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			This book is for Judith Thurman

		

	
		
			But we don’t see or hear those who suffer, and the horrors of life go on somewhere behind the scenes. Everything is quiet, peaceful, and only mute statistics protest: so many gone mad, so many buckets drunk, so many children dead of malnutrition. . . . And this order is obviously necessary; obviously the happy man feels good only because the unhappy bear their burden silently, and without that silence happiness would be impossible. It’s a general hypnosis. At the door of every contented, happy man somebody should stand with a little hammer, constantly tapping, to remind him that unhappy people exist, that however happy he may be, sooner or later life will show him its claws, some calamity will befall him—illness, poverty, loss—and nobody will hear or see, just as he doesn’t hear or see others now.

			ANTON CHEKHOV, “GOOSEBERRIES”

			Poor nations are hungry, and rich nations are proud; and pride and hunger will ever be at variance.

			JONATHAN SWIFT

			Plenty is at our doorstep, but a generous use of it languishes in the very sight of the supply. Primarily this is because the rulers of the exchange of mankind’s goods have failed, through their own stubbornness and their own incompetence, have admitted their failure, and abdicated.

			Practices of the unscrupulous money changers stand indicted in the court of public opinion, rejected by the hearts and minds of men. . . .

			The money changers have fled from their high seat in the temple of our Civilization. We may now restore that temple to the ancient truths. The measure of the restoration lies in the extent to which we apply social values more noble than mere monetary profit.

			FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT, FIRST INAUGURAL, 1933

		

	

Introduction

It was the crisis that was not supposed to happen. If you had asked most mainstream development experts in the year 2000 to name those factors they thought would most imperil their efforts to substantially reduce poverty globally in the new millennium, it is highly unlikely they would have mentioned a sudden, radical spike in the price of the principal agricultural commodities, and the staple foods made from them, on which the poor of the world literally depended for their survival. What seems obvious in hindsight—that the long period in which food prices had steadily declined would come to an abrupt end—seemed anything but obvious at the time. As Rajiv Shah, the then-administrator of the US Agency for International Development under President Barack Obama, put it, “by the late 1990s, global food security had mostly fallen off the world’s agenda.” The reasons for this were partly empirical (even if, self-evidently, in retrospect not empirical enough) and partly ideological, even in what was supposedly a post-ideological age. The empirical part was based on what seemed to be a secular rather than temporary decline in the price of food staples, which, by 2000, were at an all-time low. The ideological part lay in the presumption that, in Shah’s words, “the success of the Green Revolution [in agriculture] had helped hundreds of millions of people in Latin America and Asia avoid a life of extreme hunger and poverty. Governments—­developed and developing alike—assumed this success would spread and cut their investments in agriculture, allowing them to turn their attention elsewhere.”1

They could not have been more wrong. At the end of 2006, the price of wheat, rice, corn, and soybeans—the four food staples that nearly three billion people who live on less than two dollars a day principally depend on not just as one element among several of their diets (as is the case in the rich world), but as the foodstuffs they almost exclusively depend on to avoid going hungry—began to rise vertiginously on world markets. By the time they peaked in early 2008, the price of corn had gone up by 31 percent, of rice by 74 percent, of soybeans by 87 percent, and of wheat by 130 percent, compared to what they had been in early 2007 at the beginning of what came to be known as the global food crisis.2 In many parts of the globe, the brutal secondary effects on the prices of food available to ordinary people in the market were almost immediate. In Egypt, for example, the price of bread doubled in a matter of months. In Haiti, the price of rice increased by 50 percent, while in South Africa, the price of maize meal increased by 28 percent. By some estimates, taken in aggregate the food bill for the world’s poor rose by 40 percent, while what soon came to be known as the global food crisis added 25 percent to the food import bills of many poor countries. And in thirty of the worst-affected countries across the globe, from Ethiopia to Uzbekistan, food riots broke out.

