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ABSTRACT 

Food security, self-sufficiency and democracy 

Paolo Palazzi 

Self-sufficiency is both not necessary nor sufficient for food security, but many economists and countries still present 
self-sufficiency as a important and sometimes decisive weapon against hunger in the underdeveloped countries. 

The generally cited reasons are connected with two phenomena: 

1) Many of the economies that have become increasingly externally dependent for food have experienced 
worsening problems of food security and hunger. That is, growing dependency has not been automatically 
accompanied by sufficient increase of their international purchasing power. 

2) The possibility of utilizing the increasing global integration of the market in foodstuffs implies acquisition 
of purchasing power, which depends on the equilibria and the laws of the international division of labor, and the 
poorest countries have no leverage in this regard. 

To our mind, a third consideration should be added, namely the relation between the political power structure 
in the countries of the Third World and the attainment of food security. 

The only way to assure food security for everyone will be to provide for self-sufficiency at those levels of 
social aggregation where a high degree of participation prevails, or where, in other words, group security is likely to 
mean individual food security as well. Unless the power structure of a social aggregation is theoretically and 
technically capable of providing food security for all members in conditions of self-sufficiency, moving on to systems 
of security other than self-sufficiency is unuseful.  

This observation has led many advocates of self-sufficiency to go back on the lowest, most elementary units: 
families, villages, local districts. 

This approach to food security is suggestive but in the contemporary world, even among the developing 
countries, the level of aggregation at which food self-sufficiency is practicable very often extends beyond regional and 
national borders. 

It follows that the real possibility of food security depends increasingly on the institution of a political system 
of democracy and participation, from the grass-roots up through all levels of aggregation to international relation. 

In a world in which the national food problem is increasingly international, and whose solution, in economics, 
implies study of the international division of labor and world trade before one can focus on problems of national 
production and distribution, on the contrary, from the political point of view, hunger and food security need to be 
treated as a problem of the national and local political structure, social organization, democracy and participation. 
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The theme of food security is certainly one of the most commonly treated in the 
literature on economic development. Economists, demographers, anthropologists, 
nutritionists, ecologists, agronomists, and other specialists, from their various standpoints, 
have all taken an interest. The "green revolution" alone was the object of over 2,000 
published essays and articles between 1960 and 1984 (Karim, 1986), 
while Dréze and Sen's 1989 monograph on world hunger cited 1,500 references in its 77-
page bibliography. In such circumstances, obviously, almost everything has already been 
said, all conceivable theses have been demonstrated and rebutted. An original contribution 
is now possible only through costly and laborious field work and key studies; and even 
these often conclude that the problem of food security is global, that partial solutions are 
very unlikely to be feasible, returning us to the general problem just mentioned. 
 

What follows, accordingly, is intended simply as a further general reflection, 
whose usefulness, as I conceive it, is to deal systematically with a set of concepts and 
theoretical positions concerning food security in the light of the frequently concomitant 
issue of self-sufficiency. 

 
The relationship between food security and food self-sufficiency will be 

approached by successive approximations, depending on the field of reference. To begin 
with, let us examine the relationship for the world as a whole. At this level, needless to 
say, self-sufficiency is a necessary condition for food security. After a discussion of 
global self-sufficiency in food, I will analyze the problems and the conditions in which 
self-sufficiency can result in de facto food security. 
 
 

World food security and self-sufficiency 
 
 
In theory, the definitions of food self-sufficiency and food security are simple 

enough1. Self-sufficiency is the capacity of a system to produce, independently and 
without need for external inputs, the quantity of food needed for the physical and social 
sustenance of all the people belonging to the system2. Food security is the system's ability 
to supply that amount to all its members, by whatever means. These definitions may be 
understood statically, as capacity at a given point in time; more properly, they should be 
conceived dynamically, with reference to more or less protracted periods. The World 
Bank (1986) speaks of "all the people at all times". 
                                                     
∗ Paper prepared for the CEIS – Tor Vergata Workshop on Food Security in XXI Century: Political Economy After 
1996 World Food Summit, Rome, 11 – 12 of November 1996. 
1 Actually, there are more than 200 different definitions of food security alone (Smith, 1992; Maxwell, 
1996), but for the most part the differences are marginal not structural, and are linked to the context of 
analysis. 
2 With respect to food security and nutrition, the standard of reference is usually an "active and healthy life" 
(e.g., World Bank 1988).1 prefer the more general term of physical and social élite, which brings out the not 
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At the global level, the concepts of food security and of self-sufficiency overlap, 

both statically and dynamically. In a closed system such as our planet, self-sufficiency is 
the necessary condition for global food security: where there exists the structural 
possibility of self-sufficiency, there also exists the possibility of food security. 
 

