182-5. 
158 Efforts have been made to clarify the relationship between ‘food sovereignty’ and the ‘human right 
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160 Bové, José (2001) ‘A Farmers’ International?’, New Left Review 12: 96. 
161 Cornwall and Nyamu-Musembi 2005: 13. 

 32



greater attention to economic and social rights.162 A genuine example for an alliance between 

a social movement and a specialized human rights NGO sharing in the articulation of the 

human right to food is an ongoing campaign for agrarian reform led by La Vía Campesina and 

the Food First Information and Action Network (FIAN) and culminating in 1999 when 

“[u]nder the campaign banner ‘food, land and freedom’, peasants joined human rights 

activists in 12 countries in Asia, the Americas and Europe in mobilizations, land occupations 

and other public events to demand the right to land and security of land tenure as a 

prerequisite to the human right to food stipulated in Article 11 of the International Covenant 

on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights”.163 

The most prominent instance where resistance against neoliberal globalization found 

its expression in an articulation of the human right to food is the 1996 World Food Summit 

(WFS),164 one of the UN world conferences of the 1990s that have both reflected and effected 

the growth in transnational activities in the sphere of global civil society in the post-Cold War 

era.165 Participating in a parallel forum to the official summit, around 1,200 non-governmental 

and civil society organizations from 80 countries166 in a joint statement framed their demands 

for an alternative to the neoliberal model of development by espousing “first and foremost the 

basic human right to food”.167 

On the other hand, the United States of America, vehemently opposed to the inclusion 

of the ‘right to food’ in the Declaration of the World Food Summit and the Rome Plan of 

Action and its interpretation as a human right, issued an interpretative statement holding “that 

the attainment of any ‘right to food’ or ‘fundamental right to be free from hunger’ is a goal or 

aspiration to be realized progressively that does not give rise to any international 
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obligations”,168 an exercise to be repeated at the end of the 2002 World Food Summit as well 

as the Voluntary Guidelines negotiations. In combination with proposing market liberalization 

as the central means of achieving food security, 169  this statement reflects a neoliberal 

discourse that reduces human rights to economic freedoms. Far from being the peculiar 

position of a single state, the human right to food and economic, social and cultural rights in 

general are opposed also by international institutions and powerful private actors which 

represent the dominant social forces of the transnational historic bloc. For the most part silent 

on human rights, one can find some statements which propose that economic, social and 

cultural rights in general are “more aspirational or programmatic”,170 raise concerns about 

their implementation creating disincentives for investment, or caution that “the debate about 

the ‘right to food’ must be careful to define what specific entitlements such ‘right’ actually 

brings to the poor”.171 

It is these two diametrically opposed articulations of the ‘right to food’ – as a 

fundamental entitlement on the one hand and an aspiration on the other – that set the poles of 

the discursive struggle over the meaning of the ‘right to food’ as well as the limits of what in 

preparation of the 1996 WFS was proposed as a new instrument on the human right to food 

and eventually became the Voluntary Guidelines.172 Promoted by the Group of 77 but met 

with heavy resistance by some developed countries, appropriate language on a code of 

conduct on the human right to food could not be included in the Rome Plan of Action.173 The 

compromise wording, however, calling for a clarification of the content of the right to 
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adequate food and inviting the UNHCHR “to better define the rights related to food”,174 was 

followed up on and gave rise to a series of significant institutional innovations in the sphere of 

global civil society.  

FAO/NGO consultations that preceded the 1996 and 2002 WFS and the ad hoc 

organization of parallel events have evolved into a global network representing farmers’, 

herders’, fisherfolk, indigenous peoples’ and agricultural workers’ organizations. 175  The 

network has established institutional ties with the FAO at regional levels and at the agency’s 

headquarters in Rome, conceiving of the organization as providing “a unique international 

space in which the right to food and food sovereignty can be considered beyond the 

constricting limits of the rules of the market”.176 Other NGO parallel summits and events, 

most significantly the world social forums, have furthered links between subordinate social 

forces and the anti-globalization movement. 177 References to food as a fundamental 

entitlement abound in political statements and declarations and serve to reinforce demands for 

the right of peoples to determine their own food and agricultural policies. This concept of 

food sovereignty, understood as encompassing the “right to safe, nutritious and culturally 

appropriate food”,178 is leveled against agricultural trade liberalization and the impositions of 

the WTO Agreement on Agriculture.179 

UN institutions and in particular the UNHCHR which pursuant to its 1996 WFS 

mandate and in cooperation with the FAO180 held a series of three expert consultations, have 

contributed to the discursive construction of the human right to food as a challenge to 
                                                 

174 WFS (1996) ‘World Food Summit Plan of Action’, Rome, 13-17 November, para. 61, objective 7.4. 
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economic globalization. The UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, appointed by the 

Commission on Human Rights (CHR) in 2000, most outspokenly has called hunger a human 

rights violation181 and taken a critical view on the relationship between the human right to 

food and key aspects of the world economic order.182 Reports submitted to the Commission 

on Human Rights and the UN General Assembly applaud an ‘epistemological breakthrough’ 

on part of NGOs as to their involvement “in efforts to change the macroeconomic conditions 

of development”.183 

By September 1997, a number of NGOs had elaborated an International Code of 

Conduct on the Human Right to Adequate Food. Setting the human right to food in the 

context of globalization, the code goes beyond orthodox human rights discourse and construes 

as duty-bearers states in their external policies, the international state community, 

intergovernmental organizations as well as private actors. 184  Widely endorsed by non-

governmental organizations and also by international institutions, it substantially influenced 

the elaboration of a General Comment by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights in 1999 (General Comment 12), an authoritative interpretation of the normative 

content of the human right to adequate food as contained in Article 11 of the ICESCR that 

offers the following definition: “The right to adequate food is realized when every man, 

woman and child, alone or in community with others, has physical and economic access to 

adequate food or means for its procurement.”185 

Along with the concept of food sovereignty, it is reference to this interpretation that 

sustains the concerns and demands put forth by social movements and NGOs rallying at the 

                                                 
181 UNGA (2005) ‘Interim Report of the Special Rapporteur of the Commission on Human Rights on 

the right to food, Jean Ziegler, in accordance with General Assembly resolution 59/2002’, A/60/350, 12 
September. 

182 ECOSOC 2001, para. 12. 
183 ibid., para. 67. 
184 FIAN, WANAHR and Jacques Maritain International Institute (1997) ‘International Code of 

Conduct on the Human Right to Adequate Food’, September. Available at 
<http://www.foodfirst.org/progs/humanrts/conduct.html>, (accessed April 2006). 

