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REVIEW ESSAY 

 

MARK TILZEY   

 

 

From Neoliberalism to National Developmentalism? Contested Agrarian Imaginaries of a 

Post-Neoliberal Future for Food and Farming 

 

Eating Tomorrow: Agribusiness, Family Farmers and the Battle for the Future of Food by 

Timothy A. Wise. New York and London: The New Press. 2019. Pp. x+325. $26.99 (hb). 

ISBN 9781620974223 

Eating NAFTA: Trade, Food Policies, and the Destruction of Mexico by Alyshia Galvez. 

Oakland: University of California Press. 2018. Pp. xviii+270. £25.00 (pb). ISBN 

9780520291812 

The Neoliberal Diet: Healthy Profits, Unhealthy People by Gerardo Otero. Austin: 

University of Texas Press. 2018. Pp. xvi+238. $34.95 (pb). ISBN 978-1-4773-1698-6 

 

Abstract: This review examines three recent books that address the relationship between 

neoliberalism and agribusiness, on the one hand, and the demise of smallholder farming, 

traditional diets, and the rise of diet-related chronic illness, on the other. The first, by Timothy 

Wise, adopts what may be characterized as an ‘agrarian populist’ stance, constructing a 

universal binary between trans-nationalizing agribusiness and a unified family farm sector. 

Protagonists from the latter are seen to embody the future, using agroecology to feed the world 

sustainably in a time of climate crisis. This is not a consistently pro-peasant stance, however; 

Wise seems rather to advocate a ‘farmer road’ to national capitalist development. The other 

two books, by Alyshia Galvez and Gerardo Otero, cover quite similar ground to one another, 

looking explicitly at the rise of neoliberalism, the decline of traditional farming and diets, and 

the rise of processed food-related diseases. Unlike ‘agrarian populists’, both authors privilege 

the state and ‘class struggle’ (sensu lato) in analysing the dynamics of neoliberalism, free trade 

agreements, and food policies. Normatively, both see the state as pivotal in generating policies 

centred around smaller scale farming and the production of nutritious food for all. For Otero, 
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like Wise, these policies seem to be tied to a form of national developmentalism as an escape 

route from neoliberalism. For Galvez, the future is less clear-cut – while by inclination ‘pro-

peasant’, she does not exclude elements of national developmentalism in envisioning a post-

neoliberal world. 

 

 

 

 

Since the 1980s, and accelerating in the 1990s, the neoliberal turn in policy has promoted trade 

liberalization and retrenchment of the ‘agricultural welfare state’. The neoliberal turn led to 

markedly different outcomes between the imperium and the periphery, however. While the 

imperial powers retained subsidies, now allegedly ‘non-trade distorting’, for their own farming 

sectors, peripheral states were divested of support for their farmers. Neoliberal re-regulation 

by the imperial states in favour of certain fractions of capital enabled agribusiness 

multinationals to expand, upstream through cheap and subsidized access to non-renewable 

resources, and downstream through selling highly processed foods, replete with refined flour 

and sugars, to the widening cohort of lower-income, market-dependent consumers. ‘Agrarian 

populists’ (see below) have tended to see these trends as symptomatic either of the impotency 

of the state when confronted by the plenipotential power of capital as ‘Empire’ (Hardt and 

Negri, 2000; van der Ploeg, 2008), or of the complete capitulation of the state to the will of 

transnational capital. While both views had a certain plausibility before the financial crash of 

2008, they have become increasingly untenable since then, and current (pandemic) events must 

surely serve to subvert them almost entirely. Closer analysis suggests that it is, in fact, state-

level actions, particularly regulation and subsidies in favour of larger farms and agribusiness, 

that have ensured the continuing concentration of agri-food capital, the erosion of smaller 

farms, ecological production and traditional diets, and the latter’s substitution by imported and 

processed foods. The three books that are the subject of this review explore these issues with 

varying degrees of emphasis, from varying disciplinary and theoretical viewpoints, and with 

varying degrees of acuity. 

 

This review essay will first offer a summary of the three books and then move on to a critical 

discussion, first, of their arguments for a post-neoliberal future, and, second, of their respective 

conceptualizations of the causal dynamics propelling such change. 

 



 3 

The Books in Summary  

 

Eating Tomorrow, by Timothy Wise, is graced with a Foreword by Raj Patel, and in the 

tradition of Patel, the book is journalistic and popular (and indeed ‘populist’ as we shall see) 

in tone. As such, it is designed to appeal primarily to a non-academic audience of food justice 

and environmental activists, together with a wider readership concerned to learn more about 

the links between the global spread of the agro-industrial system and the crises of health, 

poverty, food security, biosphere, and climate change. The book is structured very much like 

an investigative television documentary, with the author travelling variously to Africa (Malawi, 

Mozambique, Zambia), Mexico, India, and the Midwest USA (the author is a US citizen based 

in New England), to uncover, by means of journalistic interviews with protagonists from ‘both 

sides’, the often-hidden battleground between ‘agribusiness’ and the survival of ‘family 

farming’. In driving home the clear message that ‘agribusiness’ exists to ‘feed corporate 

interests’ and not ‘the world’ (70% of whom, in the South, are in fact fed – adequately, 

healthfully, and sustainably – by hundreds of millions of small-scale farmers), the book 

succeeds admirably. If only ‘agribusiness’ could be vanquished, the future would lie, the author 

argues, with ‘family farm’ protagonists who ‘are rebuilding soils with ecologically sound 

practices and nourishing a diversity of native crops without chemicals or imported seeds’, 

essential in a world of growing population and climate crisis. 

 

This is a powerful and simple message which will go down well with the book’s target 

audience. The relative simplicity, or perhaps simplistic nature, of the argument, constructing a 

Manichaean binary between ‘agribusiness’ (bad) on the one hand and the ‘family farm’ (good) 

on the other, can in part be forgiven precisely because the book is intended to be popularly 

polemical, rather than academically rigorous. And in this, the argument that the future of 

sustainable food production lies with ‘agroecology’, while ‘agribusiness’ goes to extraordinary 

lengths to implant unsustainable food systems for the purpose of reaping profits, is surely well 

taken and is one endorsed fully by this reviewer. Nonetheless, what the argument gains in 

simplicity, it loses in its ability to fully comprehend causality underlying complex reality. In 

its construction of a simplistic binary between ‘agribusiness’ and the ‘family farm’, the book 

may be said to conform to the school of ‘agrarian populist’ thinking. It is relevant to recall, in 

this context, that agrarian populism considers ‘family farms’, or ‘the peasantry’, to be 

undifferentiated, reproducing themselves in spite of, while resisting, capitalism, and to 

represent a distinct and long-standing mode of production existing apart from capitalism, for 
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example, or wider relations of power (Brass, 2000; Kay, 2006). It sees capitalism, and 

particularly neoliberalism, as comprising a systemic and unitary entity that constrains and 

subordinates family farms/the peasantry while remaining external to the latter’s inner dynamics 

(Bernstein and Byres, 2001; Jansen, 2015; Tilzey, 2017) (Incidentally, the term capitalism 

receives no mention anywhere in Wise’s book, Perhaps this is symptomatic because it is its 

neoliberal form, rather than capitalism per se, that appears to be problematical for the author). 

Family farms/the peasantry are considered to be unitary, (with no class fractional economic, 

political, ideological differentiation), to be united in their opposition to capital (or, perhaps 

better, neoliberalism) (Bernstein, 2014), and, therefore, to comprise its potential counter-

hegemonic nemesis. For agrarian populism, however, its failure to problematize capitalism, as 

opposed to neoliberalism (a question of scale rather than relations of production), means that 

the ‘family farm’ road entails, not the subversion of capitalist relations of production, but rather 

the ‘embedding’ of the market within re-territorialized (localized and ecologized) networks of 

producers and consumers. It similarly lacks a class-based analysis of the state, seeing it as an 

essentialized public domain juxtaposed to an essentialized private/market domain (see Tilzey, 

2018a, 2019b for discussion).  

 

Alyshia Galvez, the author of Eating NAFTA, is a cultural anthropologist and this is reflected 

in the book’s favoured and attractive presentational method of constructing conceptual 

argument around ethnographic vignettes of exemplary actors in the narrative ‘drama’. The 

‘drama’ itself concerns ‘the paradoxical rise of Mexican food as a global cuisine at the same 

time that average citizens in Mexico find traditional foods out of reach or out of step with their 

lifestyles’ (p. 9). The author argues, largely in a convincing way and in a book written primarily 

for an academic audience, that the aggressive and intentional reorienting of Mexico’s economy 

away from small-scale agriculture and towards foreign direct investment and global trade has 

had adverse consequences, especially for its peasantry and working classes (now mainly, as a 

consequence, a precariat): the decline of peasant production of food staples, the loss of national 

food self-sufficiency, and the dramatic rise of (agro-industrial) diet-related diseases. Thus, 

Mexico’s ancestral peasant food is surging in popularity and status amongst ‘top-end’ 

consumers when two decades of globalization, neoliberal trade, and industrialization of 

agriculture have endangered the viability of small-scale farming, displaced millions of 

peasants, and condemned these same millions to increasingly processed diets and the diseases 

(obesity, diabetes, cancer, heart disease) associated with them.  
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For those interested primarily in the political economic causality underlying these alarming 

trends, the core of the book lies in Chapter 3, which explores the specifically political and class 

interest basis of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) within the ‘longer arc 

of Mexico’s economic and development policy’ (p. 66). Within this arc, characterized by the 

oscillating opening and closing of Mexico to foreign capital, the author identifies the recurring 

themes of ‘efficiency’ and ‘modernization’ that are seen to endure despite the radical shifts in 

policy since the ‘Porfiriato’ (1876-1911). Thus, ‘even while these episodes have marked radical 

shifts in orientation and conceptualization of the conditions for development and prosperity, 

one constant has remained: the idea that the countryside is a drag on the nation’s progress. This 

idea persists today and is deployed anew as justification for the government’s destabilization 

and abandonment of small-scale farming’ (p. 67). The author proceeds in this chapter to explore 

these developmental tropes, and, while this reviewer is broadly sympathetic to the argument, 

the deconstruction of these terms seems at times confused and insufficiently trenchant. A little 

conceptual unpacking therefore seems to be in order and this I undertake in the next section. 