The possibility of food security can be formulated in a simple equation expressing 
the relation between the potential demand and the potential supply of food. The 
possibility of food security exists if: 

 
F ≤ P 

 
in which F represents the food needs of the population (potential demand) and P is 

productive capacity (potential supply). Let us now define the two terms of the relation 
more carefully. 
 

a) Food needs 
 

The need for food is given by 
 

F = LK 
 

where L is the population to feed and K is the average daily per capita caloric 
intake needed for social survival3. 
 

Measuring L and K is not entirely straightforward. One problem is the dynamics 
of the relation. In fact, calculating the growth of a population over time depends in part on 
the forecast of food availability; at the same time, the population trend itself, acting 
through changes in the age structure, helps determine necessary caloric intake. In 
analytical terms, therefore, we have a vicious circle, in which population growth depends 
on the availability of food, which depends on the average caloric need, which in turn 
depends on population trends. The way out is to calculate the food demand function, Fp, 
with reference to the dynamics of a theoric population, Lp, whose size and structure does 
not depend on the availability of food. That is, we refer to the demographic dynamics of a 
hypothetical society in which the quantity and quality of food available does not 
constitute a constraint. This means determining potential demand for food, which in 
today’s real world can be presumed not to differ greatly from effective demand but whose 
logic of determination is different. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                             
purely "animal" nature of human survival needs. On this, see also Oshaug (1986), Dréze (1989) and Schiff 
(1990). 
3 Where K depends mainly on the structure of the population (age and activity). 
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Determining the potential amount of food that has to be supplied, K, is a two-step 
process. First, one establishes the intake needed for the physical and social survival of an 
average individual. Second, one finds the demographic and social characteristics of the 
population concerned, which influence that average quantity. This means first establishing 
average food needs for every homogeneous group within the population 
(homogeneousness being referred to food needs for survival, on the basis of such factors 
as age, sex, geographical location and type of work performed) and then adapting it to the 
particular structure and dynamics of the population4. 

The equation for potential food demand at a given time can thus be rewritten as 
follows: 

 
Ft = L

tii=1

n

! K
ti

 

 
in which: 
 
F = potential demand for food 
L = number of individuals 
K = average individual food need 

 
i = a group of individuals with a given food need 
t = time 
n = number of food-need groups that make up the population. 

 
b) Food supply 

 
The food supply we are interested in is defined as potential output, or productive 

capacity (potential supply). This may be expressed as a proper production function: 
 

Pt = f(Tt, RRt, RNRt, RLt, Et, IM) 

 
in which supply at time t depends on: 
 
T = the existing technology, measured as average productivity per worker; 
RR = renewable resources (work capacity and readily renewable raw materials); 
RNR = non-renewable resources (or those whose renewal is excessively slow 

compared to the rate of depletion); 
RL = Limited resources (essentially, arable land); 
E = the ecological situation; 
IM = the possibility of importing from outside the system either food itself or the 

input required for its production. For the world population, of course, this is precluded. 
 

The static calculation or short-term forecast of the values of this function is 
complicated but not impossible. Forecasting the dynamics of potential food supply over 
the long run is much more difficult. This is because there is an inverse correlation 
between predictive capability and the length of the interval covered. One way of 
                                                     
4 The debate on food needs among nutritionists is quite a complex one, in fact, and has changed very 
substantially over time. The questions are first, the technical debate delineated by the acronyms PCM  
(protein plus calories) and PEM (protein plus energy) (see Foster 1992) and, second, social and cultural 
differences in food (Payne 1990). 
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proceeding is to define as irrelevant any period so long that the related predicted events 
cannot significantly affect the behavior of governments and the major actors involved in 
food production policies. If forecasting efforts can be limited to shorter periods, they may 
be more reliable and relevant. 

 
Actually, even in this case there is feedback between predictability and the long-

run definition; for the greater, more refined and more reliable one's predictive capacity is, 
the likelier it is that predictions can affect the actors' conduct. Hence, relevant predictions 
tend to cover a longer period. 
 
Concisely, we can define the short and medium term as the time for which predictions of 
food production capacity are reliable enough to affect the society's behavior. 
 

Obviously, long-run forecasts can also be made, but their scientific treatment is 
difficult and controversial, while their practical importance depends more frequently on a 
kind of mass suggestion, sometimes a mere fad and almost never of real significance for 
behavior, than on rational factors, public or private, that may be reflected in the policy 
decisions and the actions of those who can actually affect the determinants of the food 
production function and its structure. 
 
 

The problem of food at the world level 
 
 

At first, essentially two hypotheses emerge from comparison of the possible future 
evolution of the main aggregates on a planetary basis (potential food demand and supply), 
expressly bearing on the question of self-sufficiency: what we may call the "doomsday 
scenario" on the one hand and “optimistic developmentalism" on the other. 
 