185 CESCR (1999) ‘General Comment 12: The Right to Adequate Food’, E/C.12/1999/5, 12 March, para. 
6. 

 36



2002 World Food Summit and which are given greater attention below as they figure in the 

Guidelines negotiations. Re-tabled at the conference, the proposal for a code of conduct this 

time came to be included – albeit substantially watered down by the US and the UK – in a 

compromise paragraph which invited the FAO Council to establish an Intergovernmental 

Working Group “to elaborate, in a period of two years, a set of voluntary guidelines to 

support Member States’ efforts to achieve the progressive realization of the right to adequate 

food in the context of national food security”.186 With the US insisting that discussions on 

how to define a ‘right to food’ would distract from the real issue of fighting the problem of 

hunger, favoring agricultural trade liberalization and aggressively advertising biotechnology, 

the Special Rapporteur in his statement to the 2002 WFS concluded that there are “profound 

internal contradictions in the United Nations system. On the one hand, the UN agencies 

emphasise social justice and human rights. […] On the other hand, the Bretton Woods 

Institutions, along with the Government of the United States of America and the World Trade 

Organisation oppose the right to food, prefering [sic] the Washington Consensus, which 

emphasises liberalisation, deregulation, privatisation, and the compression of State domestic 

budgets.”187 

The IGWG commenced its work on the Voluntary Guidelines in March 2003 and, 

after a second session in October as well as an additional meeting held in February, ended on 

10 July 2004 without having reached consensus on the final text.188 Controversies surrounding 

the questions of international trade and assistance could subsequently be resolved in a ‘friends 

of the chair’ meeting in parallel to the 30th Session of the Committee on World Food Security 
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(CFS), where the Voluntary Guidelines were endorsed and submitted to the FAO Council for 

final approval in November. 

Commentators have emphasized that the Guidelines mark the first time that one of the 

human rights enshrined in the ICESCR has been negotiated outside the UN human rights 

system.189 On the other hand, fierce opposition to human rights language and the weak and 

discretionary provisions of the Guidelines have been widely criticized. Failure to elaborate a 

set of Guidelines loomed large during the process, and NGO participants at one point came 

close to walk out on the negotiations. All of this, it is proposed, merits paying close attention 

to how the meaning of the ‘right to food’ has been discursively constructed. 

 

5 Negotiating the Right to Food: The Voluntary Guidelines 

 

This chapter explores the negotiation of the meaning of the ‘right to food’ in the 

context of the Voluntary Guidelines.190 Starting off with the context against which the ‘right 

to food’ is discursively set out, a brief selection of relevant submissions will back up the 

argument that the Guidelines negotiations on the ‘right to food’ form an instance of the social 

struggle outlined above and that as one moment of this struggle the idea of a human right to 

food is articulated in opposition to neoliberal globalization. The rest of this chapter unfolds 

this challenge, while at the same time exposing how the idea of a human right to food is 

suppressed and, so the hypothesis, tendentially co-opted by neoliberal discourse and into the 

hegemonic discursive formation. Linking this discursive struggle back to the second moment 

of trasformismo and the larger social context will be the task of the penultimate section and 

the concluding chapter. 
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5.1  Contextualizing the Right to Food 

 

The task of this section quite literally is to explore “[w]hich understanding of the 

world is taken for granted and which understandings are not recognized”.191 That is to say, we 

are concerned here with the discursive construction of the context that endows the ‘right to 

food’ with meaning.  

 

Hunger as a ‘Violation’ 

 

The normative background against which a ‘right to food’ is discussed in most of the 

submissions to the IGWG is the morally unacceptable state of world hunger.192 This seeming 

consensus notwithstanding, one can easily make out a human rights discourse that is distinct 

from the rhetorical condemnation of hunger at the Voluntary Guidelines negotiations and at 

previous international conferences. In some submissions, the prevalence and persistence of 

hunger at a time when the world “produces more than enough food to feed the world 

population”193 is characterized not only as a moral outrage, but as constituting a denial of a 

fundamental right.194 The ‘right to food’ here is set in and derives its meaning from the 

context of poverty and hunger, and in turn redefines these ‘problems’ as ‘violations’ and thus 

as essentially political matters. 

This articulation lends moral weight to an investigation into the causes of poverty and 

hunger, called for as one objective of the Voluntary Guidelines and presented in several 

submissions and proposals for the preamble.195 The argument, put concisely, is that “the roots 
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of the problem of hunger and malnutrition are not lack of food but lack of access to available 

food, inter alia because of poverty, for large segments of the world’s population”.196 Against a 

neo-Malthusian interpretation of hunger as a ‘natural’ phenomenon to be mastered by 

technical or technological means, 197  human rights discourse locates its causes in 

“exclusionary processes that leaves [sic] large parts of the population without access to 

resources that would enable them to feed themselves”.198 Small farmers, landless people, 

agricultural workers, the precariously employed and unemployed, fisherfolk, indigenous 

peoples, pastoralists, women and children, we are told, “regularly face violations of the right 

to adequate food”.199 In the face of world hunger, the ‘right to food’ in human rights discourse 

takes on the meaning of a fundamental entitlement utterly disrespected. 

Most importantly for this study, these exclusionary processes are also said to occur “at 

the international level through unequal power relations”.200 Accordingly, the present world 

economic order and neoliberal policies are indicted for having failed to alleviate hunger201 and 

are held accountable for its persistence.202 Of concern to many of the submissions in this 

regard are market liberalization, especially in agricultural trade as part of the structural 

adjustment policies of the Bretton Woods institutions, WTO regulations and regional free 

trade agreements. 203  Other issues raised include subsidized food exports of developed 

countries, the dumping of food on international markets or in developing countries as well as 

the practice of gene patenting. What connects these statements to a human rights discourse is 
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their reference to food as a fundamental entitlement which these policies, programs and 

activities are said to have negatively affected.204 

 

Hunger as a ‘Problem’ 

 

The above-mentioned call for the Guidelines to identify the main causes of hunger was 

not followed up on in the negotiations. The preface to the first official draft of the Guidelines 

which contains some of these elements was opposed as being too ‘political’ by the European 

Union and cut down substantially in subsequent drafts 205  in an effort, as I argue, to 

decontextualize the Guidelines and the ‘right to food’ discussed therein. 206  Apart from 

reiterating the mandate of the IGWG, in the final draft only the targets set in the World Food 

Summit Plan of Action and the Millennium Development Goals of halving the number 

(proportion) of hungry people by no later than 2015 remain as the larger context in which the 

‘right to food’ is set.207 Besides the fact that the time-bound reduction of hunger to more 

acceptable levels of 408 (591) million chronically undernourished human beings is a far cry 

from being achieved,208 it renders hunger a problem to be gradually alleviated rather than a 
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violation to be remedied without delay and, concurring with Hartley Dean, “very clearly does 

not announce that freedom from […] hunger is an inalienable human right”.209 

It is also remarkable that in some submissions and most explicitly at a conference on 