The significance of these riots was subsequently somewhat exaggerated. As every college student learns in freshman statistics, correlation is not causation. These were spasmodic episodes of civil unrest, not insurrections, let alone revolutions. And given the enduringly dire social and political conditions of the poor in those countries, to claim that the food crisis was the principal underlying cause of the conflicts seems too much like special pleading. But it is undeniable that the price spikes galvanized the poor in many countries in different regions of the world to a degree that, however briefly, seemed to be a genuine and at least potentially uncontrollable threat to the status quo.

And to the poorest of the global poor, the so-called bottom billion of the world’s people who try to survive on less than a dollar a day, the threat was literally existential. For several billion more, any hope of “food security,” the term of art in the development world meaning that one can depend on getting enough—as well as the right things—to eat throughout the year, seemed to be evaporating before their eyes. And it was not only those who had joined in the food riots, but also the vastly larger number of people who despaired in silence who worried for their survival and the prospect of any better future for their children. To put it another way, what the food crisis meant for the poor was the very real prospect of going hungry, not because there would not be enough food, but because they would no longer be able to afford to buy it. The anger that this crisis produced is one that has, across the centuries, proven to be the most dangerous form of anger of all: anger in the belly.

In the rich world, there were many who reasoned that because the worst effects of the crisis were occurring in parts of the world where there had been huge population increases, brute demography had been at the root of what had taken place. But this was a fundamental misunderstanding of what had occurred; however counterintuitive the thought may be, it was wrong. Instead, what had in fact taken place was not the “population bomb” finally exploding, to use the phrase coined by the neo-Malthusian American biologist and demographer Paul Ehrlich, leading inexorably to famine. For despite the fluctuating relationship between food consumption and food production, when the crisis began to unfold in 2007 there was (as there is as of this writing in 2015) more than enough food being produced to feed everyone alive. In the two decades preceding the 2007 crisis, global population increased by an average of 1.5 percent per year, and food production rose by 2 percent over the same time. If there was confusion about this among the general public, it was in considerable measure. The preponderance of media reports about hunger, at least those to which the general public in the rich world are exposed, focus on famines in the Horn of Africa or, in more sophisticated narratives, on hunger in rural India. This focus understandably gives the false impression that there are important food shortages, but in actuality the problem is food affordability, not availability.

But, important though it is, pointing out what the food crisis was not does little to explain how and why the global food system could have seized up to such an extent in 2007–2008. Nor does it shed much light on how even most agricultural experts and both governmental and nongovernmental development agencies throughout the world could have been taken by surprise in this way. In other words, if the effects of the global food crisis were obvious, its causes were much harder to get right. In part this was because, if anything, there were too many causes that could be credibly held out as having contributed to the disaster, and figuring out which had played major roles and which had played minor ones proved to be enormously difficult.

One key driver of the crisis beyond dispute was the rising price of oil which, beginning in late 2006, had a secondary effect on the price of the fertilizers needed for industrial agriculture. This type of farming has increasingly become the norm not just in the rich world but in much of the poor world as well, far more to the detriment of its masses of smallholder farmers. Another factor, seemingly episodic rather than systemic, was the severe weather in many parts of the world during 2006, ranging from drought in Australia, the world’s second-largest producer of wheat, to Cyclone Nargis, which hit Myanmar hard in the spring of 2008 and devastated that country’s rice production.3 In the rich world, the practice of diverting grain from feed for livestock to the production of biofuels (40 percent of US corn now goes to ethanol production) certainly played a role, as did the virtual takeover of the world’s commodities markets by speculators whose entry radically increased the volatility of these markets, causing wild price swings in the costs of food staples. In short, viewed as a discrete event, the 2007–2008 global food crisis had been, as the cliché goes, a perfect storm.