1 ) The doomsday scenario 
 

This is the pessimistic thesis that at some point the potential supply of food will 
come to be permanently less than the potential demand. This is the hypothesis of those 
who rehearse, in modern forms, the Malthusian script. Some place greater emphasis on 
the limits to non-renewable resources and the state of the environment, others on the 
dubious ability of technology to keep pace with growing demand or decreasing resource 
availability. 
 

To illustrate, let us set out the list of reasons given by Ehrlich (1993) why a 
volume of production sufficient to ensure food security for a growing population in the 
future is impossible: 
 

1) the diminution of arable land and the difficulty of finding more; 
2) the limited availability of water for irrigation; 
3) soil erosion and deterioration; 
4) the physical limit to productivity per acre; 
5) limits to fertilizer use; 
6) problems of pest control; 
7) decrease in biodiversity; 
8) increasing ultraviolet radiation; 
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9) air pollution and acid rain; 
10) climatic change and rising sea level; 
11 ) decrease in free inputs from the ecosystem5. 

 
On these hypotheses, obviously, potential output tends to constitute the upper limit 

to demand. That is, potential demand will necessarily, independently and automatically 
tend to adapt to the cap on potential supply. Unless there is an active policy of demand 
reduction, this adjustment can only be traumatic and violent. The results will be 
unpredictable, and one cannot rule out the danger that the eventual equilibrium might be 
achieved at levels of potential demand and supply insufficient for modern social 
organization. 
 

Naturally, this prediction of a growing imbalance between potential food needs 
and supply is accompanied by economic and population policy suggestions for the 
gradual and less painful adjustment of demand to the trend in potential supply. The ideal 
equilibrium is one in which demand and potential output are self-fuelling, i.e. potential 
demand can be met by a supply production function no longer subject to a limit 
constituted by use of non-renewable resources. This is to say that the pace of utilization of 
such resources is slowed sharply enough to bring it near the capacity for natural or 
technological renewal, while the use of limited renewable resources becomes constant and 
the economy, in practice, stationary6 

 
Depending on the author's analytical or ideological approach, the active policies 

most heavily recommended will stress either the limitation of population growth or 
quantitative and qualitative elements in the composition of demand and the structure of 
the production function. 
 

The problem with this literature is twofold, embracing both the reliability of the 
predictions and that of the proposed solutions. Too often, the predictions are little more 
than extrapolations of past developments. And as they refer to occurrences set several 
decades in the future, their credibility is dubious at best, as regards both productive 
capacity and demand growth. 
 

The solutions suggested fall into two categories: those simply calling for a 
decrease in the rate of population growth (one that would be, de facto, coercive) and those 
calling for structural modifications in the conduct of political and economic institutions 
and individuals incorporating the catastrophic predictions and seeking to prevent or delay 
their realization. 
 
                                                     
5 There is a vast literature aligned with this position, and apart from variations in the severity of the 
catastrophe envisaged the analysis is quite uniform, taking up not just the problem of world food resources 
but of all productive activity in general (see, for example, Gowdy, 1994; Kennedy,1993; Simon, 1981; 
Daly, 1989). 
6 For this approach, see Daly (1974,1977). 



 7 

Both sets of proposals, quite independently of an assessment of their scientific 
validity, have so far shown little ability to elicit large-scale or lasting involvement on the 
part of institutions and individuals: the first group because, despite their apparent 
simplicity, they pose complex problems of implementation and efficacy; and the second 
owing to their indeterminacy and their cost in terms of material welfare7. 
 

For present purposes, these positions can be classed as long-term forecasts, hence 
not particularly relevant to the analysis of food security. Their unquestioned relevance to 
a theoretical, scientific discussion with repercussions on a wide variety of fields, such as 
economics, ecology, politics, ethics, and so on, naturally remains intact. 
 
 

2) 0ptimistic developmentalism 
 
 

The second thesis is that the growth of potential supply will be structurally greater 
than that of potential demand. This is certainly the majority view within the literature,8 
and its acceptance forms the point of departure for our analysis of food security. 
 

The prevailing view, then, posits the possibility of global self-sufficiency of food 
resources. However, in this situation, three problems may arise. 
 

i) The first arises when the capacity of potential supply to meet demand fluctuates 
over time, which means that while it is true that on average supply will equal or exceed 
demand, this is not the case at all times: 
 

F
t

t=1

T

! " P
t

t=1

T

!   but F
t
> P

t
  for  some t. 

 
ii) Second, there is the possible discrepancy between potential productive capacity 

and actual output. Effective production may be so far below the potential that it cannot 
meet food needs: 

 
F ≤ P but P*< P and F > P* where P* stand for actual production. 

 
iii) Finally, there is the problem of distribution: even if actual aggregate supply is 

at all times larger than potential demand, there is no guarantee that the needs of every 
individual group or member "i" of the population will be satisfied: 

 
Ft≤ P* but Fi> Pi for some i. 