‘The Right to Food and the Costs of Hunger’ held between the first and second session of the 

IGWG, hunger and malnutrition are considered an enormous “cost in terms of lost human 

potential”210 and as imposing “heavy costs on society”.211 While no such formulations are to 

be found in the final version of the Guidelines, hunger is regarded not so much morally 

intolerable as economically dysfunctional – a conception which runs counter to the concept of 

human dignity central to a human rights discourse. For instance, it is held that “without 

adequate food people can not be productive in schools or jobs” 212  and that hunger 

compromises “productivity and growth of individuals as well as of entire nations”.213 Most 

strikingly, it is noted that “[c]hronically undernourished persons are unable to make any 

meaningful contribution to economic growth. Reducing hunger today is an investment in 

growth tomorrow.”214 Appeals to this kind of rationality, though used by proponents of the 

human right to food to promote its recognition and implementation against reservations from 

powerful actors, construct a context in which any ‘right to food’ is confined to making sense 

economically. 

In a similar vein and contrary to an emphasis on the political causes of hunger, an 

alternative context of the ‘right to food’ is framed by defining hunger and poverty as a 

developmental rather than distributional problem to be solved by the application of, above all, 

neoliberal policies. Thus, for instance, we find statements emphasizing the benefits of 
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international trade and of integrating the poorest countries in the global economy, 215  or 

arguing that “a healthy market economy” is the “best defence against chronic hunger”.216 

Policy recommendations put forward in the Guidelines negotiations and partly reflected in the 

final text thus include the promotion of sustained economic growth and trade liberalization,217 

taking “advantage of new market opportunities”, 218  “expanding farmers’ commercial 

opportunities”219, or enhancing human capital.220 Put concisely, “[t]he creation of a sound and 

sustainable economic environment”, 221  that is to say, “open markets, sound fiscal and 

monetary policies, appropriate regulatory environments, and strong support for private 

enterprise”222 is encouraged in order “to promote and mobilize domestic savings and attract 

external resources for productive investment”.223 

This selection makes for conclusive evidence for the presence of a neoliberal discourse 

in the Voluntary Guidelines negotiations. The key question that needs be addressed below is 

how a connection is established between these policy prescriptions and the ‘right to food’. As 

subsequent sections will expound on the suppression of the idea of human right to food, the 

central task is to discern whether and how the ‘right to food’ is re-articulated as compatible 

with neoliberal discourse and the hegemonic discursive formation. 

 

5.2  Domesticating the Right to Food 

 

This section examines how the ‘right to food’ is referred to as well as literally 

‘defined’ in human rights discourse. As we have seen, it is in the context of world hunger that 
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the idea of food as a human right gains its critical thrust.224 Its moral supremacy stands at the 

very center of human rights discourse and supports claims that food is not merely a 

commodity but inherent to human dignity – an assertion directed against the increasing 

commodification of food and agriculture noted in the introduction. In addition, references to 

international human rights instruments in human rights discourse form the legal-political 

backbone for making the case that the human right to adequate food takes “precedence over 

other international legal obligations”.225 Besides the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

and the ICESCR, General Comment 12 by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights is considered an authoritative interpretation of the human right to adequate food and 

proposed for the Voluntary Guidelines. Connecting to the demands of social movements for 

agrarian reform and the protection of traditional knowledge and culture,226 the definition of 

the ‘right to food’ it provides is interpreted also as the right of individuals or groups to 

productive resources that enable them to feed themselves in dignity.227 

Human rights discourse construes the individual as rights-holder and, in the 

overwhelming majority of inputs to the Voluntary Guidelines process, the state as the 

corresponding duty-bearer.228 From the legal recognition of food as a human right follows a 

tripartite typology of state obligations.229 States have the obligation to respect, that is, not to 

interfere with people’s enjoyment of the human right to adequate food; they have to protect 

the human right to adequate food of rights-holders against interference by third parties; and 

they have to fulfill (facilitate/provide) the human right to adequate food, meaning that they 

must adopt policies that facilitate people’s enjoyment of the human right to adequate food and 
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“[a]s a last resort the Government must step in to provide food or support (e.g. social security) 

if, for reasons beyond their control, people cannot feed themselves [my italics]”.230 

Yet despite wide agreement on the significance and usefulness of international human 

rights instruments and in particular of General Comment 12 as an authoritative legal 

interpretation of the right to adequate food,231  one finds that in the final version of the 

Guidelines no full and clear explication of the human rights content of the ‘right to food’ is 

provided. 232  General Comment 12 is neither quoted nor referred to as an authoritative 

interpretation233 or clarification234 of the ‘right to food’, as had been proposed. Instead, the 

CESCR is merely said to have “provided its experts’ views on the progressive realization of 

the right to adequate food”.235 Similarly, the definition of the ‘right to food’ included in an 

earlier draft of the Guidelines and drawing largely on General Comment 12 was opposed by 

the European Union and does not appear in the final text.236 An almost identical definition of 

‘food security’ as a state where “all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to 

sufficient, safe and nutritious food”237  is retained, but obviously does not command the 

authority of a human right. Lastly, while the first and second level of human rights obligations 

are mentioned, the third level to fulfill (facilitate/provide) is altered in the final text.238 

 

International Dimension of the Right to Food 

 

A similar observation can be made for the so-called international dimension of the 

human right to adequate food. The central move in challenging neoliberal globalization 
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consists in extending human rights obligations and concomitant claims to the international 

plain and to core international institutions as well as transnational corporations. In the course 

of the negotiations, these claims were adamantly and effectively opposed. Understood as a 

‘practical tool’, the Guidelines were not supposed to create new legal standards or even 

interpret existing ones, but, as some would have it, should merely be “consistent with general 

principles of international human rights law”.239 Such interpretations reflect earlier opposition 

to the drive for a code of conduct and stand in contrast to the initial demands made by NGOs 

and the Special Rapporteur that the Guidelines should deal with the content of the ‘right to 

food’.240 It is obvious that reducing the Guidelines to a set of policy recommendations also 

substantially narrows the space for negotiating the meaning of the ‘right to food’. 

The effective suppression of this international dimension notwithstanding, it is 

insightful to look at some of the examples in order to better appreciate the limits and 

possibilities of human rights discourse as part of a counter-hegemonic strategy. Generally, 

three recurring and partially overlapping features can be identified that characterize such an 

articulation: (1) the national obligations of states under the conditions of globalization; (2) the 

so-called ‘extra-territorial obligations’ of states vis-à-vis rights-holders in other countries; (3) 

the obligations and responsibilities of non-state actors, which includes both economic 

enterprises and intergovernmental organizations. The demands are extensive and go beyond 

what can be considered a firm legal basis in international human rights law, yet again the 

argument is that what connects them to human rights discourse – and indeed distinguishes 

them from a neoliberal discourse to be outlined below – is their reference to the ‘right to food’ 

as a fundamental entitlement that underpins these claims. 