But while storms dissipate eventually, in the crisis’s wake in 2008, even after the prices of agricultural staples had declined sharply, it soon became clear that far from having been an anomalous event, the price rises were a more extreme but still emblematic manifestation of what, to borrow the image of the money manager Bill Gross about the post-2007 crash of the financial markets, was likely, over the long term, to be a “new normal” of secular price increases of agricultural staples. This supplanted the “old normal” in the last quarter of the twentieth century, which had been a process beginning with the establishment of price stability and then of price decline. And while he was admittedly extrapolating from a very short period, the senior World Bank official Otoviano Canuto was reflecting a broad consensus when he observed that this “new norm of high prices seems to be consolidating [in the second decade of the twenty-first century].”4

Hunger and poverty are inseparable, and despite the many real successes in poverty reduction in many parts of the Global South, it is highly unlikely that these gains will be sustainable if rises in the price of staple foods significantly outstrip the rise in incomes of the poor as a result of sound development policies. That is why, at least assuming Canuto’s now widely accepted conclusion is correct, it is not too much to say that the entire global food system is gravely ill, and that the central question is how to reform it, if, indeed, it is not too late to do so.

But while there is wide disagreement about what needs to be done, there is surprisingly wide agreement that most, if not all, of the assumptions that undergirded the system in the later part of the twentieth century had either been wrong to begin with or simply no longer applied in the first decade of the new century, above all the conviction that food prices were likely to continue to decrease. Simply put, the evidence for the new secular trend toward higher food prices has accumulated to the point that it now seems all but irrefutable.5

The trajectory is clear. After having fallen in 2008, food prices rose again, almost as sharply, in 2010 and 2011, then fell back and rose once more toward the end of 2012 and into 2013, at which point prices for corn on the world market were higher than they had been at the height of the 2007–2008 crisis. These subsequent rises in the cost of cereal grains and the realization among development specialists that the prices of food staples have not diminished all that much since 2007 have not received the same amount of attention in the global media. That does not make them any less ominous. In Mexico, for example, the price of tortillas, the most basic foodstuff in the diets of most poor people, was 69 percent higher in 2011 than it had been in 2006. In Indonesia, the average national price of rice reached a record in February of 2012. And it should be remembered that both Mexico and Indonesia are what the World Bank calls “middle income” countries. In much poorer nations like Guatemala, Haiti, Niger, Yemen, and Afghanistan, the effects of this “new normal” of high food prices have been more damaging still to the lives of the poor and the life chances of their children.

That is the bad news, and it is, indeed, very bad news. But even the most dyed-in-the-wool pessimist would have to concede that it is by no means the whole story. As the British development economist Charles Kenny has argued, there is no reason to believe that global misery is so intractable a problem that it cannot be relieved. Even if one doesn’t agree with Kenny and like-mindedly optimistic colleagues that things are getting better and, barring environmental catastrophe, will continue to improve in ways that were all but unimaginable half a century ago, they are right to insist that there has been a considerable amount of good news as well, above all in the extent of the progress that has been made over the past three decades. “The biggest success in development,” Kenny has written, “has not been making people richer but, rather, has been making the things that really matter—things like health and education—cheaper and more widely available.”6

Overall, the percentage of the poor in the global population has decreased steadily, even if in some of these countries, notably India, the number of those who have not benefitted from these changes is far greater than those who have. There are now hundreds of millions of people in countries as varied in their political systems, the condition of their economies, and their approaches to chronic hunger as Brazil, China, Mexico, Vietnam, and India who are now eating more and usually, though not always, better (as the rapidly rising obesity rates in the developing world demonstrate) than previous generations ever did. Whether this has been the result of development aid or the economic growth and prosperity created in much of Asia and parts of Latin America over the past thirty years remains a subject of bitter dispute. The scope of this transformation, not simply the reality, is what cannot be denied—it is unparalleled in human history in terms of its effects on so many over such a relatively short period of time. By comparison, the general prosperity eventually created by the Industrial Revolution in Europe took far longer and affected far fewer people.