 

The Neoliberal Diet, by Gerardo Otero, covers similar territory to that of Galvez and his 

conclusions are also similar, although normatively rather more precise. Otero is a rural 

sociologist and political economist, not an anthropologist, and his method, perhaps predictably, 

is not ethnographic but rather based on the close empirical analysis of, in the main, official data 

sets concerning relevant variables relating to income, food production/consumption, diet, and 

diet-related disease. This, again like Galvez, is a book written for an academic audience, and 

the analysis and theory presented is rigorous, impressive, and in general convincing. The theory 

brought to bear, foregrounding the state and political agency, and critiquing the ‘post-state’ 

analytics of McMichael, particularly, is welcome and accords very much with this reviewer’s 

theoretical frame (see Tilzey, 2018a, 2019b). Otero’s critique appears to be directed, however, 

primarily at neoliberalism rather than at capitalism per se, and the author does not develop a 

precise analysis of what capitalism entails. This means, inter alia, that the author never 

theorizes what post-capitalism might entail, fails to differentiate, in the manner of McMichael 

and van der Ploeg, between ‘progressive’ and ‘radical’ food sovereignty, and undertakes an 

insufficiently incisive critique of food regime theory as presented by Friedmann and 

McMichael. Additionally, the book’s terms of reference might have been beneficially 

broadened to embrace more of a political ecological perspective, a broadening that might have 

led to rather more ‘radical’ conclusions and policy recommendations than the author’s apparent 

‘reformism’. 
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Like Galvez, Otero argues that food choices are structurally conditioned by income and wealth 

inequality and that we eat what oligopolistic food producers and distributors have on offer. The 

roots of social inequality are varied and include class, gender, and racial/ethnic constructions 

of difference. Income inequality in particular has been growing in the US and other states since 

the 1980s, which coincides with the neoliberal turn in the development model. Given data 

availability, Otero primarily examines income inequality and how this affects food 

consumption choices. To stem obesity and other impacts of the ‘neoliberal diet’, state 

interventions need to refocus on reducing social inequality and the societal determinants of 

food production and distribution. This is the key argument of the book.   

 

Having summarized the key arguments of the three books, I now move on to consider their 

theoretical premises and their limitation in imagining a radical future.  

 

National Developmentalism as Post-Neoliberal Imaginary? Theoretical Premises of the 

Books and their Limitations  

 

All three authors appear to adopt, albeit in varying degrees, national developmentalism as their 

post-neoliberal imaginary. As will emerge below, this stance is in contradiction, however, with 

their simultaneous concern to ensure the survival and wellbeing of the ‘peasantry’, a category 

which they (with the possible exception of Galvez) tend to treat as unitary, thereby conflating 

small commercial family farms (the upper peasantry) with the middle and lower peasantry (the 

latter largely a semi-proletariat). This has the effect, in turn, of conflating ‘progressive’ and 

‘radical’ variants of food sovereignty discourse. 

 

Thus Wise, interestingly, appears to advocate a particular form of agrarian populism which 

may be termed ‘national-popular’ (Tilzey, 2019a), or what elsewhere I have described as a 

‘sub-hegemonic’ agricultural policy stance (see Tilzey, 2006, 2017). This essentially sees 

family farms as the basis of national development, a ‘farmer road’ to capitalism (Lenin, 1963; 

Byres, 1996), or what de Janvry (1981) has termed ‘sectorally and socially articulated 

development’. It conforms to what may be seen as ‘national’ food sovereignty, a development 

programme to foment a mutually supportive articulation between increased food production, 

industrialization and off-farm employment, increased farm productivity, income, and 

mechanization, further surplus to feed a permanent off-farm workforce, and so on. This 
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development programme entails, however, the destruction of the peasantry, if not of family 

farming, involving the transformation, through differentiation of the former, into fully 

commercialized petty commodity producers (the upper peasantry), on the one hand, and into a 

class of fully proletarianized workers (the middle and lower peasantry), on the other. While the 

author is clearly ‘pro-peasant’, he seems not to appreciate the implications of this policy 

advocacy for the majority of small producers. 

 

This policy stance may be contrasted to what I term neoliberal hegemony (full subordination 

to market dependence and to the dictates of international ‘comparative advantage’ – that is, 

states should permit capital free rein to produce, transport, and sell wherever, and in whatever 

manner, surplus value can be maximized). It may also be differentiated from, although 

overlapping significantly with, the discourse and policy position more typical of agrarian 

populists which I term ‘alter-hegemony’ – a position characteristic of McMichael (2013) and 

van der Ploeg (2008) wherein ‘family farms’ embody an essentialized ‘peasantness’ defined 

by localized and ecologized networks of production, exchange and consumption. As explained 

above, this discourse is anti-neoliberal, rather than anti-capitalist, and represents a major 

element of food sovereignty thinking, which we may term ‘progressive’ (Holt-Gimenez and 

Shattuck, 2011; Tilzey, 2017). Lastly, the sub-hegemonic discourse may be differentiated from 

‘counter-hegemony’, which I define as anti-capitalist, entailing social relational transformation 

towards common and democratic control of the means of production, with production and 

distribution involving use values for fundamental need satisfaction, rather than exchange 

values for private appropriation. Where this counter-hegemony involves food sovereignty, it 

entails agroecological and family/communal-based production for self-subsistence in the first 

instance, and represents what may be termed ‘radical’ food sovereignty (Holt-Gimenez and 

Shattuck, 2011; Tilzey, 2018a).  

 

The author’s (implicit) ‘sub-hegemonic’ populist policy stance emerges in the Introduction to 

his book, where small-scale, family farmers, producing sustainably and resiliently in the face 

of burgeoning climate change, are juxtaposed to, and independent from, governments, 

especially in Africa, which, for their part, are actively subverting these efforts through their 

support for industrial, ‘climate-smart’ agriculture. This support arises from the pressure from 

‘agribusiness’ on these governments to financially and legally institute the substitution of 

‘high-yielding’, but pesticide and chemical-fertilizer dependent, varieties of crop staples 

(especially maize) for traditionally grown crops characterized by genetic variation, climate and 
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pest resilience, and responsiveness to lower nutrient/organic inputs. While the absurdity and 

perversity of this process are well-drawn by the author, the conceptual frame for understanding 

this is rather crude and un-nuanced, given the simplistic, binary nature of the argument. The 

author seems to assert merely that ‘agribusiness’ has ‘hijacked’ ‘reform efforts’ put in place 

since the global food crisis (2007-8) designed ostensibly to support national governments in 

efforts to raise crop yields and promote rural development. These efforts, in Africa, were 

designed, prior to ‘agribusiness ‘hijacking’, to bring ‘development’ to national economies still 

heavily dependent on farming, a sector characterized by low ‘productivity’.   

 

Wise’s argument here is unsatisfactory on a number of counts. First, we are given little idea of 

the political dynamics of this ‘hijacking’ process. This deficiency we will address in the next 

section. Second, the author, in line with his ‘sub-hegemonic’, national developmental stance, 

appears to think that an economy heavily dependent on agriculture is a problematical one, and 

that presumably raising the productivity of family farms as prelude to his implicitly desired 

articulated capitalist ‘take-off’ is a process without contradiction for the peasantry. This stance 

seems to belie his praise for the millions of peasant producers who currently produce the bulk 

of food staples, the majority of whom would be condemned to disappear, however, with the 

sectorally articulated development that the author seems to espouse. 

  

Third the author, in common with most development economists, conflates the measure of 

agricultural output per unit of labour with the measure of output per unit of area, with 

unfortunate and confusing consequences. Rather than using the terms ‘productivity’ and ‘yield’ 

interchangeably, as does the author, I find it useful to differentiate the two terms (see Tilzey, 

2018a). I define ‘productivity’ as the ratio of labour input to output, or output per unit of labour, 

a measure which, given capital’s exclusive focus on human labour as the sole source of surplus 

value, effectively externalizes the costs of energy and resources that lie behind the substitution 

of machinery and agro-chemicals for manual labour under conditions of competitive 

accumulation. ‘Productivity’ is a metric for profit generation predicated, therefore, on the 

failure to account properly for energy, resource, and social costs entailed in capitalist 

production. Thus, while highly capitalized agriculture is indeed efficient in terms of 

‘productivity’ so defined, it is woefully inefficient in energetic, biophysical, and socio-cultural 

terms, criteria which form the basis for my definition of ‘yield’. ‘Yield’, in contrast to 

‘productivity’, I define as output per unit area, one which internalises energetic, biophysical, 

and socio-cultural costs, and which subverts the logic of replacing human labour and natural 
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processes with machinery, fossil fuels, and agro-chemicals. If human labour inputs are no 

longer a constraint, a constraint which operates under the capitalist preoccupation with 

‘productivity’, then yields from labour-intensive and ecologically sustainable production 

(agroecology) can match or exceed those from agro-industrial production. In failing to 

disentangle these two concepts, however, the author, while praising the peasantry, 

simultaneously and unwittingly invokes its majority demise in the service of his national 

developmentalist ideal. 