In human rights discourse, the global restructuring of production requires states to take 

on new responsibilities under the human right to food. Although a response to the pressures of 

the global restructuring of production, this articulation by itself does not challenge the 
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neoliberal project. Its counter-hegemonic potential is contingent on the moral authority and 

primacy of human rights being superimposed on neoliberal discourse, a connection which 

many of the NGO submissions seek to establish. With reference to the adverse impacts of 

trade liberalization and based on the precedence of human rights obligations over trade policy 

commitments, for instance, states are required to respect the human right to adequate food 

when entering into international trade agreements. It is also argued that states may have to 

adopt economic protectionist measures in order to protect the human right to adequate food.241 

This most obviously clashes with a neoliberal discourse on agricultural trade liberalization 

and its representation as a panacea to the problem of hunger. In times of globalization and 

ever increasing interdependence, it is further held that governments must “respect the 

enjoyment of the right to adequate food in other countries”.242 The examples of agricultural 

trade are again explicitly mentioned in this regard.243 Combining elements of human rights 

and neoliberal discourse, agricultural subsidies of developed countries, subsidized food 

exports or food aid as a means of surplus disposal are criticized not as barriers to free trade 

but for their negative impact on a human right.244 

Moreover, it is argued that states must fulfill the human right to adequate food 

internationally through cooperation and assistance.245 Article 28 of the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights is invoked which states that individuals are entitled to an international order 

in which all human rights can be realized.246 Accordingly, all states have the human rights 

obligation to create an international framework “conducive to the realization of the right to 

adequate food”.247 Emergency food aid is mentioned as one example,248 while the proposition 
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of the right to development to be mentioned alongside the ‘right to food’249 as well as calls for 

debt relief, technology transfer, increasing official development assistance and investment in 

agricultural and rural development250 are reminiscent of the demands once formulated as part 

of the New International Economic Order. With developing countries pitted against developed 

countries, issues concerning such an international framework did surface and after intensive 

negotiations were eventually catalogued in a separate Part III of the final text of the 

Guidelines. Their relationship to the human right to food and corresponding state obligations 

is however obscured, a point which will be further reflected upon below. Moreover, with 

much of the controversy surrounding the question of whether trade liberalization, the WTO 

Agreement on Agriculture and the Doha Declaration should be mentioned in the Guidelines, 

we again find traces of an overarching neoliberal discourse shared by dominant social forces 

of developed and developing countries alike which, to say the least, brackets considerations of 

a human right to food. 

Lastly, intergovernmental organizations and economic enterprises are assumed to have 

both legal obligations and moral responsibilities under the human right to adequate food,251 an 

issue which has been strictly opposed by the US and EU as well as the ‘non-state actors’ in 

question.252 In addition to the positive role and responsibilities accorded to the UN system in 

promoting the human right to food, emphasis is placed on the WTO and the Bretton Woods 

institutions who are accused of having undermined the human right to food through structural 

adjustment and trade liberalization. 253  As subjects of international law and through the 

extraterritorial obligations of their member states, intergovernmental organizations are said to 

be bound to at the very least respect and at best to promote the human right to food.254 

Evoking the primacy of human rights, it is stressed that “[n]othing in the international treaties 
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establishing international organizations or regarding other international matters such as 

international finance and trade, shall be construed to override the obligations of states under 

the right to adequate food”.255  

Regarding the activities of economic enterprises, the primary responsibility rests with 

states to “regulate the behaviour of market players in such a way that they are prohibited from 

violating the right to adequate food”.256 As part of their extra-territorial obligations, states 

must also ensure that “private entities, including multinational enterprises or branches and 

subsidiaries thereof over which they exercise jurisdiction”257 but which may be operating in 

another country, do not violate the human right to adequate food. Moreover, as the Special 

Rapporteur puts it, in a “globalised and increasingly privatised world”,258 “it is time to bring 

new duty-bearers including private corporations as subjects of international human rights 

law”.259 While acknowledged not to have a legal basis, this demand is morally inferred from 

the human right to food as well as from the negative impact the activities of private actors are 

said to have on its enjoyment. The examples provided clearly reflect experiences from local 

struggles, referring to “wage policies, […] forced evictions, the destruction of land and water 

resources of individuals or communities living in the surrounding of the company site”.260 

The notion of these activities potentially constituting human rights violations is extremely 

controversial and best illustrates how the ‘right to food’ can take on a critical meaning and 

sustain the resistance of subordinate social forces to the global restructuring of production. 

A contentious issue which was excluded early on in the negotiations, the idea of the 

Guidelines being addressed to non-state actors261 is reflected only faintly in the final text,262 

and the role of the state as the primary duty-bearer is not complemented by an articulation of 
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the responsibilities and obligations of other actors. Notable differences in rhetoric 

notwithstanding, the problems associated with the articulation of an international dimension 

of the human right to adequate food and hence “[t]he importance of keeping the exercise 

within ‘the context of national food security’ [my italics]”263 was recognized by the US and 

the EU.264 Hence, referring to this particular part of the mandate of the IGWG in an attempt to 

pre-empt the articulation of an international dimension,265 discussions of any such issues were 

relegated to “other appropriately mandated fora”.266 While principally intended to prevent 

issues of international trade from being raised,267 this move had the equally desirable effect of 

precluding the discussion of obligations or responsibility of states towards people living in 

other countries. In a similar vein, the almost universally shared notion of the primary (or 

ultimate, or fundamental) responsibility of government vis-à-vis their citizens, as Stammers 

notes, “effectively empties the content of economic and social rights as any sort of challenge 

to existing power relations outside of that society itself”268 and adds to the concerns expressed 

by Baker about a disabling statism of human rights orthodoxy. 

In contradistinction to human rights discourse, the question of “whether human rights 

in general should have precedence over other international obligations” 269  was up for 

discussion in the Guidelines negotiations. Given the absence of any affirmative provisions, 

the much criticized weak language of the Guidelines270 as well as their being framed by 

reservations such as “through a non-discriminatory and market-oriented […] world trade 
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system”, 271  “in conformity with the WTO agreements”, 272  or “within the framework of 

relevant international agreements, including those on intellectual property”, 273  it can be 

argued to have been answered in the negative. Clearly, too, the Guidelines do not refer to 

what states ought or ought not to do under the human right to food, as a code of conduct 

would have implied, but are framed as policy recommendations. Most significantly in this 

respect, the final text does not allow for the possibility of violations of the human right to 

food or for policies having a negative impact, rendering the ‘right to food’ something to be 

achieved rather than something systematically violated. 