If one is being optimistic, it is possible to say that the 2007–2008 crisis taught us at least to ask the right questions about hunger. But whether countries—rich, developing, or poor—will be able to come up with the right answers is another matter altogether. The optimists—and given my own pessimism on these questions, it is important to be clear that they include many of the most brilliant people now working in government, philanthropy, the NGO world, and in science—are convinced that it is now possible, perhaps for the first time in human history, to reform the global food system and make sustained global agricultural development an enduring reality. Indeed, many of these men and women have become increasingly drawn to timelines that posit “ending hunger” by some date certain in the coming decades. This belief is anchored in the undeniable fact that the “international community” (an unfortunate intellectual “tic” of the aid and development world is its reliance on largely unexamined, pious clichés about global governance) is once again paying attention to agriculture. Investments are being made, and, perhaps most importantly, the emphasis is now on the smallholder farmers and their families instead of on industrial agriculture; it’s on those who make up the overwhelming majority of the people who work the land in the poor world. As a former head of the US Agency for International Development (USAID), Rajiv Shah has argued, “the world is once again delivering a global commitment to strengthening food security.”7

Are such hopes warranted? In some cases, such as whether the agricultural foundations on which this new prosperity in Asia and Latin America rests will endure or whether they will prove chimerical, the answer is unknowable, and it would be foolish to pretend otherwise. In contrast, it is clear that barring the global catastrophe that some of the more militant members of the green movement have been predicting and that were it to occur, would lead to such global immiseration that even to talk about markets would be to paint too rosy a scenario, the underlying causes of the secular rise in the prices of food staples are unlikely to change. Global population continues to rise, while powers such as China and Brazil have been finding it increasingly hard to maintain the growth rates on which their initial surge in prosperity rested. It seems improbable that such difficulties will decrease anytime in the foreseeable future. Meanwhile, extreme weather events, whether or not these are related to climate change, seem to be increasing rather than stabilizing, putting further pressure on the global food system. And there is little doubt about the role played by climate change in exacerbating the desertification of significant parts of the world.

That is the situation on the ground in much of the Global South. At the same time, the structure of the global commodities markets in the Global North continues to reward rather than discourage speculation on the future prices of food staples, thereby all but ensuring continued price volatility. And every year, despite the questions that are increasingly being posed about the wisdom of the practice, a sizeable percentage of the world’s corn harvest continues to go to ethanol used in gasoline rather than to be made into foodstuffs or to be employed as feed for livestock. By now the inefficiency and, in global terms, even the danger to the world’s food supply of this is all but undeniable. On average, it takes approximately ten pounds of feed corn to produce one pound of beef. The writer Michael Pollan summed up the situation well when he wrote that “there would be plenty of grain for everyone if we actually ate it as food and didn’t use it to make meat.”8 At the same time, much of the world’s corn continues to be diverted to the manufacture of ethanol-based fuels. And while this policy has come under increasing attack over the past decade, so far, at least, the ethanol lobbies in Europe and the Americas have been relatively successful in maintaining this extremely wasteful status quo.

Given these realities, it is hardly a surprise that worldwide food consumption has outstripped food production for six of the eleven years between 2001 and 2012. Critics of the current global food system, such as Pollan, have suggested that stresses put on the system not just by ethanol but by the increasing demands for meat in countries that have seen the greatest increases in their middle-class populations, notably China and India, are to blame. Again, as with suggestions that the 2007–2008 food crisis “caused” the riots, correlation is not causation, and many food experts point to data that imply that such suggestions remain far-fetched. For example, Timothy Wise, the policy director of Tufts University’s Global Development and Environment Institute, has flatly denied that increased demand for meat in India and China has been “the main driver” of the food crisis,9 even if over the longer term it is difficult to see how a vast increase in the number of people who eat meat daily would not tax global grain supply beyond its capacity to adapt, and that assumes the production increases the optimists are predicting in these staples prove to be sustainable.

It should come as no surprise that just as there has been no single cause for what has happened since 2007, there is no one solution for it either. And again, for now at least, the world is still producing enough cereal grains so that in terms of supply alone everyone on the planet could have enough to eat. But even assuming this, with droughts and other extreme weather events seemingly becoming more and more common, and with the diversion of corn to ethanol, on a year-to-year basis the margin of error is getting smaller and smaller. In 2002, most countries had approximately 107 days of food reserves. Today, the figure is 74 days. As Abdolreza Abbassian of the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has put it, this leaves “no room for unexpected events.”10 And yet if the droughts and floods that have come to seem more and more the norm in many parts of the world persist, it is difficult to see how such extreme events will not take place on a fairly regular basis.