 

This contradiction between Wise’s apparent ‘pro-peasant’ stance and his advocacy of national 

developmentalism is exemplified well in Chapter 4 of his book, Land-Poor Farmers in a Land-

Rich Country: Zambia’s Maize Paradox. Thus, the author appears to advocate secure title to 

land in terms of absolute property rights for family farms, whilst later on critiquing the 

neoliberal establishment of such rights: ‘privatizing what for centuries has been community 

property.’ In Zambia, it is common for tribal ‘chiefs’, rather than family units, to have de jure 

control over non-state lands, in contrast to Malawi, for example. As a result, ‘community 

members’ (that is, tribal members) have no formal title to land, only customary rights. There 

is an immanent risk, therefore, of chiefs appropriating absolute rights to tribal territory and 

extinguishing the customary rights of tribal members (reminiscent of the ‘clearances’ in the 

Scottish Highlands and Islands, for example). It is this danger that the author appears to be 

critiquing – his solution, however, appears not to be the conferral of land rights on the tribal 

community as a whole, but rather upon individual families, a manifesto for peasant 

differentiation under conditions of increased market dependency. This appears to be confirmed 

at various points in the chapter: for example, ‘They seemed enormously better off, though I 

wondered if they might do even better if they each had 10 irrigated acres and they were shown 

how to become midsize commercial farmers’ (p. 96). This is quite unambiguously a statement 

in favour of the ‘farmer road’ to capitalism, with the US ‘New Deal’ seeming to be the author’s 

ideal model for development. The author advocates land reform in favour of family farmers, 

replicating the model of social democratic development undertaken in Japan, South Korea, and 

Taiwan. While clearly preferable to neoliberalism, this is a model that nonetheless condemns 

the majority of the peasantry to a future as proletarians, assuming industrialization can be 

replicated. More likely it cannot be, for both ‘ecological’ and ‘political’ reasons (see Tilzey, 

2018a), in which case the fate of these land-poor/landless peasants will be to subsist as a 

precariat, as in much of Latin America. A more realistic and sustainable model would be to 

retain the majority on the land, as they currently are, but to secure fundamental needs, 
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livelihood security and enhanced welfare through agroecological production and the conferral 

by the state of inalienable land rights on communities as a whole (in other words, ‘radical’ food 

sovereignty). 

 

Chapters 5, Iowa and the Cornification of the United States, reprises this theme from the ‘other 

end’ as it were, seeking to uncover the roots of ‘agribusiness’ and ‘where it all went wrong’. It 

looks at how agribusiness has, since the 1920s, progressively taken over upstream and 

downstream elements of production and distribution through ‘appropriationism’ and 

‘substitutionism’ (see next section), generating ever greater levels of market dependency for 

farmer producers and fomenting increased differentiation/re-structuring among these through 

enforcing specialization and economies of scale. Wise does not, however, locate ‘the problem 

of agribusiness’ in these processes, nor in the causal dynamic of capitalist social relations. The 

problem for him lies merely in the scale, specialization, and intensification of farming activities 

engendered by agribusiness. For the author, there seems to have been an ideal point, around 

1920, when the family farm was in control of the local economy and in balance with the 

environment, and communities were vibrant and stable – in short, the embodiment of the 

Jeffersonian vision of the agrarian idyll. No mention here, then, of the genocidal removal of 

Native Americans on which settler colonization was premised, of the ‘farmer road’ to 

capitalism, of progressive farmer differentiation and the ‘weeding out’ of smaller farms, loss 

of the self-subsistence economy with market dependency, or of structural links to the wider 

political-economy of the USA as an emergent industrial-imperial hegemon (see, for example, 

Byres (1996) for detailed exposition of these trends).  

 

Wise’s implicit preference for national developmentalism is clear also in Chapters 8 and 9. 

They address, respectively, the relationship of Mexico and India with the US agribusiness via 

the neoliberal media of NAFTA (Mexico) and the WTO (India). The discussion of Mexico and 

NAFTA is fairly commonplace, and it is the examination of India and the WTO (in reality the 

USA using the WTO to open up markets) that is of greater interest, not least since it again 

conveys a very strong sense of the author’s preferred development model. Chapter 9 focuses 

on India’s National Food Security Act (NFSA), legislation designed to address food poverty 

amongst the most deprived (landless, land-poor), and to support production and sale of 

surpluses, by ‘family farms’, to government at guaranteed prices for staples like rice and wheat 

(but not protein-rich pulses like lentils). This programme has been a success in its own terms, 

but has been challenged (unsuccessfully thus far) by the USA in the WTO, on grounds that this 
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form of state subvention contravenes that organization’s rules. The NFSA is clearly what I 

would term a ‘sub-hegemonic’ strategy (rather like Brazil’s ‘zero hunger’ programme) that 

attempts to help the middle and upper peasantry to prosper by producing surpluses for a 

guaranteed, state-supported market (thus incurring the ire of the USA, which, of course, is 

untarnished by any comparable support for its own producers). The Indian government then 

distributes food (including free school meals) to those most in need. This clearly represents a 

reformism, a redistributive form of capitalism, much to be preferred to neoliberalism. It is a 

form of development which does little, however, to address the structural causes of poverty, 

lying as these do in highly unequal access to land generated through processes of peasant class 

differentiation and semi-feudal social property relations under conditions of disarticulated 

accumulation. Again, however, social property relations are hardly addressed by the author 

other than in terms of the populist binary between ‘agribusiness’ and ‘family farmers’ 

(although there is tangential reference to ‘large farmers’ versus ‘family farms’ versus landless). 

Again, it seems clear that the ideal development model for the author is that of the US New 

Deal, both in itself as the Jeffersonian vision of petty bourgeois family farming, but also as the 

basis for economic ‘take-off’, even though such ‘take-off’ itself entails the demise of the 

majority of the small farm population. 

 

Galvez, for her part, seeks, particularly in chapter 3 of Eating NAFTA, to critique more 

explicitly some key development tropes of orthodoxy. She begins with the concept of 

‘efficiency’ (p. 68). The author is of course correct to critique ‘efficiency’ as a key concept 

justifying ‘development’, pointing to hidden and externalized costs in orthodox metrics. She 

does not, however, attempt to deconstruct this particular definition of ‘efficiency’, or to suggest 

that there might be other definitions of this term which utilize other criteria (that is, other than 

embodied human labour power) to generate alternative metrics of ‘efficiency’. The hegemony 

of the orthodox definition can be subverted only by understanding, and hence critiquing, what 

this ‘efficiency’ refers to, and therefore what it omits. Thus, orthodox ‘efficiency’ is a 

capitalistic measure that refers only to the productivity of human labour – that is, as specified 

above, the ratio of labour input to product output. This is so because labour power in capitalism 

is the sole source of surplus value, the essential prerequisite for capital accumulation. But this 

singular focus by capitalism on labour power, and the surplus value generated thereby, means 

that other costs (energy, resources, biodiversity, human development/non-commodified labour, 

health) are ignored or unaccounted, and consequently degraded even as these form a vital ‘free 

gift’ to capital (Tilzey, 2018a). Discounting these costs enables capital to appropriate these 
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resources (‘free gifts from nature’) to subsidize labour power (productivity) through 

‘appropriationism’ and ‘substitutionism’ (see next section). The aim here is to maximize the 

level of surplus value per unit of labour (productivity) and to maximize the amount so produced 

(production/yield), generating a surplus product from relatively few producers to feed majority 

non-farm populations (a tendency that has reached in fullest development in, and is defining 

of, the global North). This means that, by definition and as also discussed earlier, ‘efficiency’ 

as ‘productivity’ is grossly inefficient energetically and biophysically. It is the attempt to 

maximize surplus value embodied in exchange value that leads to the absurdity of using far 

more energy to produce crops capitalistically than is derived from those crops, precisely 

because the singular focus on surplus value leads to the discounting of all other costs (as 

degraded use values). That, in a nutshell, is why capitalism is so disastrous for planetary climate 

and ecology, to say nothing of humanity and its health. 

 

Only where these discounted costs are accounted for, and conserved or avoided (e.g. fossil 

fuels) can production be considered to be truly ‘efficient’, and the only form of production that 

fully internalizes such energetic and biophysical (and social) costs is agroecology. The author, 

although making the case for lower input, small-scale production, doesn’t really identify the 

central logic of capitalist production. The author rightly identifies the wider, non-capitalistic, 

benefits  

 

of reciprocal balance between land, labour, and life [that] is referred to by Zapotec 

farmers as mantenimiento…Rather than being an adaptation to scarcity, this notion 

holds that ‘making do with what you have’ can turn out to be more than enough. With 

their reliance on heirloom seeds saved from one year to the next, and the minimal use 

of chemical inputs, small-scale farmers usually not only meet their food needs – with 

some left over for the market – but also ensure biodiversity and environmental 

sustainability. (p. 70) 

 

However, the author does not consider that such ‘agroecological’ production requires non-

capitalistic forms of production, and subverts the orthodox definitions of ‘efficiency’ and 

‘development’, whether neoliberal or reformist. 

 

Thus, when the author states that ‘the idea that small-scale agriculture is inefficient and 

therefore a drag on Mexico’s development and prosperity, is a myth that emerged in the 



 13 

colonial period and gained steam over the course of the 20th century’ (p. 70-71), this is actually 

inaccurate and unspecific. Small-scale agriculture is ‘inefficient’ in productivist/capitalistic 

terms and is a drag on orthodox development and orthodox definitions of prosperity. The point 

is to re-define these terms so that they embody ecologically sustainable and socially equitable 

development in synergistic ways, radically different from orthodox definitions. The author 

conflates the two, however. Capitalist and modernist ideology has certainly portrayed 

‘traditional’ production as inherently incapable of satisfying even basic/fundamental needs, 

and this assertion of ‘poverty as original condition’, that can be alleviated only by 

‘development’, has certainly been used to justify productivism/capitalism. This assertion is 

largely a myth. What is not a myth is that ‘traditional’ or agroecological production cannot 

support majority non-agricultural populations employed in industry and services characteristic 

of orthodox development – the high labour demands of agroecology require the majority of the 

population to be agricultural producers, at least for part of the time (pluriactivity is not 

excluded). So, in this sense, agroecology or small-scale production is a drag on development 

defined as specialized division of labour between agriculture, industry, and services (sectorally 

and socially articulated development as defined, for example, by de Janvry (1981)).  