The challenge which the idea of a human right to food is capable of mounting against 

neoliberal globalization can be summed up as follows: first, in framing hunger as a human 

rights violation, the conditions that create it are rendered ‘political’ and accorded critical 

attention. From an assessment of the impact of the global restructuring of production follows 

the articulation of an international dimension of the human right to adequate food that binds 

states, core international institutions and economic enterprises. Underlying these challenges 

and at the very center of human rights discourse stands thirdly the primacy of the ‘right to 

food’ as a human right.  

Having said this, we conclude that in the process of the negotiations, central aspects of 

human rights discourse and most certainly the articulation of the human right to food as a 

challenge to neoliberal globalization have been suppressed. The argument for a discursive 

struggle over the ‘right to food’ of course does not stop here. Recalling the foregoing remarks, 

this conclusion finally brings us to the question of whether a re-articulation of the ‘right to 

food’ can be discerned and whether it can plausibly be argued to buttress a neoliberal 

discourse. 
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5.3 Co-opting the Right to Food 

 

The question of how the ‘right to food’ should be referred to in the Voluntary 

Guidelines, while not exhaustively reflective of, is certainly central to the discursive struggle 

over the meaning of the ‘right to food’, and thus constitutes a good starting point for 

discerning an oppositional interpretation. Arne Oshaug, a Norwegian delegate to the 

Guidelines process, in his private and academic capacity notes that “[s]ome countries insisted 

that there should be no reference to the general comment, not even to GC12, no use of human 

rights language and no indication of human rights principles”.274 Some argued that the ‘right 

to food’ is an “emerging rather than existing right”,275 and favored formulations such as ‘food 

related rights’276 and ‘implementing the Guidelines’ instead of referring to the human right to 

adequate food and its implementation.277  The US submission to the first IGWG session 

constitutes a most blatant attempt to literally replace the ‘right to adequate food’ with ‘food 

security’,278 and it appears that while the difference of the two terms is recognized, they are 

used interchangeably in the negotiations as a strategy to dilute the human rights character of 

the ‘right to food’.279 

All of these efforts relate to the fact that, as a representative of the European 

Commission notes, to speak of a human right to food is to endow the associated policy 

recommendations even within a document of an expressly voluntary nature with a legal, 

political and moral authority which, we have argued, potentially challenges economic 

globalization and the neoliberal discourse that sustains it. 280  Accordingly, “[t]he most 
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contentious issues are closely related to the way human rights concepts and development 

issues can or should be combined”.281 It is such a combination between neoliberal and human 

rights discourse to which we now turn. The politically well calculated play-on-words, we 

suspect, is but the tip of the iceberg of a pervasive if more subtle re-articulation of the ‘right to 

food’.  

 

The Right to Food as a Policy Approach 

 

The first mechanism of incorporating the ‘right to food’ into the hegemonic discursive 

formation molds the human right to food into a policy approach. Space here does not suffice 

to elaborate on the diverse and competing understandings of what has come to be known as a 

‘rights-based approach’ and which is applied to the realization of a range of objectives such as 

promoting development, eradicating hunger, reducing poverty, or achieving food security.282 

What is important is that first and more generally, the implementation of a human right gives 

way to human rights principles applied to achieving, as Rolf Künnemann notes, “something 

else to which there may be other ‘approaches’”.283 Indeed, in the Guidelines negotiations, 

both a food security approach and a rights-based approach make an appearance. Some argued 

that the Guidelines should propose a combination of the two,284  and one also finds the 

argument that “[i]n some areas food may not be dealt with through a rights based approach – 

there are many different ways to deal with it”.285 Such readings clearly de-center the ‘right to 

food’ and reduce it to a means of achieving food security.286 With the Guidelines suggested to 

be a collection of best practices and promoted in the final text as a “human rights-based 
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practical tool”,287 the meaning of the ‘right to food’ is constructed as part of a means-end 

relationship, its value depending on its capacity to propose efficient and effective solutions to 

fix the ‘problems’ of hunger and poverty. This subjects the ‘right to food’ to the prevailing 

economic rationale and points to its incorporation into the hegemonic discursive formation. 

What is even more striking is that a ‘human rights based approach to food security’ as 

introduced in the final text of the Voluntary Guidelines turns out not to be set in any direct 

relationship with the human right to food. The idea that the ‘right to food’ in itself is a human 

right to be taken into account in such an approach is suppressed: “[A] rights-based approach 

to food security emphasizes the satisfaction of people’s basic needs as a matter of right, rather 

than one of benevolence, in which the obligations and responsibilities of all actors are spelled 

out”288 does not appear in the final version of the Guidelines. Instead “the achievement of 

food security” becomes “an outcome of the realization of existing rights [my italics]”,289 

which leaves it open to interpretation whether or not the human right to food is to be included. 

Moreover, the rights listed as the key principles of such an approach, i.e. the “right to take 

part in the conduct of public affairs, the right to freedom of expression and the right to seek, 

receive and impart information”290 are those civil and political rights commonly associated 

with ‘good governance’. Thus what seems at first to place the ‘right to food’ in the center of 

policy considerations in the end serves to exclude the human right to food from informing a 

rights-based approach, and despite the assertion of “universal, interdependent, indivisible and 

interrelated human rights”291 exposes a bias in favor of civil and political rights. This is a 

point even more aptly demonstrated in a later paragraph where a “human-rights based strategy 

for the progressive realization of the right to adequate food”292 is invoked. Rather than a 

tautology, I argue that this reveals an understanding of the relationship between human rights 

                                                 
287 FAO 2005: preface, para. 2. 
288 Bureau of the IGWG 2004b: 13. 
289 FAO 2005: part I, para. 19. 
290 ibid. 
291 ibid. 
292 ibid., guideline 3.1.  
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in terms of a ‘one-way street’,293 as well as a second mechanism that de-centers the ‘right to 

food’. 