The increasing insecurity of supply that has accompanied the rise in the price of food staples is a global problem. But as with almost every other significant global challenge,11 what has become a problem even for most people in the rich world is now a catastrophe in the making for the poorest among us, the three billion living on less than two dollars a day. Starkly put, if the price of food staples on the world market continues to rise, the ability of the poor to afford the food they need to feed themselves properly will become increasingly tenuous. And even if prices were to stabilize at the current high levels, the chances of reproducing past levels of success in bringing more people out of poverty will greatly diminish. For to expect people who have not gotten enough to eat as children to flourish as adults, no matter what economic system they live under, is the purest magical thinking about a global food system that already suffers from a steadily worsening crisis of access, one that shows no sign of abating. And the results are entirely predictable: they will guarantee that the divide between global haves and have-nots in terms of access to the most basic human needs—food and potable water, from which everything else derives—will grow ever wider, and that an unjust world will grow more unjust still.

Terrible as it is, though, deepening injustice is scarcely the worst thing we have to fear. If significant changes to the global food system are not made, a crisis of absolute global food supply could occur sometime between 2030 and 2050, when, according to the most conservative estimates, the world’s population will have risen from seven billion in 2012 to nine or perhaps even ten billion. Cicero wrote somewhere that he did not understand why, when two soothsayers met, they both did not burst out laughing, and bearing his sensible admonition in mind, it is important to be cautious. In reality, the data are nowhere near as clear as they are generally presented, both by the optimists and by the pessimists. The Irish economic historian Cormac Ó Gráda, whose work on the history of famine has been enormously important in the field, has written that current “forecasts of future food output are unreliable and conflicting.”12 This is true even with regard to climate change, where there remains considerable disagreement among experts as to how effectively farmers will be able to respond to the changed conditions that already confront some of them and will soon confront many more—one of the few facts that, American climate denialists to the contrary notwithstanding, can be predicted with confidence.

If this crisis of absolute supply does indeed occur in the coming decades, whether this is the result of population growth alone or population growth interacting in malign synergy with the likely rising in both global temperatures and global sea levels resulting from anthropogenic climate change (of which population increase itself is an important driver), the effect on the poor will be incalculably more devastating in everything from public health to mass migration. To take only one obvious example, it has become a psychosocial and political commonplace that many people in the rich world increasingly feel engulfed by mass migration from the Global South. But one does not need to be a soothsayer to have a pretty good idea of what they will feel when confronted by the predictable movements of people from those parts of the world where drought becomes the norm and where sufficient quantities of food can no longer be produced.

The current migratory flows have been unprecedented and have steadily gathered momentum in the wake of the NATO overthrow of the Gaddafi regime in Libya, which had impeded the migrants’ departures. Today it is common for armadas of literally thousands of migrants from sub-Saharan Africa and from Syria to land on the Italian island of Lampedusa or along the Sicilian coast at one time. This flow is unlikely to abate in any usable time frame. Well over two hundred thousand made the crossing in 2014 (the previous high had been seventy thousand in 2011, at the height of the Libyan Civil War), and the consensus view is that the number will continue to rise for the foreseeable future. At the very least, as one experienced official from the German refugee NGO, Günther Bauer, put it to a reporter from Der Spiegel, “The strain from Africa will remain constant.”13 But even this flood will seem like a trickle by comparison if people are fleeing toward Europe because they literally don’t have enough to eat—something which in the overwhelming majority of so-called sender countries is not the case today—not simply because they wish to secure a better future for themselves and to support their extended families back home (remittances from immigrants now considerably outstrip all official development aid worldwide).