 

Galvez suggests that Mexico’s peasantry has subsidized ‘development’ nationally and 

transnationally. This, however, comprises a form of ‘functional dualism’ associated with 

sectoral and social disarticulation (de Janvry, 1981) in which ‘unskilled and mobile labourers, 

at the bottom of the wage hierarchy, fostered the prosperity of Mexico’s industrial elite at their 

own expense and through their own labour. This is because so many families have historically 

moved in and out of the wage sector and sustained themselves through small-scale agriculture 

in time with the expansions and contradictions of regional, national, and binational market 

conditions’ (p. 71). Such functional dualism between the peasant and capitalist sectors remains 

a key element of distorted and dependent development in the periphery, as opposed to the 

imperial states. Only at one point has Mexico come close to breaking free from such dependent 

‘development’ and forging an agrarian and peasant-based alternative to orthodoxy.  

 

It was not until after the 1934 election of Cárdenas that land reform was undertaken 

in earnest, with the creation of the ejido, a system for distributing land to be 

communally held and cultivated … Cárdenas thought development depended on the 

fostering of a prosperous rural sector to be achieved through equitable access to land, 

credit, technical assistance, and social services…The amount of land dedicated to 
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privately owned farms was halved, while that of ejidos increased fourfold. For a very 

brief period, between 1934-1940, the countryside and the ejido as a form of land 

distribution, was seen as central to Mexico’s prosperity and targeted with massive 

investment. Efforts were made to distribute land and productive resources more 

equitably. In turn, smallholders’ productive capacity surpassed the yield per hectare 

of larger, privately-owned farms. (p. 72)  

 

The Cárdenas reforms come close to a form of counter-hegemonic, agrarian-based 

development, unsubordinated to the needs of industrialization and the transfer of surplus from 

the peasantry to industry. It demonstrates that where labour power in agriculture is not a 

constraint, small-holders can match, or even surpass the yields per hectare of larger, more 

capital-intensive farms.  

 

Galvez then moves on to critique the concept of ‘dependency’. Consider the following quotes: 

 

This unilinear path [of orthodox development and modernization theory] necessarily 

places the more ‘advanced’ economies further along the road that the ‘developing’ 

economies must also travel…But others counter that the development and prosperity 

of industrialized nations have rested entirely on the sacking and pillaging of poorer 

countries and regions. ‘Development’ for them is, instead, exploitation (p. 82). 

 

Scholars of the global South have critiqued modernization theory for overlooking the 

centrality of cheap raw goods and materials from the ‘third world’ to the growth of 

‘first world’ prosperity. World Systems Theory, developed by Wallerstein and 

elaborated in its specific Latin American expression as dependency theory by 

Prebisch, Cardoso and ECLAC/CEPAL, posits that wealthy countries, the centre, 

have always exploited unfair terms of trade to increase their own wealth, while the 

hopes for development of poorer countries, the periphery, have been continually 

postponed and undermined…Only because of the relationship of economic and 

political dependence between centre and periphery could the centre become wealthy 

enough to dominate the global economy. (p. 83) 

 

This adaptability and flexibility in the face of changing market conditions takes the 

pressure off the state to improve economic conditions for all. The state’s 
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responsibility for poverty and limited job and educational opportunities is deflected, 

while families engage in a whole series of strategies to meet their basic needs. In this 

way, the ‘growing pains’ of development, the painful process in which Mexico has 

turned away from agriculture towards an industrialized economy, have been borne by 

people from the countryside. Even so, these families subsidize the economic progress 

of their nation. (p. 84) 

 

Again, while this reviewer is very sympathetic towards the author’s stance, her analysis is a 

little confused and requires to be unpacked somewhat. Her analysis seems at times to be 

advocating a model of import substitution industrialization and articulated capitalism, which 

in reality entail the extinction of the peasantry through their conversion into either commercial 

farmers or proletarians. This model is consistent with food sovereignty on a national, 

productivist, sub-hegemonic model (as advocated implicitly by Wise in Eating Tomorrow). It 

is entirely inconsistent, however, with the survival of a peasantry as a largely self-subsistent 

sector producing an opportunistic surplus for the market (as per the Zapotec example above). 

This latter is a vision of food sovereignty for the peasantry, an agrarian-based, non-industrial 

model premised on agroecology – in short, what I term ‘radical’ food sovereignty (Tilzey, 

2018a). As pointed out above, in Mexico, the Cárdenas reforms come closest to this ideal.  

 

‘Radical’ food sovereignty appears to be the only model that can truly value the peasantry as 

autonomous producers of use values for themselves and for the nation on a non-industrial basis 

(see Tilzey, 2018a, 2019c). To sympathize with the peasantry on the basis that they subsidize 

‘economic progress’ is contradictory, since that ‘economic progress’ can only destroy 

(articulated development) or degrade (disarticulated development) that very peasantry. The 

peasantry as a semi-proletariat certainly does subsidize disarticulated peripheral capital 

accumulation through ‘functional dualism’, but this hardly represents a strategy for appropriate 

valuation of peasant production as a basis for food sovereignty. The discussion of dependency, 

likewise, while well-meaning, is somewhat confused. Wallerstein (1974), Prebisch (1963), and 

Cardoso (and Falletto) (1979) used rather different theoretical problematics, with Wallerstein 

proposing the transfer of surplus from periphery to core as the direct cause of 

underdevelopment, Prebisch proposing adverse terms of trade (as part of the CEPAL group of 

neo-structuralists), and Cardoso (Falletto) proposing a much more nuanced class-based 

analysis (the latter, in fact, more in line with the ‘political’ approach of the author). 
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A key issue for Galvez, as it is implicitly for Wise and explicitly for Otero (see below), is, then, 

how to achieve balanced national development (a national articulation between agriculture and 

industry and between production and consumption) whilst simultaneously conserving and 

fomenting a vibrant peasant sector. I contend here that the key issue in understanding, 

historically, this ability to move from disarticulated capitalist (peripheral) to articulated 

capitalist (core) development is the class-basis (social property relations) in the state in relation 

to wider global state-capital dynamics, particularly around the issue of the shift from absolute 

surplus value to relative surplus value, and the implications of this for the agrarian question. 

These are what I term ‘political’ dynamics, and it is these I discuss in the next section. Such 

‘political’ dynamics are underpinned crucially, however, by the ‘ecological’ dynamics of 

resource availability (sources and sinks) in a biophysically finite world, in which the core has 

consumed, and continues to consume, a disproportionate share, rendering illusory proposals 

for the global generalization of articulated capitalism (see Tilzey, 2018a). This realization, I 

suggest, is a ‘game-changer’ when it comes to defining a realistic and desirable model of 

development in a world of climate emergency and ecological collapse. Aside from 

considerations of social equity and human health, this makes a compelling case for building 

today’s development on an agroecological and ‘radical’ food sovereign foundation.  

 

Like Wise and Galvez, Otero points to some of the contradictions of the rise of neoliberalism 

and ABMs (agribusiness multinationals), including the dispossession or marginalization of 

millions of peasants in the global South. He contends that Mexico has amongst the highest rates 

of dispossession and migration precisely because, under NAFTA, it has pursued one of the 

most aggressive neoliberal policies in the world. He then asks, rhetorically, ‘what is the 

problem with the emerging problem of ABMs if they can produce food more efficiently for a 

growing population? Or can they really?’ (p. 46). While Otero doesn’t really critique 

systematically conventional definitions of ‘efficiency’ in the manner of Galvez and why this 

ignores energetic, ecological, and qualitative social criteria of efficiency, he does suggest that 

‘capitalized and intensive farmers cannot preserve biological diversity, given modern 

agriculture’s monocropping bias toward high-yield hybrid or transgenic varieties. That is to 

say, in order for large producers to stay viably in the market they must specialize, devoting 

large areas of land to single crops’ (p. 47). He contrasts this with smallholder producers.  

 

Beyond ecological concerns the productive logic of modern agriculture contrasts with 

that of smallholder petty commodity producers. Rather than producing to generate 
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profits, petty commodity producers supply themselves and local, regional, and 

national markets. By definition, petty commodity producers provide commodities for 

human consumption to generate revenues for the simple reproduction of their 

household units. Such production may occasionally generate income above and 

beyond simple reproduction needs. In this case, income may contribute to improving 

their living standards, even setting the conditions for bourgeoisification. Most of the 

time, however, petty commodity producers are in economic survival mode, given the 

structural constraints in which they operate. The EU considers the support of petty 

commodity producers a safeguard of the environment and recognizes them at the 

institutional level. (p. 47)  

 

Unfortunately, like the agrarian populists, Otero here conflates petty commodity production 

with peasant production in general. He conflates reliance on petty commodity production, a 

condition of market dependency and the satisfaction of family reproduction through the sale of 

commodities, with the peasant production of use values by the family/community to meet 

simple reproduction needs combined, where desirable/feasible with the sale of surplus on the 

market as an opportunity not as a compulsion. The key difference between peasant production 

(here referring to the middle and lower peasantry) and petty commodity producers (the upper 

peasantry) is thus market dependency, the market as compulsion not as opportunity. Petty 

commodity producers are already small entrepreneurs producing to generate a surplus through 

the market. This has direct continuity with the ‘entrepreneurial’ category of van der Ploeg 

(2008), who similarly fails to differentiate between those who are market dependent and those 

who are not. The European Union (EU) supports small farmers as petty commodity producers 

according to the correct definition of their being market dependent, not as producers of use 

values for their own family reproduction. This is the fateful conflation that enables van der 

Ploeg to describe petty commodity producers as the ‘new peasantry’. A much more useful 

definition, which clearly differentiates use value producers (non-market dependent) from petty 

commodity producers (market-dependent), is that supplied by Eric Wolf (1999) in his Peasant 

Wars of the 20th Century where ‘peasants’ conform to the former, and ‘farmers’ to the latter 

categories. 