 
                                                     
7 Undeniably there has been an increase in sensitivity to these issues, which has affected, if only marginally, 
some largely cultural aspects of the behaviour of a small number of people. But in our view acceptance of 
these hypotheses at the world policy level is still distant, and perhaps impossible. 
8 See Pinstrup (1995), Griffin (1987, 1994), Gunning (1994), Mellor (1988), Foster (1992), Lapp‚ (1977),  
World Bank (1986), Dréze (1991). 
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The first problem is theoretically easy to analyze and solve. It is known as 
temporary food insecurity and is generally analyzed with respect to single countries or 
regions but can be readily adapted to the world situation. It is a matter of arranging a 
structure of stocks of foodstuffs and their distribution, with the proviso that the cost of 
preservation and distribution, which as a rule is very high (Parikh, 1994), must form an 
integral part of the food production function9. Of course, what is simple in theory may 
prove extremely complicated in practice, given the political, economic and administrative 
impediments. 
 

Unlike the first, our second problem is highly complex in theory. To analyze the 
relation between potential and effective production, one would have to construct a global 
aggregate food production function, which in turn requires analysis of an enormous range 
of variables (market forms, production techniques, cost structure, price determination, 
world trade rules, and so on) that can affect supply. In practice, empirical observation has 
led to acceptance of the thesis that food supply is highly elastic to variations in demand, 
and the assertion of the World Bank (1986) that "The world has food in abundance" (p.1) 
is accepted by most of the literature as referring to effective output and to its growth over 
time, taking it for granted that potential supply and its growth are a good deal higher still. 
 

The third problem is the one most typically relevant to the specific discussion of 
food security. Once we leave the terrain of planetary analysis, where we analyze the food 
security of the Earth's population as a whole, to introduce the concept of two or more 
different actors, the existence of security at any given level does not ensure security at 
lower levels. The number of levels that may be considered ranges from two (say, 
developed and underdeveloped countries) all the way up to the number of individuals in 
the reference population ("all the people"). 
 

This problem can be summed up in a simple proposition: the existence of food 
security for a volume of demand whose growth does not depend on the availability of 
food itself does not ensure food security for population groups smaller than the total 
world population. In other words, food security at the planetary level cannot guarantee 
food security for the developed and the underdeveloped countries; and at the grassroots, 
even if every family group enjoys food security, this does not necessarily mean that the 
same applies for every family member. 
 

Even in theory -- perhaps above all in theory -- there is no possibility of 
constructing a working model of the production function incorporating an automatic 
ability to ensure satisfaction of the potential demand of all the individual actors involved. 
More precisely, the only mode of production that can automatically assure the food 
security of every individual is one in which each member of society is self- sufficient in 
food production. 

 
We thus have two extreme cases in which in practice food security and self-

sufficiency coincide: one considering the world as a whole and one considering the single 
individual. In between, the relation between food security and self-sufficiency is 
indeterminate. 
 
                                                     
9 The literature on food storage in global regions and individual countries is vast and interrelated with that 
on aid or subsidy mechanisms. For recent literature see Bigman (1985), Sahn (1989), McLaren (1990), 
Parikh (1994), among others. For a critique of this approach, see Lele (1984). 
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One conceivable analytical approach is to break the problem down into successive 
stages of approximation. The first stage could subdivide the world population into 
geographical groups and construct a production function incorporating the capacity to 
satisfy on average, these areas, and then deal with the mechanism of production and 
redistribution between areas that ensures the food security of each. 
 

Taking a simple two-country example, we have the possibility of food security for 
the two areas if: 
 

Fa+Fb ≤ Pa+Pb 
 

where F and P are potential food and demand and productive capacity and the 
subscripts a and b stand for the two countries. 
 

It is further assumed that 
 

Fa+Fb ≤ P*a+P*b 
 

where P* is effective production of food. 
 
On these hypotheses, three situations can be envisaged. 

 
1) Actual individual self-sufficiency 

 
Fa ≤ Pa and Fb ≤ Pb 

 
and 
 

Fa ≤ P*a and Fb ≤ P*b 
 

This is the trivial case of both potential and actual self-sufficiency in each of the 
two countries; both countries enjoy food security. 
 

2) Possible but not actual individual self-sufficiency 
 

Fa ≤ Pa and Fb ≤ Pb 
 
but 
 

Fb > P*b 
 

In this case country (b), though having the potential, does not have actual self-
sufficiency in food; the necessary condition for it to achieve food security is that: 
 

P*a - Fa ≥ Fb – P*b 
 

Country (a) must produce a food surplus large enough to potentially cover the 
deficit of country (b), or country (b) must increase their actual food production. 
 