But even if one assumes that the development optimists’ far more cheering predictions about imminent and ongoing radical reductions in absolute poverty rates in the Global South turn out to be correct, it in no way implies that there will be a concomitant reduction in inequality. And this is the dispositive point. For as Branko Milanovic, formerly the chief research economist at the World Bank, has demonstrated in a number of important papers as well as in his book, The Haves and the Have-Nots: A Brief and Idiosyncratic History of Global Inequality, inequality is one of the most important, if not the most important, drivers of migration, the other being the unprecedented familiarity—courtesy of globalization in general and the new communications technologies in particular—among people in the poor world about how people in the rich world live. As Milanovic put it in his book, “In an unequal world where income differences between countries are large, and information about these income differences is widespread, migration . . . is simply a rational response to the large differences in the standard of living.”14

For the past several decades, the rich world has been experiencing something of a slow-motion nervous breakdown about mass immigration from the developing world. It is not difficult to predict with reasonable confidence what the reaction would be if this migration doubled or tripled, as it very well may do over the coming decades. And to focus on migration is in some ways to present a false picture, since the real catastrophe will take place in the Global South. According to “The Geography of Poverty, Disasters and Climate Change in 2030,” an October 2013 paper for the United Kingdom’s Overseas Development Institute, disasters linked to climate change, “especially those linked to drought, can be the most important cause of impoverishment, canceling progress on poverty reduction” for what the report identified as the “325 million people [who will be] living in the 49 most hazard-prone countries in 2030, the majority in south Asia and sub-Saharan Africa.”15 The report does not need to add that the rate of population increase in this group of nations was, at the time the report was written, among the highest in the world and was likely to remain so for the forseeable future.

Were this doomsday scenario to pan out, there would be nothing apocalyptic about the fear that Thomas Hobbes’s vision of a breakdown of society both in the Global South and in the Global North would usher in the war of all against all. In such circumstances—what Marx once called “a general negation”—injustice would almost certainly come to seem like the least of the world’s worries, and human rights a luxury that a world torn apart could no longer afford to take much notice of. For all that human rights activists tend to describe as inevitable what the Canadian writer and politician Michael Ignatieff has called a “revolution in moral concern”—which began with the creation of the United Nations system in the aftermath of the Second World War and finds much of its practical as well as normative expression in the global human rights movement—such high expectations about its “inevitability” in fact depend on, at a minimum, the continuation of the present global system in either a better or at least the same conditions that now define it. But it would be the sheerest wishful thinking to expect it to survive the kind of global economic and political crisis that the grimmer climate-­change scenarios would engender. In that case Hobbes would be right, and as the American philosopher, Thomas Nagel, has written, “If Hobbes is right, then global justice is a chimera.” If this is true, then to hope for a significant global reduction in poverty—not to speak of its elimination, as the World Bank, the UN Secretariat, USAID, the British government’s Department for International Development (DFID), and countless NGOs and philanthropies now routinely argue is ­feasible—­is more chimerical still.

To sketch out this dystopic prospect is emphatically not the same thing as arguing that it is inevitable. Many of the smartest and best-informed people in politics, science, and the aid and development world who are thinking about hunger today believe human beings now have the scientific knowledge to transform agriculture to such an extent that even if global warming turns out to be even more severe than the consensus view now anticipates it will be, they remain cautiously optimistic that not only can enough food be produced to feed a world of nine billion people but it will also be possible to secure much greater access to it for the bottom three billion while creating conditions for much improved livelihoods for the farmers, above all smallholders, who produce the food but for now are themselves barely getting by. These critics of this mainstream view are equally intelligent, passionate, and well-informed. They don’t believe technology to be the answer. On the contrary, for them the key to resolving the crisis of the global food system is to view the access to food as a human right. Where the mainstream call is for food security, which is a fundamentally apolitical, technical concept, the critics call for food sovereignty and insist that no durable solution can be based on the current global food system, which they view as too dependent on profit and on global commodities markets that are beyond the control of anyone except a business and technocratic elite.

But while advocates of the mainstream view and their critics differ on what political and social changes are required and what technical innovations have to be deployed, the idea that, assuming people have enough will and money, human beings would not flourish in the coming world of the nine billion is almost never mentioned by specialists and activists as a serious possibility.16 Instead, the debate is full of jargon-laden idealism that gives rise to papers with titles such as “Strategies for Adapting to Climate Change in Rural Sub-Saharan Africa,” and hortatory declarations such as the statement by the former president of Ireland, Mary Robinson, that, “We must minimize loss and damage, [and] put steps in place to address it and seek ways to avoid it,” as if it were simply a fact that everyone knows what to do. But while it is true that there is a wide consensus within the development world that a sufficient degree of “resilience,” to use one of its reigning cliches, can be built into the global food system to nullify or at least dramatically mitigate the worst effects of climate change, since no one actually yet knows how bad these effects are going to be, such confidence has much less empirical basis than is generally assumed.