 

The Right to Food as a Policy Goal 

 

A carefully worded compromise that predates the Guidelines negotiations and is itself 

the outcome of earlier discursive struggle, throughout the final text the human right to 

adequate food is framed as the ‘progressive realization of the right to adequate food in the 

context of national food security’. The issue here is not to make a legal argument whether the 

‘progressive realization’ can be inferred from the provisions of the ICESCR and General 

Comment 12, but to point to the context in and extent to which this wording is used in the 

Guidelines, giving rise to awkward formulations such as the “implementation of the 

progressive realization of the right to adequate food in the context of national food 

security”.294  

In conjunction with the synonymous use of ‘food security’ and ‘right to food’, the 

exclusion of much of the human rights content and in particular here the minimum essential 

level to be free from hunger that would form the complete legal argument on ‘progressive 

realization’,295 we can speak of a re-articulation of the ‘right to food’ whereby it is no longer 

perceived as a legal and moral entitlement which specifies duty-bearers and from which 

policy emanates as part of their obligations.296 Instead, the ‘right to food’ is understood as a 

policy goal, a re-articulation which serves a neoliberal discourse in two respects. First and 

straightforward, it reflects the neoliberal rejection of economic and social rights as anything 

                                                 
293 An-Na’im, Abdullahi (1999) ‘Expanding the Limits of Imagination: Human Rights from a 

Participatory Approach to New Multilateralism’, in Michael Schechter (ed.) Innovation in Multilateralism. 
London: MacMillan, pp. 212-3. 

294 FAO 2005: preface, para. 6. 
295 “[A] State in which any significant number of individuals is deprived of essential foodstuffs (…) is, 

prima facie, failing to discharge its obligation”; CESCR (1990) ‘General Comment 3: The Nature of States 
Parties Obligations’, E./C.12/1990/3, 14 December, para. 10; see also Shue 1996: 203. 

296 Joint North-South Contribution, p. 4. 
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more than an aspiration. Secondly, and this I argue is a feature that becomes most apparent in 

the context of the Guidelines negotiations, it opens up the possibility of constructing the ‘right 

to food’ as achievable through policies which may otherwise be challenged as having either 

no relation to or indeed a negative impact on the enjoyment of this human right. In other 

words, this re-articulation makes possible the argument that free agricultural trade strengthens 

“an enabling environment for the progressive realization of the right to adequate food”297, or 

that “[i]n order to achieve the progressive realization of the right to adequate food in the 

context of national food security, States should promote broad-based economic 

development”. 298  Coming full circle, this connects to the range of neoliberal policy 

prescriptions that have been discussed in section 5.1 and whose connection to the ‘right to 

food’ we set out to investigate. 

 

The Right to Food as Economic Freedom 

 

Suspending for a moment the question of the extent to which this is mirrored in the 

final text of the Guidelines, a third and final mechanism can be discerned by looking at what 

particular conception of ‘right’ is promoted when, reflecting on the problem states have with 

economic, social and cultural rights in general, the European Commission notes that “[a] 

major obstacle to the recognition of economic and social rights was a general 

misunderstanding that such rights had to be guaranteed by the State and that this guarantee 

would constitute an unacceptable interference in market activity and impose unreasonable 

burdens on State budgets. It is however, now widely recognized that the individual is the 

active subject, not the object of economic and social development. The main obligation for 

                                                 
297 FAO 2005: part III, para. 10.  
298 ibid., guideline 2.1. 
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States in this context is to provide a supporting environment to facilitate their implementation 

[my italics]”.299  

I argue that this interpretation not only helps us to understand much of the opposition 

against the human right to adequate food and the fulfill-bound obligation in particular, but 

also provides insights into what can be considered a more subtle re-articulating of economic 

and social rights in conformity with neoliberal discourse. First, however, it is important to 

note just how much the above statement draws on key elements of human rights discourse 

which, for instance, espouses the human rights principle of ‘empowerment’ and the idea of 

the individual as a rights-holder rather than an object of charity. Human rights discourse also 

emphasizes the obligation to respect and protect existing access to food, backed by the 

argument that rather than the provision of food in kind, enabling people to feed themselves in 

dignity300 is what makes the difference between mere food security and the full enjoyment of 

the human right to adequate food. 

Having noted this striking convergence, a qualitative difference does exist between 

“the satisfaction of people’s basic needs as a matter of right, rather than one of 

benevolence”301 and formulations such as “the individual’s right is not to food as such but to 

effective government policy”. 302  Regarding the above quotation then, one can argue 

convincingly that in human rights discourse the individual is said to hold a legal and moral 

entitlement vis-à-vis the state which most evidently is considered, as we have seen, the 

primary, ultimate or fundamental ‘guarantor’ of economic, social and cultural rights. Second, 

human rights discourse subjects the market to the primacy of human rights which may indeed 

require states to regulate or intervene. Third and most importantly, what a human rights 

discourse is concerned about when emphasizing the active rights-holder rather than a passive 

recipient is not ‘welfare’ as such, but rather that the provision thereof becomes discretionary 

                                                 
299 EC 2003b: 1. 
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unless tied to human rights obligations. On this point however, the above statement 

corresponds to what Richard Falk calls the “minimization of the social role of government”303 

in neoliberal discourse and reflects the rejection of social and welfare provisions in favor of 

economic activity of the ‘active subject’ free from government interference. 

Such re-articulation cuts across neoliberal and human rights discourse, affirms the 

primacy of the former, and – as the United States have repeatedly expressed and again 

referred to in their final statement to the IGWG – reduces the human right to food to the right 

of the individual to the ‘opportunity to secure food’.304 Though absent from the final text of 

the Guidelines, this understanding of the ‘right to food’ as the “freedom for the individual to 

pursue economic activities in order to produce and procure food”305 amounts to the complete 

subjection of a human right to the logic of the market. 

In the context of the Voluntary Guidelines negotiations, so our final conclusion, the 

‘right to food’, with its human rights character suppressed or diluted, recast as a policy goal to 

be achieved through the application of neoliberal policies, instrumentalized in terms of a 

problem-solving policy approach and proposed as the economic freedom of the individual, the 

‘right to food’ is effectively neutralized as a potentially counter-hegemonic challenge and 

tendentially co-opted by neoliberal discourse and into the hegemonic discursive formation. 

How then does all this relate to the larger field of social practice, both in terms of the 

incorporation of resistance into the transnational historic bloc as well as the strategic outlook 

of progressive social forces operating within and extending the limits of the possible? Upon 

revisiting the central arguments of this study, these answers are addressed in the following. 

 

                                                 
303 Falk 2000: 47. 
304 As expressed in the interpretative statements made by the United States at the 1996 and 2002 WFS 

and referred to in the statement of the United States made at the final session of the IGWG; CFS (2004) ‘Report 
of the 30th Session of the Committee on World Food Security: Supplement: Final Report of the Chair’, 
CL127/10-Sup. 1, FAO, Rome, 23 September, annex 2. 