 

Otero continues:  
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As I have argued elsewhere, there is the possibility for petty commodity producers to 

become peasant entrepreneurs successfully incorporated into the market. These are 

family farms and farmers whose activities may include export-oriented 

monocropping as well as mixed farming for local, regional, or even national markets. 

These producers are embedded in the market without being capitalist 

corporations…Entrepreneurial farmers may be best suited to engaging in a food 

sovereignty programme as such agriculture can also be ecologically sustainable. 

Their production is oriented to the market, but their logic of production is still imbued 

with a moral economy. In this moral economy, the market will no doubt represent an 

ongoing and harsh context in which only a few will win. Because entrepreneurial 

farmers are content with recovering costs and gaining the equivalent of self-attributed 

wages, however, their numbers could be much greater than only capitalist farms; they 

seek simple rather than expanded reproduction, as in capital accumulation. (p. 48, 49)  

 

This, however, seems rather naïve. These farmers are subject to market dependency as 

compulsion and competition, and this forces them, whether they seek simple or expanded 

reproduction, to reduce costs and maximise sales, leading to the same behaviour as capitalist 

farmers and to a process of farm consolidation and amalgamation. This leads to farmer 

differentiation, with some selling up and others engrossing and becoming capitalist farmers 

employing labour. There is thus a direct continuity between capitalist and petty commodity 

production in agriculture through the condition of market dependency. Food sovereignty on 

this model of production is clearly not anti-capitalist and may be described as ‘progressive’ 

(see above). Peasant production of use values autonomous from the capitalist market, by 

contrast, may be described as ‘radical’. It seems then that Otero, like van der Ploeg, conflates 

‘progressive’ and ‘radical’ food sovereignty. This seems further to be confirmed when the 

author suggests that ‘the food sovereignty programme strongly advocated by La Via 

Campesina is the safest policy route for developing [sic] countries to take, raising small-scale 

and entrepreneurial peasants to a central productive and environmental role’ (p. 57). This again 

conflates ‘progressive’ and ‘radical’ food sovereignty and therefore thwarts those attempts to 

move beyond private property and capitalism. The target of Otero’s critique seems thus to be 

neoliberalism rather than capitalism per se: ‘The neoliberal food regime’s crisis was brought 

on because neo-regulation favoured the private sector almost exclusively. Progressive forces 

may continue to press the states to transcend it into a post-neoliberal regime’ (ibid.). This post-

neoliberal regime is likely to comprise a type of reformist capitalism. Indeed, I suggest (Tilzey, 



 19 

2019b) that more state interventionist and national popular trends over the last decade or more 

indicate that we are already in what I term a ‘post-neoliberal food regime’ (the ‘fifth’ food 

regime) (see next section for discussion of food regimes). 

 

This failure by Otero to differentiate between ‘progressive’ and ‘radical’ food sovereignty, and 

the structural basis for it, is perhaps surprising because, later on, he indicates that there is indeed 

differentiation between North (Canada and the USA) and the South (Mexico) in the nature of 

resistance (see next section). Similarly, Otero points to radical resistance to neoliberalism from 

the 1990s in states such as Bolivia and Ecuador (p. 79) but does not identify the fact that 

‘radical’ food sovereignty was largely co-opted into the national popular regimes of Morales 

and Correa/Moreno respectively (see Tilzey, 2019a for detailed analysis of this process). Thus, 

the author again conflates ‘progressive’, national-popular, or ‘sub-hegemonic’ food 

sovereignty (reformist capitalism) with ‘radical’ and anti-capitalist food sovereignty. This 

conflation seems clear from Otero’s identification of two possible options for Mexico to 

address the contradictions of the neoliberal food regime, specifically to address human and 

labour rights for Mexican migrants:  

 

One is building a North American union similar to the EU, with free labour mobility 

across NAFTA partners…The other is for Mexico to re-articulate its economy and 

enhance its food self-sufficiency by strengthening smaller-scale agriculture and the 

countryside…Short of constituting a North American union, the second alternative 

would focus on promoting sustained economic development in Mexico to make it 

possible for citizens to stay at home, making living wages, and strengthen their 

families and communities…I conclude that Mexican politicians and activists should 

bank on the second alternative. (p. 148) 

 

This appears to suggest an articulated capitalist model of development which, while much 

preferable to neoliberalism, is in the current conjuncture neither feasible ‘politically’ nor 

‘ecologically’, as indicated above. 

 

Centring Political Dynamics: Capital-Class-State, Imperial-Peripheral Relations, and 

Agrarian Transitions 
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As noted earlier, Wise gives us little idea of the political dynamics underlying the assumed 

corporate ‘hijacking’ of the development process, why and how African states, amongst others 

in the global South, are susceptible to neoliberal enticements, and what role Northern states, 

and particularly the USA, have in manufacturing a congenial ‘investment climate’ in African 

states for their agribusiness corporations – and here the role of the state is at least as important 

as that of ‘agribusiness’. This is relatively clear from what Wise himself reports, although the 

implications are not drawn out. Thus, In Chapter 2, for example, entitled the Malawi Miracle, 

the author identifies the ecological, resilience, cost, and, under sub-optimal soil and water 

conditions, yield superiority of local and open-pollinated varieties (OPV) of maize over 

commercial (Monsanto) hybrid varieties, particularly when intercropped with other grains, and 

vegetables and tubers. Why, then, has the Malawian government been actively promoting 

hybrid varieties which perform well only with costly artificial fertilizers and 

irrigation/abundant rainfall when local/OPV varieties are far more resilient and are, moreover, 

consumed preferentially by local people? Under pressure, it would seem, from US government 

and its international aid agencies, which insist that the Malawian government favours US agri-

food multinationals, notably Monsanto. While the author clarifies the ecological and economic 

cost-benefit dynamics of small-scale production, demonstrating the benefits of agroecology, 

the political dynamics underlying the engineered, state-sponsored displacement of such 

production by hybrid monocultures are not seriously discussed or analysed.   

 

Given this analytical silence, I suggest that the process of this displacement, common to the 

dynamic of agro-industrial productivism (that is, maximising ‘productivity’ through 

mechanization and chemicalization), may be usefully termed ‘appropriationism’ and 

‘substitutionism’, following Goodman et al. (1987). ‘Appropriationism’ refers to the 

undermining of discrete elements of the agricultural production process, their transformation 

into industrial activities, and their re-incorporation into agriculture as inputs, e.g. the horse by 

the tractor, manure by synthetic fertilizers; ‘substitutionism’ refers to the process to achieve 

the industrial production of food in which not only does industrial activity account for a steadily 

rising proportion of the value added but the agricultural product, after first being reduced to an 

industrial input, increasingly suffers displacement by non-agricultural components. The 

causality generating this process, one of politically conscious agency by imperial (primarily 

US) actors in collaboration with their peripheral state elite counterparts, is the creation of 

market dependency – the need to purchase key farm inputs from, to sell outputs, and/or to sell 

labour power to, the capitalist/state sector in order to secure the reproduction of the family unit 



 21 

(see Wood, 2002); in other words, the commodification of production and labour power. Since 

most producers in Malawi still retain access to the means of production in land, the ‘state-

capital nexus’ attempts to generate market dependency by subsidizing commercial varieties of 

maize together with the synthetic fertilizers on which they depend, and by progressively 

constraining access by peasants to ‘free’ resources for traditional production. Thus, on the 

output side, the state prohibits the sale of traditional varieties of maize. This represents the 

‘enclosure’ of semi-subsistence producers in order to generate greater market dependency. This 

process has been reinforced by attempts to outlaw exchange of traditional varieties of maize 

seed. All this is achieved by relations of subordination between Malawi and the USA, designed 

to enhance capital accumulation opportunities for the latter’s agri-food corporations. Reading 

between the lines of the author’s text, it seems clear that it is the relation between the imperial 

hegemon (USA) and the Malawian state that is the key dynamic at work behind the generation 

of market dependency. In the Marxian Political Ecology framework that I develop elsewhere 

(Tilzey, 2018a), this comprises what I call the causal ‘political’ dynamic. But this ‘political’ 

strategy of accumulation through market dependency, undertaken by collusion between the 

imperium and the peripheral state, and legitimated as ‘green revolution’ (supposedly to solve 

an ‘original’, although largely mythical, problem of food poverty), is running up against the 

‘ecological’ contradiction of poor soils, erratic rainfall and drought, the latter exacerbated by 

global heating. Despite the best efforts of the Malawian government, US agencies and 

‘agribusiness’ to subvert local and agroecological forms of production, their ‘green revolution’ 

package appears to be making little headway under such adverse ecological conditions. 

Agroecology, much more resilient under such conditions and inherently more sustainable, 

appears at least to be holding its own in spite of this adverse policy environment.  