Many development workers and human rights activists counter that without such an optimistic perspective, whether about the future of the global food system or any of the other great causes of the time, they simply could not do their jobs half so well, by which they mean that unless the public believes the NGOs have the answers, people are unlikely to go on supporting them. For them, the question is almost always “What kind of world do we want?” rather than “What kind of world can we realistically expect to have?” In a sense, this represents a kind of globalization of what historically has been the kind of utopianism associated with the United States, where, at least in more self-confident times, it was commonplace to hear politicians use the phrase “Living the American Dream” as if it were not an oxymoron. As Tom Bradley, a former mayor of Los Angeles, once put it, “If we can dream it, we can make it happen.”

But this unyielding hopefulness about finding a lasting solution to the crisis still coexists with a great deal of confusion about what the nature of the crisis actually consists of. Famine is routinely conflated with chronic malnutrition; absolute food supply is confused with access to food both in terms of availability and cost; and, on an ethical level, food as a human need is too often spoken of as if food were a commodity little different from any other, a view that has the effect of eliding the essential moral difference between needs and wants that most people may not be able to formulate in philosophical terms but understand perfectly well just the same. After all, no one in his or her right mind thinks human beings have the same right to a Rolex watch that they do to potable water. These may be cynical times, an era of ever-widening inequality, but they are not that cynical. What remains to be seen is whether or not they are as hopeful as the mainstream view would lead one to believe.

The history of development has been one in which the belief that the correct formula to rid the world of poverty had been found has alternated with despondency, as model after successive model failed to live up to the lofty hopes that were riding on it. If the development world were a human being, one would say it had lived a life marked by extraordinary mood swings.

Despite the challenges posed by the global food crisis and the current dysfunction of the global food system of which it is the emblem, by the population explosion, and by anthropogenic climate change, even by the standard of development’s “highs,” the present moment is one of exceptional optimism. What is at issue in the debate—­and it is difficult to think of anything more important—is whether such hopes are actually warranted. The consensus in the development world is that the early twenty-first century really marks the “end time” for extreme poverty and hunger, and the radicalism of such claims can often seem like a secularized version of the Messianic Era of the Abrahamic faiths, in which swords would be beaten into ploughshares. The end of hunger was central to that vision. As Maimonides foresaw it in his Mishneh Torah, it would be a time “when there will be no hunger or war” and in which “the good will be plentiful, and all delicacies as available as dust.”

A modern, secular version of this vision is Francis Fukuyama’s argument in 1992 that the triumph of democratic capitalism over its communist rivals marked “the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.”17 The appeal of this view for those seeking to end extreme poverty and hunger is obvious: if everyone agrees on the broad outlines of what human society should look like and how it should be constituted, then there is no longer any need to debate first principles. And if that is the case, then all the remaining problems in the world are essentially technical rather than moral. Moral problems are perennial: in the deepest sense, they may change form, but they never go away. In contrast, if every problem, even one as historically central to the human condition as hunger, is in essence technical and thus amenable to a lasting solution, then of course there is absolutely no reason why humanity should resign itself to continue having to endure it.

But is this right? Can the seven billion people now living all be assured they will be properly nourished? And can this promise be extended to the nine or ten billion who will inhabit the earth in 2050? Or have we mistaken our wishes for realities, overestimated the promise of our science, and made a fundamental error in assuming there to be a global ideological and moral consensus? It is no exaggeration to say that the future of the world in the most basic and existential sense is riding on the answer.




		
			• 1 •

			A Better World Finally within Reach?