305 Vidar, Margret (2003) ‘The Right to Food in International Law’, paper prepared by the FAO Legal 
Office for the conference ‘Critical Issues in Realising the Right to Food in South Africa’, University of the 
Western Cape, Tygerberg, South Africa, 14 November, p. 14. 
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6 Résumé 

 

The discursive struggle over the meaning of the ‘right to food’ did not stop with the 

formal adoption of the Voluntary Guidelines by the FAO Council in November 2004, and the 

Guidelines as well as the meaning of the ‘right to food’ ‘fixed’ therein are open to continuous 

re-articulation. Arguing that, in this sense, the Guidelines have not been adopted yet and thus 

cannot be read definitely and authoritatively, the task of this study has been to sketch out 

tendencies that came to surface in this particular instance of the discursive struggle over the 

‘right to food’. It would be presumptuous to purport that from this kind of analysis could be 

derived an evaluation of the content of the Guidelines.306 Yet for this study to be more than a 

self-confined exercise, conclusions need and indeed can be drawn from the way in which the 

meaning of the ‘right to food’ has been negotiated. 

Thus, we can start by arguing that what those supportive of the idea of a human right 

to food have identified as favorable policies such as prioritizing vulnerable groups, 

establishing social safety nets, or implementing land reform, has come at the price of the 

human right to food being but insufficiently articulated.307 While the Guidelines certainly 

offer many opportunities in terms of policy recommendations that at the time of writing this 

study are being discursively seized upon,308 their relation to the human right to food is diluted 

in the final text. No clear definition of the human right to food is provided, the human rights 

obligation to fulfill/provide and references to General Comment 12 are largely suppressed, 

and the deeply problematic formulation of ‘the progressive realization of the right to food’ is 

ubiquitous in the text. Once emptied of its human rights content, we can conclude, 

                                                 
306 For such assessments see Oshaug 2005, Windfuhr, Michael (2005b) ‘What Can Civil Society Groups 

Working in the Field of Right to Food and Nutrition Do With the Voluntary Guidelines’, in Colin Gonsalves, P. 
Ramesh Kumar and Anup Kumar Srivastana (eds) Right to Food, 2nd ed. New Delhi: Human Rights Law 
Network; Moore 2005.  

307 e.g. Oshaug 2005: 277. 
308 e.g. Suárez, Sofia Monsalve (2006) Access to Land and Productive Resources: Towards a 

Systematic Interpretation of the FAO Voluntary Guidelines on the Right to Food. Heidelberg: FIAN. Available at 
<http://www.fian.org>, (accessed May 2006). 
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concessions in terms of the means to ‘progressively achieve the right to food’ are possible and 

arguably constitute sound hegemonic practice. In this regard, the Guidelines reflect what has 

been termed a ‘post-Washington Consensus’ that promotes neoliberal policies in combination 

with “compensatory mechanisms, to ensure that the costs are not borne disproportionately by 

the world’s poorest and most disadvantaged groups”.309  

Just as a human right to food remains inarticulate in the final text, the hegemonic 

discursive formation is intact. Formulations such as “[s]tates may wish to adopt measures to 

ensure that the widest number of individuals and communities, especially disadvantaged 

groups, can benefit from opportunities created by competitive agricultural trade”310 do more 

to reaffirm the privileged status of neoliberal discourse than to actually recommend policies. 

Similarly, the debate over international trade that pervaded the Guidelines negotiations 

reflected a neoliberal consensus on agricultural trade liberalization as the favored solution to 

the problem of hunger and poverty. 

What is more, against reservations regarding an undesirable interference in the 

market,311 Margret Vidar from the FAO Legal Council assures that “[t]here are numerous 

instruments for ensuring the realisation of food rights that do not conflict with market 

liberalisation and deregulation and the principles of efficiency”.312 Not only is the primacy of 

neoliberal discourse affirmed, the ‘right to food’ is also brought into conformity with 

neoliberal policies. In addition to the suppression of human rights language, it is above all the 

re-articulation of the ‘right to food’ as a policy goal which allows neoliberal discourse to 

claim its realization. 

Going beyond the immediate context of the Guidelines negotiations, it is such an 

understanding of economic and social rights as goals to be achieved rather than as human 
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rights systemically violated that makes it possible for the World Bank to argue that its 

“lending over the past 50 years for education, health care, nutrition, sanitation, housing, 

environmental protection and agriculture have helped turn rights into reality for millions”,313 

for the IMF to claim that “by promoting a stable system of exchange rates and a system of 

current payments free of restrictions” it “contributes to providing the economic conditions 

that are a precondition for the achievement of the rights set out in the [ICESCR]”,314 or for the 

International Chamber of Commerce to state that “[b]y investing in production facilities and 

purchasing goods and services from local firms, [companies] help to create jobs, develop 

skills and know-how, act as a vehicle for the transfer of technology and improve productivity 

and competitiveness. In this way, companies strengthen the economy in the countries where 

they operate, thereby making an important contribution to the enjoyment of human rights, 

particularly economic and social rights.”315 

Tying our analysis to the neo-Gramscian theoretical framework that guided our 

inquiry, we argue that these public and private international institutions are representative of 

the dominant social forces of the transnational historic bloc. Accordingly, what in the context 

of the Guidelines negotiations has been argued to be the tendential incorporation of the ‘right 

to food’ into the hegemonic discursive formation connects to larger social processes of 

counter-hegemony and trasformismo. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
313 Quoted in Uvin 2004: 51. 
314 Quoted in Skogly 2005: 162. 
315 ICC (2004) ‘Request for Input on Report Concerning the “Responsibilities of Transnational 

Corporations and Related Enterprises with Regard to Human Rights”’, letter by the Secretary-General of the ICC 
to the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 7 September, pp. 1-2. Available at 
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Part III  Conclusion 

7 Hegemony, Counter-Hegemony, and the Human Right to Food 

 

It has been suggested at the outset of this study that a human rights discourse may fall 

short of advancing the claims of subordinate social forces due to it being centered on the state. 

Regarding our analysis a two-part reply can be given. The relative ease with which arguments 

about the Bretton Woods institutions or transnational corporations having obligations under 

the human right to food were dismissed early on in the negotiations, as well as the 

omnipresence of the state as duty-bearer certainly expose shortcomings of human rights 

discourse. At the same time, the very possibility of extending rights claims beyond the state-

citizen relationship suggests that this is a remediable bias rather than an inherent defect. The 

suppression of these claims, however prevalent, does not diminish the strategic importance 

they may have for vulnerable social groups to counter neoliberal globalization in local 

struggles,316 nor the support that they have received from human rights lawyers and the UN 

human rights system in recent years.317 Most importantly, this study suggests that the pitfalls 

of human rights discourse lie not in its statism but in a dangerous liaison with neoliberal 

discourse where the human right to food is monomaniacally viewed as the economic freedom 

of the individual and participation in the marketplace. While such convergence remains 

tendential, to the extent that human rights discourse is subordinated to neoliberal discourse in 

this way, it clearly forfeits its strategic potential for subordinate social forces. 