 

The Malawian government is not, at least, pursuing a policy of ‘land grabbing’, the 

expropriation of land by governments from those who farm it for ‘sale’ to (usually) foreign 

corporations or states for the purposes of industrial food, feed, and biofuel production, destined 

overwhelmingly for export. This, unfortunately, cannot be said of the Mozambican 

government, the subject of Wise’s chapter 3, The Largest Land Grab in Africa. In this chapter 

we learn that most of Mozambique’s population is rural, with decent access to land, and able 

to feed itself adequately, although the wider adoption of agroecological techniques could 

enhance self-sufficiency still further. The impacts of global heating (increased temperatures, 

drought, flooding, storm damage) have been felt increasingly since 2010, but agroecology is 

able to mitigate these impacts and still provide adequate food. The Mozambican government 
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and local authorities, however, appear to have no appreciation of the merits of agroecological 

production. Rather than encouraging and supporting it, they are, to the contrary, encouraging 

foreign companies (Brazilian, Japanese, Chinese, South African etc.) to take over land (mainly 

former state-run land and colonial era plantations) for capital-intensive production of, for 

example, rice. This land, however, has been occupied by small farmers for at least ten years, 

which, under Mozambican law, qualifies them for right of occupancy. ‘Land grabs’ have been 

undertaken without any consultation, despite government denials, generating considerable 

resistance by the small farmers in question, who have marched on the authorities to reclaim 

their land. They seem to have had considerable success, aided by ecological contradictions that 

render ‘land grab’ projects increasingly unviable.  

 

While the local dynamics of this confrontation are laid out in the author’s narrative, we are 

only aware tangentially of the dynamics at government and corporation level, although 

reference is made to some interviews with personnel from the latter. It would be interesting to 

know more about the political dynamics of government, for example – how is it so divorced 

and insulated from the needs and political demands of the smallholder majority?; who are its 

personnel, which ‘class’ and ethnicity do they come from, where and how are they inculcated 

into the orthodox development model?; how do they benefit from foreign investment and aid? 

 

The absence of any analytical depth concerning the political dynamics of capital, state, and 

imperialism is a recurring problem in the book. In this way, Chapter 6 focuses on the 

development of the corn ethanol programme (a means to boost agri-food accumulation in the 

state-stimulated quest for biofuels) and its impacts on global food commodity prices and the 

food crisis of 2007/8. While the superficial details of this are laid out in an engaging narrative, 

a deeper theoretical conceptualization of causality evades the author. Thus, what is never 

examined are the structural underpinnings of the detailed impacts through the creation of 

market dependency in the global South during the course of the neoliberal era: the destruction 

of food security in the periphery through food dumping by the imperial states, the emasculation 

of state support for national food staple production across much of the South, and the 

simultaneous stimulus to agro-exporting undertaken most frequently by larger landholders. The 

artificial stimulation of the biofuel market by the USA and the EU has encouraged agribusiness 

and peripheral oligarchies to engage in ‘land-grabbing’, which might otherwise be understood 
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in terms of ‘primitive accumulation’ or ‘accumulation by dispossession’. Sadly, however, the 

author makes no links to this explanatory theory.  

 

Again, chapter 7 turns to examine Monsanto’s attempts to introduce transgenic maize to 

Mexico, a tragic irony given that Mexico is the centre of origin for domesticated maize and is 

home, therefore, to more traditional varieties of this grain than anywhere else, and is centred 

around maize in culinary, food security, and wider cultural terms to a degree unparalleled 

elsewhere. These points are made by the author. What he fails to do, however, is to capture the 

logic underlying the actual or attempted introduction of Genetically Modified (GM) crops in 

general, and GM maize, in particular. GM, it should be emphasized, is the ultimate form of 

market dependency, capital’s dream commodity: by contamination, it destroys or degrades 

competing non-GM varieties;  it requires farmers to purchase seeds every year from 

agribusiness, together with the ‘complete package’ of fertilizer and herbicide without which 

the crop will not thrive; it requires farmers to sell the crop to agribusiness for processing, since 

it is no good for local processing or consumption; it then requires farmers to purchase processed 

food for consumption, rather than producing it themselves. GM crops, then, represents the 

ultimate strategy of capital – to generate complete market dependency. The author, however, 

undertakes no theorization of these deeper processes of capitalism – in their descriptive form, 

they are considered to be specific to corporate agribusiness strategy, not to capitalism in 

general. 

 

Galvez, for her part, engages in a much more sophisticated ‘political’ interpretation of state-

capital dynamics, recognizing that ‘development’ is not the outcome of non-agential 

‘structural’ forces, but rather of the power play between the contested interests of different 

classes and class fractions, and between states that embody those interests. As noted in the 

previous section addressing her discussion of development and dependency, the key 

determinant of the state’s ability to transform from disarticulated to articulated capitalist 

development is its class complexion in conjunction with supra-state dynamics, focused 

especially on the transition from absolute to relative surplus value and its consequences for the 

agrarian question. 

 

Thus, it is important to appreciate that articulated development requires workers to be 

incorporated as consumers of more than basic commodities (such as food) through relative 

surplus value. The surplus required to achieve this shift, defining the core of the world system, 
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derives, however, from super-exploitation of the periphery via an increase in absolute surplus 

value extraction. This has been secured by the core, historically, via imperialistic relations with 

the periphery, and continues to be secured through neo-extractivism (see Veltmeyer and Petras, 

2014). Agriculturally, the shift from disarticulated to articulated capitalism requires the 

disappearance of the peasantry in favour of capitalist farms, necessary both to produce food 

surpluses for non-agricultural populations and to free up labour comprising those non-

agricultural populations to be absorbed as proletarians by capital – this is real subsumption. 

This transition is much more difficult to secure in the periphery due to balance of payments 

difficulties and low investment capacity, and severe opposition from agro-industrial exporting 

classes, whose competitive capacity and accumulation depend on low wages and a semi-

proletarian work force. These classes also have a symbiotic relationship with the imperial core, 

ensuring the export of ‘cheaps’ to the latter on the basis of super-exploited labour. This leads 

to the perpetuation of disarticulated development, with the peasantry contriving to survive in 

severely sub-optimal conditions as a supplier of semi-proletarian labour to export-oriented 

capital – this is formal subsumption. 

 

China exemplifies the contradictions involved in attempting to modernize and industrialize 

independently from the core and without its own ‘periphery’ (see Tilzey, 2018a). In order to 

sustain modernization as industrialization, China was obliged to have recourse to a strategy 

common to other ‘late developing’ states. In contrast to members of the imperium which were 

able to extract resources and surplus from their colonies and to externalize institutional costs 

by transferring them to the periphery (and thus build national articulation through a transition 

to relative surplus value), the new industrializing states were obliged to pursue a kind of 

‘internal colonialism’, or self-exploitation, by extracting resources of surpluses from less 

privileged domestic sectors, and the rural sector in particular. Thus, the process of rural 

collectivization, a process that threatened to undo the achievement of the peasants’ revolution, 

was less an ideological manoeuvre than an institutional strategy designed systematically to 

extract rural surplus at a lower transaction cost to feed the process of industrialization. The 

state thus controlled all surplus value produced by both rural and urban labour. China thus 

pursued a programme of industrialization that was undertaken, in contrast to the imperium, 

without recourse to surplus extraction from an external periphery. This constituted an immense 

challenge and comprised, before the reforms of 1978, the following strategy: 1) the extraction 

of surplus value from the rural sector through low purchasing of agricultural products and high 

pricing of industrial products; 2) the forced modernization of agriculture, through 
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mechanization, and the adoption of agro-chemicals, in order to absorb domestic industrial 

products through rural collectivization; 3) the mobilization of intensive and massive labour 

input to substitute for capital under conditions of extreme capital scarcity; 4) the attempt by the 

state, when confronted by economic crises, to ride them out by transferring redundant labour 

forces to the rural sector. So long as the aim of development was rapid industrialization, the 

state could utilize one of two options: collectivization or the introduction of foreign capital. 

Articulated accumulation requires the development of an agricultural sector able to supply the 

home market of now largely proletarianized labour, therefore requiring capital intensiveness, 

and to act as a source of consumption for industrial goods.  

 

Despite a certain confusion concerning the relation between ‘development’, ‘efficiency’, small-

scale farming, precarity, and industrialization, as detailed above and in the preceding section, 

overall Galvez’ book makes a very convincing case for the structural relations between the 

enactment of NAFTA, the decline in traditional peasant/small-scale farming and diets, 

migration/urbanization, and the rise of diet-related diseases amongst the new precariat, 

juxtaposed to the ‘discovery’ of ‘authentic’ Mexican cuisine amongst top-end consumers. 

Moreover, this trend is not seen as at all inevitable, but rather the result of specific, neoliberal 

government policies, a ‘political’ interpretation of capital-state dynamics. 

 

 The mitigatory policies of the Mexican state are also neoliberal and politically determined, as 

indicated by the following statements:  

 

… poverty mitigation programmes…place funds for the purchase of processed foods 

and beverages in the hands of the poor, as well as the goods themselves in grocery 

rations’ (p. 197), while responses to the crisis are individualized as a question of ‘self-

care’… This dismal and dystopian rendering of Mexican lives today is depressing. 

But there are alternatives… (p. 198). These alternatives provide a glimpse of an 

alternative future in which people will neither be obliged to, nor prevented from 

working the land; small-scale farming would be supported and celebrated; people will 

cherish and sustain ancestral food-ways and refuse the ‘supermarketization’ of food; 

and health and wellbeing will be improved. These alternatives would involve 

different kinds of transnational flows – not of commodities, but of cultural practices, 

heritage, and the joy of conviviality… These bright spots on an otherwise depressing 

food landscape provide glimpses of alternative scenarios’ (p. 199).  
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While this represents a pleasantly upbeat conclusion to the book, one feels it could nonetheless 

be more decisive and politically incisive. Given that the author has spent much of the book 

making the case for structural linkages between peasant demise, poverty, and disease, and for 

the strategic importance of partisan political interests in, rather than any spurious teleology of, 

neoliberal ‘development’, it seems rather limp to draw back from invoking what are surely 

necessary and politically feasible structural solutions to structural causes. 