3) Self-sufficiency unattainable 
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Fa ≤ Pa and Fb > Pb 

 
In this case country (b) lacks the possibility to produce enough food for its 

population; it is thus not in a position to assure food security independently. Again, we 
have food security only if: 
 
a) 

 Fa-P*a ≥ Fb-Pb 
 
when 
 

P * = Pb 
 
b) 

Fa - P*a ≥ Fb – P*b 
 
if 
 

P*b < Pb 
 

In the first case country (a), with excess capacity, will have to produce a surplus 
large enough to compensate for the potential food deficit in country (b). In the second 
case, it is the actual deficit that must be offset, and this may be larger than the potential 
deficit 
 

Save in the trivial case of possible and actual self-sufficiency, in all these 
scenarios the possibility of food security depends on the production of a surplus by one of 
the two countries. This condition is necessary but not sufficient, however, in that there 
must also be a process of food transfer from the surplus to the deficit country. 
Determining the conditions for food security for two countries in a non-trivial situation 
thus requires the construction of a production function in the potential surplus country in 
which the surplus is produced and in which the sole purpose of this overproduction is its 
transfer to the deficit country10.  

 
 
Food transfer 
 
 
A food production function that embodies the necessity of production greater than 

domestic demand in order to transfer the surplus to other countries can be posited on the 
basis of two hypotheses: 
 

1 ) The market solution, with international trade of food for other goods 
(economic interest). 

 
2) The political solution, to ensure equilibrium (political interest). 
 

                                                     
10 For our present purposes, overproduction for other reasons is not relevant. 
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1 ) The market and international trade 

 
If the transfer of food is to occur through mechanisms of pure, direct economic 

benefit, then one must analyze the mechanisms that set international trade in motion. In 
this case the question of food security loses its specificity and must be integrated with all 
the other factors involved in economic relations between different geographical areas. 
 

Continuing at the general analytical level, a country's economic interest in 
producing a food surplus that will offset another's deficit can be divided into three types 
depending on the cause of the deficit: 
 

a) effective production of foodstuffs less than domestic demand due to 
specialization; 

 
b) effective production less than domestic demand not due to specialization; 
 
c) productive capacity less than domestic demand. 

 
 

a) The first of our three cases of underproduction of food is the simplest, and 
requires little explanation. This is the case of international specialization, the food deficit 
emerging ex-post owing to the displacement of resources to other sectors, in which the 
country enjoys a comparative advantage. The production functions of both countries 
incorporate the benefits of the trade of food for non-food goods, and food security is 
assured by market conditions. If preferences and market conditions change, it is always 
theoretically possible to return to the trivial situation of individual food self-sufficiency. 
 

b) Effective production unable to meet demand not due to specialization 
corresponds to a situation in which the deficit country, for domestic or international 
causes, is unable to produce enough food to ensure food security, even though it has the 
potential to do so. Here, there are two possibilities. 
 

i) The productive incapacity is limited to the foodstuffs sector, meaning that the 
country has the possibility of specializing in products attractive to the other country in 
exchange for food. This would bring us back to a situation of international specialization, 
although in this case trade would be triggered not simply by comparative advantages for 
both countries but could be dynamically spurred by the survival needs of one of the two. 
 

ii) The incapacity to produce foodstuffs is accompanied by an incapacity to 
produce other exportable goods. In this case no "market solution" is possible, and the only 
option for food security is that of a political transfer. 
 

c) Capacity less than potential demand. This means a geographical area that is 
structurally incapable of achieving food security through self-sufficiency. In such a 
situation, if the country can generate a surplus in other sectors of goods to trade with the 
food surplus country (clearly, such a country will have a powerful incentive to specialize 
in internationally tradable goods), we return to the first situation; otherwise, food security 
cannot be attained through strictly economic mechanisms and a political solution is 
inevitable. 
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2) The political solution 

 
In two of the cases considered above, the political solution represents the only way 

of ensuring food security for the deficit country. "Political solution" may be taken to mean 
unilateral food transfers, either directly or indirectly, via the transfer of other resources, 
from the surplus to the deficit country without direct economic compensation. 
 

This is clearly the case of foreign aid. There has been intense discussion of cases 
and motivations of aid to the developing countries, and food aid in particular, but no 
conclusive assessment of the short- and long-term impact on food security11. Whatever 
the position, there is no doubt that if there are conditions in which the sole means of 
offering food security is the political solution, it is indubitable that the only instruments at 
the disposal of such a solution are direct and indirect aid12. 
 

How can the political motive be included in the food supply function of the 
potential surplus country? The answer lies in an analysis of the adjustment process of 
what we may call the ex-post food security equilibrium of the deficit country. Given that, 
ex post, the demand and effective supply of foodstuffs tend to balance, a country unable 
to act on supply has two alternatives to aid: the passive course of forced adjustment 
through population decrease owing to increased mortality and malnutrition; and the use of 
non-economic instruments to secure food resources (military aggressions, mass 
emigration, etc.). 
 