The question of a counter-hegemonic force in the making around the idea of a human 

right to food is beyond the reach of this study to decide. With due intellectual pessimism in 

light of our findings, it may also be beyond the limits of the immediately possible. Just as we 

have argued that the language of human rights is that of counter-hegemony as well as of 
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hegemony,318 we are reminded by Louise Amoore and Paul Langley that global civil society 

“simultaneously holds out the potential for resistance, while it closes down, excludes, controls 

and disciplines”.319  An important research question that follows from this observation is 

whether a legalist interpretation of economic, social and cultural rights and mainstream non-

governmental human rights organizations that have only recently turned to these rights may 

become implicated in excluding more radical demands that lack a firm basis in international 

human rights law.320  There indeed exists a gap between the far-reaching calls of social 

movements which associate the human right to food with the ‘right to feed themselves’, the 

‘right to produce their own food’ and the ‘right to food sovereignty’, and the more careful 

legal formulations promoted by non-governmental and UN human rights organizations.321 

What is more, we also find appeals to prudence from within the ‘NGO community’ in terms 

of the political demands that can be attached to economic, social and cultural rights without 

risking their marginalization in ways similar to the ‘right to development’.322 

Cox argues that international institutions which for a time may provide political space 

for progressive social forces and counter-hegemonic practices are “vulnerable to the 

monopolistic tendencies of dominant power in the realm of ideas”.323 From this viewpoint, 

recent endeavors of the FAO to put the human right to food in the center of its work would 

have to be critically examined, not least because of resistance of powerful member states,324 

which is to say the dominant social forces acting through them. 

In this regard, one potential risk that became apparent in this study concerns a ‘rights-

based approach to development’, a term that has gained currency since the 2000 Human 

Development Report of the UN Development Programme. Peter Uvin, who in his recent book 
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appreciates the potential of such a policy approach, nonetheless argues that in some cases one 

finds but a “rhetorical incorporation of human rights”.325 Foreshadowed by the World Bank’s 

appraisal of the ‘right to food’ as “an important new narrative of the international 

development discourse”,326 phrases such as ‘rights-based markets’ and a ‘rights-based growth 

strategy’ proposed by a speaker from the OECD at a side event to the Guidelines negotiations 

are exemplary for such window-dressing. 327  Having stressed the central significance of 

language throughout this paper, we are more attentive to the ways in which such rhetorical 

moves not only gloss over tensions between human rights and the dominant understanding 

and prevailing practice of development,328 but also serve to co-opt resistance. 

Laudable as it may be to apply basic human rights principles such as ‘participation’, 

‘empowerment’, ‘non-discrimination’ and ‘accountability’ to the achievement of ‘human 

development’, the crux of the matter lies in how each of these terms is to be understood and 

put into practice. Andrea Cornwall and Karen Brock have aptly demonstrated how the 

meanings of the former two ‘buzzwords’ came to be fixed as part of an ascending neoliberal 

discourse on development, while entertaining the hope that a rights-based approach could help 

reappropriate these terms.329 

Even if one argues that the exclusion of the human right to food from entering into a 

‘rights-based approach to food security’ is but a peculiar occurrence owed to the particular 

context of the Guidelines negotiations and that the fundamental right to be free from hunger 

can stand at the center of such an approach, concerns remain about a division between those 

seeking to engage with governments and international agencies on these terms and more 

radical social forces rallying around the idea of a human right to food as a more fundamental 
                                                 

325 Uvin 2004: 50. 
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challenge to neoliberal globalization. The danger of trasformismo – what Drainville describes 

as “cutting off social forces and organizations willing to work within a global market 

framework from other social contexts”330 – looms large in this respect. Under pressure to 

demonstrate the ‘added value’ of a policy approach based on rights, the radicality of claiming 

a human right to food in the face of hunger is likely to give way to practical preoccupations 

with operationalization – what Dean has described as a depoliticized and technocratic process 

for reducing hunger and progressively realizing the ‘right to food’.331 The fact that both a 

rights-based approach and the Voluntary Guidelines are promoted as instruments to achieve 

the feeble target of the Millennium Development Goals332 of halving the proportion of people 

suffering from hunger by no later than 2015 is a sobering example, raising doubts that human 

rights, rather than contest or at least critically appraise, are put to work to administer 

neoliberal globalization. 

 

Epilogue 

 

This study originally set out to investigate the development of a human right to food 

norm. It soon became clear that such an endeavor, based as it were on the growing body of 

constructivist works in this field, was bound to be tragically incomplete without a material 

grounding of the social phenomenon to which the idea of a human right to food gives 

meaning. In search for a viable conceptualization of hunger, a neo-Gramscian perspective was 

embraced as it both renders intelligible the complexity of material deprivation as connected to 

the social relations of production and the neoliberal project of globalization, and allows for 

and is concerned with social transformation to arise from changes in the ideational sphere. As 

‘norm entrepreneurs’ became social forces and ‘contested normative space’ turned into the 
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sphere of a global civil society of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic practices, 333  the 

understanding of what has been negotiated in the Voluntary Guidelines process altered 

substantially. 

On the one hand, the challenge which the articulation of food as a human right is 

capable of mounting against neoliberal globalization goes beyond prescribing appropriate 

standards of behavior to states in their external policies, international organizations and 

private actors. Framing hunger as a violation of a fundamental right is a highly political act 

which while not exclusively focused on the global restructuring of production sheds critical 

light on a range of neoliberal policies such as structural adjustment, export-led growth and 

agricultural trade liberalization. On the other hand, opposition against the idea of a human 

right to food manifested itself not only in the suppression of any such challenge in the course 

of the negotiations, but in a more subtle if pervasive re-articulation of the ‘right to food’ as a 

goal attainable through these very policies – what we conclude indicates the absorption of a 

potentially counter-hegemonic idea into the hegemonic discursive formation that underpins 

the present transnational historic bloc. 

Cox notes that at the present juncture, “the challenge is to bridge the differences 

among the variety of groups disadvantaged by globalization so as to bring about a common 

understanding of the nature and consequences of globalization, and to devise a common 

strategy towards subordinating the world economy to a regime of social equity.”334 This study 

has been guided by the aspiration that human rights can serve as such a lingua franca and as 

setting minimum albeit fundamental standards against which ‘what is’ and ‘what is not’ can 

be critically appraised. Human rights by themselves, it has become clear, cannot prescribe 

counter-hegemonic strategies. For their critical potential to be actualized, they must be 

complemented by an alternative vision of the future – a vision that in the context of the 
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politics of hunger, the idea of ‘food sovereignty’ and the practices of social movements come 

closest to embody. 
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