 

Otero, like Galvez, considers political interests to underlie apparently ‘structural’ (or non-

agential) trends. Thus, he sees the state as being at the heart both of the causes of the trends 

that are the concern of his book and of the solutions to them. Thus, it is neoliberal state 

intervention that is seen to have facilitated income inequality and the current food regime, 

while it is equally the state, under bottom up pressure from social movements, that is regarded 

as best positioned to implement change when it comes to food ‘choices’ and production. This 

focus represents a welcome change from ‘populist’ and ‘autonomist’ assumptions regarding 

the redundancy of the state in the face of plenipotential capital and of the unique 

transformational agency of the ‘post-national’ global ‘multitude’. Thus, identifying structural 

factors underlying unsustainable diets, and the state as the key object and instrument of 

political, transformational change are refreshing. Nonetheless, the efficacy of social 

movements as a generality in exerting ‘bottom-up’ pressure for change seems a little naïve and 

unspecific, and rather too populist in tone. Thus, ‘society’s big challenge is…to push for 

changes in state policies in a progressive direction…Such a shift requires nothing short of 

strong social movements from below, of the type that seem to be building to convince 

governments to fight climate change’ (p. 21). It is doubtful, however, whether many of these 

movements envisage the deep and radical challenge to capitalism itself that seems to be 

required to address its multifaceted and pervasive contradictions. The bulk, especially in the 

global North, are at most reformist in character, and this means that Otero’s proposed solutions 

are similarly reformist and fairly unremarkable (see the following pages for further elaboration 

of this point). 

 

Otero notes correctly that the ‘defining characteristic of neoliberalism is its reliance on market-

based arrangements and norms in the interest of monopoly capitalism through active use of 

state power. The withdrawal of direct state intervention in the economy is also essential for 

neoliberal globalism to allow the private sector to take hold of resource allocation through the 
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market, presumably in a more efficient manner’ (p. 28). The author then moves onto a 

discussion of Piketty’s (2014) much-cited work. It should be noted that, while Piketty is correct 

in his own terms, he undertakes no analysis of capitalism as a class system and its inherent 

contradictions, all the time reifying economic growth. The solution for Piketty is more equal 

distribution of wealth within a capitalist system (he fails to appreciate, for example, that 

equality in the French and US revolutions referred only to those with property, excluding 

workers and non-white people). Otero, although not necessarily agreeing with Piketty’s 

theoretical premises, seems nonetheless to buy into the latter’s reformist ‘solution’ – ‘I suggest 

that social mobilization from below could also hold the potential to nudge the state into 

progressive taxation and policies’ (p. 30). 

 

The author then moves on to a discussion of the neoliberal food regime. He correctly notes the 

origins of neoliberalism in the USA, with first the transfer of manufacturing production from 

the northern US to its south starting in the 1970s and then to low-wage countries such as 

Mexico and China through outsourcing in the 1980s. He then quotes Buttel (2001, 177) to the 

effect that ‘little groundwork has been laid for a sociology of agriculture that addresses 

simultaneously the agrarian issues of both North and South’. This quote strangely neglects a 

whole raft of Marxian scholarship that does precisely that, including notably the work of Amin 

(1977), Bettelheim (1972), and, particularly, de Janvry (1981), all of which is still of 

fundamental importance and relevance today. Nonetheless, Otero accepts Buttel’s view and 

suggests that he ‘hope[s] to bridge this gap by comparing several major emerging [sic] 

countries, including Mexico, with the region covering the two wealthier partner countries in 

NAFTA…’ (p. 33). 

 

Otero suggests, correctly, that ‘a good starting point to address the structural question of food 

production since the 1980s is the food regime perspective’ (p. 33). He traces the origins of food 

regime theory to a 1982 paper by Friedmann. In this paper, the commodification of food is 

considered significant in two central ways: by the proletarianization of populations formerly 

engaged in subsistence farming; and by extending capitalist relations of production to former 

colonies. The second way was crucial in the US strategy of constructing the ‘free world’ as an 

arena for the open flow of goods and capital. This shift in international power created the 

conditions for new relations between the US and states in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 

Otero’s aim is to ‘build on Friedmann’s insights about two crucial roots of inequality that affect 

food production and consumption – the proletarianization of the workforce and the ways 
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developing countries insert themselves, through their states, into the world economy’ (p. 35). 

Friedmann’s analysis is well founded and Otero’s aims are admirable. Nonetheless, if 

proletarianization, that is ‘primitive accumulation’, is indeed recognized as one of the crucial 

roots of inequality, why then does the author not seek to critique more fundamentally the social 

relations of production underlying capitalism, rather than engaging in the rather weak reformist 

proposals he offers? 

 

The author then describes the character of food regimes:  

 

A food regime is a temporally specific dynamic in the global political economy of 

food. It is characterized by particular institutional structures, norms, and unwritten 

rules around agriculture and food that are geographically and historically specific. 

These dynamics combine to create a qualitatively distinct regime of capital 

accumulation trends in agriculture and food; the regime finds its durability and 

consumption relations in accordance with global capital accumulation trends more 

broadly. (p. 35) 

 

Unfortunately, in common with Friedmann and McMichael, there is no mention of the equally 

important role of legitimation as a ‘mode of regulation’ in the constitution of food regimes (see 

Tilzey 2019b for detailed critique). Sadly, this renders Otero’s treatment of food regimes, like 

Friedmann and McMichael’s, more a question of structural determinants of accumulation in 

the agri-food sector than of political contestation and compromise between class interests and 

between state interests. 

 

Otero then goes on to reprise Friedmann and McMichael’s (1989) identification of the ‘first’ 

and ‘second’ food regimes, without questioning the dubious foundations of the ‘first’ of these, 

particularly (see Tilzey, 2018a, 2019b. In fact, in the latter paper I make the case for five 

international food regimes, with the ‘Liberal’ regime 1840-1870 being the first and the current 

one (the fifth) being termed the ‘Post-Neoliberal’, reflecting distinct trends away from ‘free 

market’ state policies). He notes, however, that sugar is a food type that was globalized prior 

to the so-called ‘first’ food regime – but if it was globalized already, what sort of food regime 

then preceded the ‘first’? The ‘second’ regime, he continues, was associated with, and 

introduced, a manufactured diet the main components of which are fats and sweeteners, 

supplemented by starches, thickeners, proteins, and synthesized flavours. This seems to be the 
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same as the ‘neoliberal’ diet and, indeed, elsewhere Otero states that the ‘neoliberal’ diet began 

in the 1940s during the ‘second’ regime. If so, is Otero’s term ‘neoliberal’ diet entirely 

appropriate? The agro-industrial diet might perhaps be more accurate, if less snappy. 

 

The author goes on to note that ‘the ‘third’ food regime is thus part of a global political project; 

McMichael argues that the central tension is between the globalization of corporate agriculture 

and counter-movements wishing to pursue food sovereignty principles and a national focus on 

agriculture. This characterization of the food regime perspective reflects the broad brush of the 

regulation school and world systems theory in which it was rooted’ (p. 36). But the regulation 

school, unlike world systems theory, is not really ‘broad brush’ and is centred on particular 

states in its analysis. The actual problem is that Friedmann and McMichael only really address 

regulation theory’s ‘regime of accumulation’, whilst almost wholly neglecting its equally 

significant ‘mode of regulation’, or legitimation role (see Tilzey 2019b). ‘Such a macro-view 

has raised critiques by other scholars regarding the original food regime perspective’s 

structuralism, suggesting the need for more nuanced investigation and the call for meso-level 

analysis’ (p. 36). The problem lies, however, much more deeply than this – it requires, in this 

reviewer’s view, the basic ontological categories of capital, class, and state to be re-defined so 

that all levels, from the micro to the macro, are articulated within one theoretical frame. 

Focusing on one particular level without addressing more fundamental issues with Friedmann 

and McMichael’s problematic will not solve the problem (Potter and Tilzey, 2005; Tilzey, 

2019b).  

 

Otero does go some way towards addressing these fundamental issues, especially in the case 

of McMichael whose analysis, more so than Friedmann’s, has remained structuralist, globalist, 

and ‘post-state’.  

 

The trouble is that McMichael’s analysis remains primarily at the level of the world 

economy, in which states appear as black boxes, as units of analysis of the world 

economy…I argue that we must continue to take full and explicit account of the 

specific role of the state…In contrast to McMichael’s characterization of the 

‘corporate food regime’, therefore, I subscribe to naming this the ‘neoliberal food 

regime’. This characterization considers national-level states and sub-state levels for 

contestation struggles. (p. 37) 
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The extent to which liberalization has materialized in each country’s agriculture 

depends on the interaction between states and domestic mobilization, resistance, and 

contestation. Thus, it is not simply that the core principle has been displaced from the 

state to the market with the move from the ‘second’ to the ‘third’ food regime, as 

McMichael posits. Rather, the state continues to play a central role, even if it has 

changed to favour the predominance of agribusiness multinationals in food 

production and distribution through supermarkets. (p. 38) 

 

These are significant moves in the right direction. Nonetheless, the state itself remains under-

theorized, and it would be helpful to conceptualize this, following Poulantzas (1978), as 

representing the condensation of the balance of class forces in society (see Tilzey, 2019a for 

further elaboration). Additionally, the legitimation role of the state (in addition to its role in 

accumulation) is neglected by Otero, along with a deeper theorization of differential power of 

states in the global system in the form of imperial powers, the sub-imperium, and the periphery. 