In the first of these alternatives, a major role could be played by the inclusion in 
the surplus countries' supply function of humanitarian or solidaristic motives, in view 
among other things of the fact that it is not easy to predict when and at what level ex- post 
equilibrium can be achieved via increased mortality. In the second alternative, 
consideration of the costs of the adoption of an aggressive, destabilizing policy by the 
deficit country could induce the surplus country to factor positive externalities into its 
production function (calculated as the inverse of the negative externalities of 
destabilization), counterbalancing the costs of food aid. 
 
 

Policies for food security 
 
 

By policies for food security, we mean measures that actors within a society can 
take, individually or collectively, to assure their own or their group's food security. Here, 
"actors" are defined as the groups for whom overall food security is not guaranteed; they 
vary with the level of aggregation of the analysis. One may speak of the underdeveloped 
                                                     
11 1n favour of food aid see, among others, Islam (1986), Hay (1988), Singer (1987), Molla (1990), 
Fletcher(1992); against, Lane (1980) and Clay (1991). 
12 1n many countries, such as Italy, the term "aid" is rejected in favour of "cooperation", but irrespective of 
the political, economic and ethical motivations, cooperation too implies an unrequited transfer of resources, 
human or material, that would not have taken place in a "market" situation; hence, it falls into  our category 
of aid. 
 



 13 

countries as a group, of particular geographical areas, of countries, villages, social groups, 
even families and individuals. 
 

This implies studying the causes of any lack of security and identifying suitable 
policy measures for eliminating them. Much has been written on the possible causes and 
remedial measures for food insecurity. The causes can be grouped into three classes of 
phenomenon (Islam, 1986): 
 
1) variability of food availability over time; 
2) material unavailability of sufficient foodstuffs; 
3) insufficient purchasing power. 
 

The countermeasures proposed in the literature are divided by Adelman (1990) 
into eight categories: 
 
1 ) buffer stocks to stabilize farm prices; 
2) food stocks to cope with drops in supply; 
3) international insurance coverage against drops in a country's international purchasing 
power; 
4) food aid; 
5) subsidies to farm production or to consumers; 
6) self-sufficiency; 
7) development of farm productivity; 
8) increased income of the poor. 
 

All these measures have their pros and cons; virtually all have been implemented, 
analyzed, criticized, revised and reproposed. It is not difficult to conceive simple, 
economical mechanisms of food aid that can easily assure food security. The recently 
proposed self-targeting mechanism (Griffin, 1991, Chapter 4, and 1994, p. 89), for 
example, could automatically solve the security problem by means of a rationing system 
with certain features: 

 
i)  it must be permanent, not contingent; 
ii) it must be available to all interested parties, not pre-selected groups; 
iii) the selling price of the rationed food must be decided politically (possibly even free 
distribution); 
iv) every individual must be in a position, with his income, to purchase enough food on 
the rationed market to make up for any food deficit on the free market and thus achieve 
subsistence; 
v) the rationed food must be of inferior quality and must have negative elasticity with 
respect to income, so that the share of rationed food in the total diet is decreasing and, de 
facto, marginal to subsistence needs13. 
 

At the other extreme, we have such positions as those of Chambers (1987), Csàki 
(1989), Erlich (1993) and Salih (1994), who argue that the answer is to change relations 
between the rich countries and the Third World and/or to transform our concept of 
economic development. 
 
                                                     
13 Griffin conceives his rationing plan at the national level and designed for individuals, but it could 
perfectly well be applied at the global level and addressed to single countries. 
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In between we find many other domestic and international economic policy 
measures, embracing all possible areas of intervention14. Our interest here is in why, 
among the instruments for assuring food security for countries and regions in permanent 
difficulty, the emphasis continues, and perhaps even increasingly, to be placed on 
policies for self-sufficiency or at least on increased self-production15. 
 
 

Self-sufficiency as a tool for food security 
 
 

We have seen that self-sufficiency and security are coincident notions only when 
the object of study is the world as a whole; when two or more separate agents are posited, 
the two concepts cease to be equivalent. 
 

The generally cited reasons why self-sufficiency in food is still broadly considered 
as an important and sometimes decisive weapon against hunger in the underdeveloped 
countries are connected with two phenomena. 
 

1) Many of the economies that have become increasingly externally dependent for 
food have experienced worsening problems of food security and hunger. That is, growing 
dependency has not been automatically accompanied by sufficient increase of their 
international purchasing power (Dréze, 1989). 
 

2) The possibility of utilizing the increasing global integration of the market in 
foodstuffs implies acquisition of purchasing power, which depends on the equilibria and 
the laws of the international division of labor, and the poorest countries have no leverage 
in this regard (Erlich, 1993; Salih, 1994). 
 

To our mind, a third should be added, namely the relation between the political 
power structure in the countries of the Third World and the attainment of food security. 
 

Before developing this theme, I shall return briefly to the concept of food security 
itself. The fact is that when one goes below the planetary level of analysis and discards 
the assumption that all agents share the same concept of food security, discussion of food 
security policies becomes much more difficult than it would appear, even in theoretical 
terms. 
 

Generally speaking, food security can be considered every human being's primary 
objective. A social organization is an aggregation of individuals but it certainly cannot be 
taken for granted that aggregating individual actions automatically makes food security 
for each the primary objective of the organization. In other words, the sum of individuals' 
basic objectives of food security does not necessarily mean that aggregate security is 
defined as food security for every group member. 
 

There are essentially two reasons for this discrepancy: individual preferences and 
the social power structure. 
                                                     
14 For a review of the measures proposed to solve the problem of food security, see, among others,  Foster 
(1992). 
15 For a recent selection of contributions on how to achieve self-sufficiency, see Ruppel (1991). 
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1) Individual preferences 

 
The structure of individual preferences can be simplified and summarized by 

analysis of the temporal dimension of food security. This may range from the purely static 
("day to day") to much more extensive periods, even considerably beyond the life 
expectancy of the individual. 
 

This differentiated preference structure entails a sharp differentiation of individual 
choices and conduct, with overall results that are hard to predict or rationalize without the 
mediation of a social organization and a higher decision- making power. However, 
mediation unavoidably has the shortcoming that it cannot guarantee the full satisfaction of 
every individual; thus for some individuals it may not ensure food security. 
 

2) Social organization and decision-making power 
 
In all societies, individuals and groups can and usually do have differential ability 

to impose their preferences. The power structure within a society generally depends 
greatly on these differing abilities. And the power structure certainly has a decisive 
weight in decisions on food security in any society. 
 

In choices concerning resource utilization and growth paths, conflicts over the 
assertion of each party's preferences inevitably arise. In some cases these conflicts may 
affect the food security of individuals and groups within a society, subject to the same 
collective decision-making power. In other words, the objective of food security for all 
members of the society may clash with different objectives pursued by some individuals 
or groups. The mechanism whereby decision-making power is formed thus becomes 
decisive to understanding which policies, if any, will prevail in the realm of food security. 
 

This argument applies at all levels of social aggregation, from family to village, 
from nation state to geopolitical region, to the entire planet. The point is that study of food 
security, and above all policy debate, cannot neglect the structure of power within the 
reference society. An understanding of the workings of the family hierarchy is just as 
important to food security policy as R&D work on new fertilizers or crop varieties. 
 

It is often taken for granted that food security for all is automatically adopted as an 
objective by social institutions at all levels. This may not be so, and as we shall see it 
powerfully affects policy choices and the likelihood of success. 
 
 

Food security, self-sufficiency, power and democracy 
 
 

The body of work on the impact of the power structure in Third World countries 
on food security is substantial. The topics dealt with include gender discrimination 
(Gittinger, 1990; Koopman, 1991; Kennedy, 1992; Dasgupta, 1993), the international 
power structure (Musuroke, 1990; Bigman, 1993; Salih, 1994), the relative power of 
small and larger farmers (Schmidt, 1995; Alamgir, 1991; Pinstrup, 1991), and political 
relations between the peasant and the urban population (Streeten, 1986; Chambers, 1987; 
Guyer, 1987; Malaska, 1989; Epstein, 1982). However, the proposed economic policy 
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solutions rarely address the problem of how relative power should be modified in order to 
transcend the political and social structures that are one of the main impediments to food 
security for all members of a particular social aggregation (family, geographical area, 
country, etc.) even when overall food self-sufficiency is technically possible16  
 

Here one can hardly avoid going back to the work of Sen (1981), and especially 
his monograph co-authored with Dréze (1989). The conclusive consideration of the 
importance of the people's active participation, either cooperative or adversarial, to 
tackling and solving the problem of hunger certainly warrants endorsement. 
"Participation”, as used by Sen and Dréze, goes far beyond the concept of political 
democracy, which while probably necessary is certainly not sufficient to trigger active 
popular participation. It is common knowledge that in the countries of the Third World, 
where the dominant power structure at national, local and family level is almost always 
anything but democratic, political and decision-making relations are most assuredly not 
participatory17. 
 

In an actual situation like our present one, in many cases the only food security 
measures that stand any chance of success require change, and often radical change, in the 
operation of political structures. It is obvious that changes in political structures and 
power involve paths and mechanisms that can hardly be included or even contemplated as 
part of economic and social policy measures18. 
 

These considerations, I believe, are what underpin the retention of the goal of self-
sufficiency as a significant and often primary instrument of food security. In a system in 
which food security and policies for attaining it pass through a power structure whose 
operating criteria do not call for the free and active participation of the population, the 
success of the policies is dubious from the outset19. 
 

Hence the only way to assure food security for everyone will be to provide for self-
sufficiency at those levels of social aggregation where a high degree of participation 
prevails. or where, in other words. group security is likely to mean individual food 
security as well. 
 