The former (and increasingly the sub-imperium) use their power to channel resources to the 

imperium from the periphery to feed consumerism, alleviate the inequality contradictions of 

capital at home, and to bolster nationalism and elide class struggle – both of the latter are 

essential legitimation measures performed by the imperial state (Tilzey, 2020). This is 

manifested also in the continuing subsidies accorded to imperial agriculture, while the 

periphery has been divested of these. This differential power is also manifested in the differing 

nature of social movements between the imperium and the periphery, in contrast to the 

assertions of the global ‘multitude’ of Hardt and Negri (2000) and the agrarian populists 

(Tilzey, 2018b). This differentiation is insufficiently picked up by Otero and, in fact, he seems 

to construct a binary between the state and social movements, mirroring that of McMichael 

between corporate capital and the ‘multitude’. Thus, while correctly noting the crucial role of 

the state in neo-regulation, Otero suggests that ‘the dialectical counterpart of [this] are social 

movements of resistance and contestation’ (p. 38). This sentence is very unspecific, however, 

and fails to differentiate between the various types of ‘social movement’, e.g. the ‘new social 

movements’ of the global North, predominantly movements ‘of affluence’, and movements ‘of 

livelihood’, predominantly in the global South, reflecting more immediate day-to-day survival 

issues of the precariat (semi-proletarian peasantry, landless, informal sector workers, 

indigenous groups). The former in the main seek a more ‘just’ and ‘ecological’ form of 

capitalism, while the latter seek an end to capitalism primarily through securing appropriate 
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access to the means of production for the non-market dependent generation of fundamental use 

values, notably food. 

 

In the opening paragraph of page 39, Otero points to the differential subsidies received by 

agriculture in the global North (which he persists in referring to as ‘advanced’) in contrast to 

the global South. No explanation for this differentiation under neoliberal ‘globalization’ is 

offered, however. This is symptomatic of the author’s failure fully to understand the nature of 

imperialism, of the legitimacy imperatives in imperial states to sustain capitalism, and of the 

subsidies disbursed to aid accumulation by imperial ABMs. Nonetheless, in charting the rise 

of agribusiness multinationals and the neoliberal food regime, Otero does make the essential 

point that ‘states continue to be central agencies in the deployment of neo-regulation and 

policies that enhance neoliberalism. Whether in agreeing (or not) to participation in supra-state 

agreements or developing national legislation, states have been the principal actors in 

implementing neo-regulation. States are also the most visible points of struggle to counter 

neoliberal globalism’ (p. 41).  

 

As noted earlier, Otero’s failure to differentiate between ‘progressive’ movements 

predominating in the global North and ‘radical’ movements in the global South, and the 

structural basis for this divergence, is somewhat strange because, later, he does point to such 

differentiation between North (Canada and USA) and South (Mexico) in the character of 

resistance. Thus, ‘resistance in the US and Canada has focused on legislative and judicial 

systems, and in Mexico it has also spilled into the streets in the form of social movement protest 

and even armed insurrection. Three reasons explain the difference. First, biotechnology and 

neoliberal globalism have not had as grave an impact on agrarian social structures of either 

Canada or the US. This is because, I would suggest, agriculture is both highly capitalized, with 

no peasantry, and because these imperial powers have not borne the brunt of ‘raw’ 

neoliberalism, that is, the farming sector still receives generous subsidies even if these are 

biased towards larger producers. At the same time, Otero writes: 

 

In contrast, the neoliberal turn has been notably more devastating for Mexico’s 

agrarian structures…Clearly, the impact has much to do with the sheer numbers of 

people whose livelihoods depended on agriculture in Mexico and who have been 

made redundant since the mid-1980s, when the country entered GATT…A second 

reason behind protests in Mexico is that corn happens to be the country’s main staple 
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and a special cause of concern…A third reason that explains different resistance 

responses in Mexico is that its democratic institutions are much weaker and less 

developed than those in the North. Until 2015 or so, Mexican courts had a rather 

insignificant presence in adjudicating contentious issues and showed little if any 

independence from the holders of executive power…For its part, the legislature has 

been readily dominated by pro-neoliberal, pro-agribusiness concerns, and their 

lobbying groups have exerted determining pressure in issuing new laws. (p. 76) 

 

The above points support my contention that the key structural differences between North and 

South (imperium and periphery) heavily influence the form of resistance within the agrarian 

sector and beyond – ‘progressive’ food sovereignty and ‘new social movements’ in the global 

North, and ‘radical’ food sovereignty and livelihood issues predominating in the global South 

(see Tilzey, 2018a, 2019c for full details). This again seems to be implicitly suggested by 

Otero: ‘There is a marked qualitative difference in the nature of resistance in these countries. 

The livelihoods of US and Canadian organic growers and some others within the small 

percentage of the family population in those countries may be in danger. But the neoliberal 

food regime is certainly not as detrimental to them as in Mexico or the repercussions for their 

compromised livelihoods as dire’ (p. 78-79).  

 

Otero contests McMichael’s (2009) assertion that the ‘corporate’ food regime has led to 

deepening food dependency in both directions, that is, between the North and South. He wishes 

to show that: 

  

…emerging food dependencies under neoliberal capitalism are not parallel between 

advanced capitalist and emerging economies. Rather, the former display mild levels 

of dependency on the importation of luxury foods that invariably make small 

contributions to total food caloric intake, while the latter generate varying degrees of 

dependency on the importation of basic foods…Wealthier countries are importing 

higher-priced and mostly higher-quality foods while they are exporting mass and 

industrially produced grains and cereals… (p. 151) 

 

What we have is an uneven and combined dependency in which advanced capitalist 

countries have increased their imports of fruits and vegetables…but [these] make up 
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minor percentages of total food intake. Conversely, Mexico…became dependent on 

the importation of basic foods. (p. 165) 

 

While this is an important rejoinder to McMichael, indicating how the imperium has and is 

generating market dependency in the global South in terms of basic foodstuffs, it fails to paint 

a complete political ecological picture of flows of resources and surplus value between South 

and North. The energetic inefficiency of Northern capitalized agriculture means that it is itself 

now increasingly reliant on imports of fossil fuels, phosphates, nitrates, etc. from the global 

South. Thus, the imperium uses its prior economic and politico-military power to appropriate 

‘cheaps’ from the neo-extractive frontier, mainly in the global South. These ‘super-cheap’ 

(because labour and ecological costs are externalized) imports are then deployed to subsidize 

highly capitalized production in the imperium, e.g. in agriculture. The resulting commodities 

are then sold at below production cost to the periphery, undercutting local production and 

creating chronic market dependency. 

 

In conclusion, Otero, contra McMichael and other ‘populist’ advocates of post-state and fully 

trans-nationalized capitalist theory, identifies and advocates a continuing and enhanced strong 

role for the state, empirically and, particularly, normatively. This role is seen to be the outcome 

of political struggle, especially from social movements pushing from below. Otero is also a 

cautious advocate of small-scale and agroecological farming, and he sees this playing a central 

role in fomenting nationally centred development and food security in opposition to 

neoliberalism. Nonetheless, Otero seems to direct his critique primarily at neoliberalism rather 

than capitalism per se. So, his solution to the question in his concluding chapter ‘what is to be 

done’ comes down to a more equitable and national form of capitalism, as if this can somehow 

deliver the agroecological and sustainable food systems that comprise his vision for the long-

term outcome of ‘struggle’. The ‘solution’ then is greater state regulation in favour of smaller 

farm producers, including small-scale entrepreneurs (capitalists) employing workers, whose 

conditions of employment will now be improved. Unfortunately, as a consequence, the social 

relational basis of capitalism and market dependency remain essentially unexplored and 

unproblematized. 

 

Conclusion 
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As we have seen, Otero’s position is true also of Wise, although he shares none of Otero’s 

analytical depth and keen awareness of the fundamental role of the state in the dynamics of 

neoliberalism. Both authors seem to share, however, a faith in ‘articulated’, nationally-based 

development, and fail to unpack the contradictory relationship between the pursuit of this 

‘road’ and the survival of the peasantry on the basis of agroecology. Of the three authors, it is 

perhaps Galvez who comes closest to advocacy of non-populist, ‘peasant way’ towards 

ecologically, nutritionally, and socially sustainable food production, distribution, and 

consumption. Nonetheless, her advocacy, as noted, is not free of ambiguity and her conclusions 

are lacking in clear political direction and incisiveness. No one pretends, of course, that the 

dilemmas of fomenting development that is simultaneously poverty alleviating, socially 

equitable, and ecologically sustainable (including health and nutritional concerns) are easily 

reconciled. The latter, in particular however, is assuming an importance that, even a few years 

ago, might have been considered unimaginable (the current pandemic is but one manifestation 

of capital’s burgeoning ecological contradictions), and thus deeply problematizes any 

‘development’ model premised on industrialism and productivism as the basis for poverty 

alleviation and social equity. It seems increasingly difficult to avoid the conclusion, therefore, 

that, in agriculture, agroecology, or its cognates, will be fundamental means of meeting global 

food needs in an equitably, ecologically, and nutritionally sustainable way. Inter alia, this 

requires the retention, or return, of large numbers of smallholder producers on/to the land in an 

equitable and socially rewarding manner. Politically, such a programme, I argue, requires an 

imaginary of ‘radical’ food sovereignty to address basic or fundamental human needs in a 

manner consistent with those of extra-human nature (Tilzey, 2018a, 2019c). This, I suggest, is 

a programme most readily achievable in much of the global South, where continuing links to 

land for the majority precariat are greatest, and the gains from agroecology most evident. The 

greatest ‘sacrifices’ and changes to the ‘imperial mode of living’ (Tilzey, 2019c, 2020) will, 

however, be required of the imperium and sub-imperium, where levels of resource 

consumption and waste deposition exceed planetary capacity and are, more than ever, parasitic 

on the global South.  
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