Eliminating the analytical trivial and utterly unrealistic hypothesis of individual 
self-sufficiency, even at the most elementary level of aggregation, i.e. the family, there 
                                                     
16 Oshaug (1994) discusses the introduction of food security as an obligation of governments and an integral 
component of fundamental human rights; but it is not clear what institutions might be capable of 
incorporating such an obligation into their operating rules. 
17 Maxwell (1996) cites three major shifts in the approach to food security questions: a) from the global and 
national to the family and individual; b) from the food-first to the life-first outlook; c) from objective to 
subjective indicators (p.156). Maxwell calls this change in perspective "post-modern", and the economic 
policies that derive from it are actually even more heavily dependent on active participation and the 
democratisation of social structures. 
18 Lately, to be sure, aid and support from international organizations to structural adjustment policies have 
been accompanied by severe economic and political conditions. But quite aside from one's judgement on the 
direction taken by these pressures, it is hard to reconcile this kind of semi-compulsory, top-down political 
democratization with the idea of participation. 
19 Measurements of societies' degree of freedom have been developed (Gastil, 1986; UNDP, 1991), but 
attempts to establish statistical correlations between democracy and economic performance have  produced 
inconclusive results (Barraclough, 1991). Some analysts have inverted the correlation between democracy 
and food security, sustaining that the latter depends on a policy of severe repression and conditioning of the 
rural population (Seavoy, 1989). At least in this explicit form, though, such positions  are isolated. 
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may be cases in which self-sufficiency does not produce food security if not accompanied 
by a participatory family power structure. It may be useless, and it is certainly not enough, 
to set objectives of food security or self-sufficiency at the national or regional level if the 
family structure is not such as to provide food security for individual members even in a 
situation of family self-sufficiency. 
 

Unless the power structure of a social aggregation is theoretically and technically 
capable of providing food security for all members in conditions of self-sufficiency can 
the possibility of moving on to systems of security other than self-sufficiency cannot even 
be entertained. 
 

The real problem is that if the goal of self-sufficiency in food is to be technically 
attainable, severely restrictive economic and occupational conditions must be satisfied 
that are unlikely to be found at the lowest levels of aggregation. Today, even in the most 
backward countries, the productive and occupational structure will not allow for the 
theoretical possibility of self-sufficiency, in the most optimistic scenario, below the 
regional or national level. 
 
 It follows that the achievement of food self-sufficiency at the lowest possible 
technical-economic level is likely to clash with a political structure that does not ensure 
security for all individuals. A banal example would be a region in which self-sufficiency 
could be easily attained from the technical and economic standpoint but in which, owing 
to a centralized power structure, it is preferred to use part of food output in trade for 
unnecessary goods at the expense of food security for a part of the population. The higher 
the level of aggregation indispensable to self-sufficiency in technical and economic terms, 
the greater the likelihood that self-sufficiency will not ensure security for all individuals. 
This observation has led many advocates of self-sufficiency to focus chiefly on the 
lowest, most elementary units: families, villages, local districts20. A further justification 
for this method is that very often it is particular social groups and small areas that suffer 
hunger, malnutrition and food insecurity. 
 

This approach to food security is suggestive, to be sure, but it tends to neglect that 
the insecurity of these low-level groups may well stem from the possibility or the 
necessity of ensuring the food security of larger and in any case politically and socially 
more powerful strata of the population. The latter have no possibility, technically and 
economically, of achieving self-sufficiency, and indeed they view its achievement by 
other population groups with suspicion, as a threat. This is the classic case of relation 
between city and countryside, or between urban workers and farmers. 
 

Accordingly, the goal of self-sufficiency in food must be set in perspective. It 
must be prescribed only for socially excluded population groups and strata, not tied into 
the dominant economy, and for which self-sufficiency guarantees food security on the one 
hand while, on the other, it is not and is not perceived to be a threat to the power structure. 
 

This brings us back to the theme of political structure and participation. In the 
contemporary world, even among the developing countries the level of aggregation at 
which food self-sufficiency is practicable very often extends beyond national borders. It 
                                                     
20 This ample literature can be largely classified under what Maxwell (1996) calls the “post-modern” 
approach. See, for instance: Chambers (1987), Lappé‚ (1977), Bigman (1993), Musuroke (1990), Lele 
(1984), Molla (1990), Griffin (1987). 
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follows that the real possibility of food security depends increasingly on the institution of 
a political system of democracy and participation, from the grass-roots up through all 
levels of aggregation to international relations. In a world in which the national food 
problem is increasingly international (McMichael, 1994, p. 15), and whose solution, in 
economics, accordingly implies study of the international division of labor and world 
trade before one can focus on problems of national production and distribution, the 
question must be from the political point of view inverted. Hunger and food security need 
to be treated as a problem of the national and local political structure of the 
underdeveloped countries in order to open up the possibility of tackling the question of 
democratization of the international political structure. 
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