			In order to properly understand what the food crisis is, it is essential first to understand what it is not. Unfortunately, it often seems from their public statements as if officials charged with coping with the food crisis and developing plans for reforming global agriculture are as mystified as the general public. Instead of asking hard questions, these officials frequently seem content to fall back on pat answers and development boilerplate. A particularly egregious example of this occurred in April 2008, when Josette Sheeran, then executive director of the World Food Programme (WFP) and an official widely admired in the world of relief and development, described the global food crisis of the previous year as a “silent tsunami,” and declared that it presented the WFP with “the greatest challenge in its 45-year history.” Such over-the-top rhetoric, an amalgram of apocalyptic worst-case scenario building and shameless institutional self-aggrandizement, is not peculiar to responses to the global food crisis. To the contrary, it has been more often the rule than the exception in the development world at least since the days of Fritjof Nansen, whose pioneering efforts on behalf of refugees in the early twentieth century served as an inspiration for the current humanitarian relief system. In this sense, Sheeran’s statement was unremarkable, a standard-issue iteration not simply of the rhetorical but of the ideological furniture of relief and development work.

			However they are communicated, whether in speeches by senior officials, in press conferences and briefing materials for the media, or on the organizations’ websites, such appeals almost invariably start with a lurid, oversimplified account of a particular crisis and end with a fund-raising pitch that usually either states or at the very least implies that if donors will just fork over, the agency in question is ready, willing, and able to save the day.

			In fairness, Sheeran was only fulfilling one of the principal institutional demands that went with her job. Her predecessors were certainly no better. Four years earlier one of them, James Morris, had called the Asian tsunami of December of 2004 “perhaps the worst natural disaster in history.” And in the immediate aftermath of the 2010 earthquake that devastated Port-au-Prince, Elizabeth Byrs, the spokeswoman for the UN Office of Humanitarian Assistance (OCHA), one of the WFP’s sister agencies, stated flatly that the UN had “never been confronted with such a disaster,” which she characterized as being “like no other.”

			Morris’s claim was absurd—nonsense on stilts, to use Bentham’s inspired phrase. Only someone historically illiterate, or at least a person whose historical imagination did not reach much further back in time than 1961, when a UN General Assembly established his agency, could have seriously advanced such a claim, and it is of course entirely possible that Morris, who was a cultivated man, knew better but felt constrained (just as Sheeran may well have done) to adhere to the familiar script. But Byrs’s assertions were not much better. Was the Haitian earthquake truly a greater challenge and a more profound human tragedy than the refugee emergency that followed the Rwandan genocide of 1994 or the outbreaks of famine in North Korean in the 1990s—in both cases, human disasters that involved the relief and development arms of the United Nations? Perhaps a moral philosopher could have adjudicated the hierarchy of these horrors, but surely it was above the moral pay grade of an international civil servant such as Byrs, or Morris, or Sheeran (or, for that matter, of a writer like me). But even in the context of the shameless hyperbole that has been the common coin of humanitarian agencies since the refounding of modern humanitarian action that can be dated to the work of the so-called French Doctors in Biafra between 1967 and 1969, and the specific special pleading of WFP agency, Sheeran’s image of the global food crisis as a silent tsunami was particularly ill judged. It was not an assault of nature for which, at least in the case of earthquakes or tsunamis, it is possible to prepare but that human beings can do nothing to prevent. If anything, the food crisis is the diametrical opposite of a natural disaster such as a tsunami or an earthquake, and is instead the product of the current world system. In other words, it is the result of such things as the current relations of force between haves and have-nots, on how world markets work, on what technologies we use (and the moral and political assumptions behind those technologies)—­when all is said and done, about what kind of world we want to live in, about the world order that now exists and the world order that might one day exist. There is nothing “natural” about it.

			To posit matters in such starkly ideological terms is commonplace in the Global South. But it tends to disturb mainstream opinion in the Global North, where most economic and political power still resides, both on the center-right and on the center-left. There it has been widely assumed, and with increasingly hegemonic authority since the end of the Cold War, that throughout the world, enlightened people agree on how global society should be organized. It is a view championed first and foremost by the human rights movement, and it has percolated through global institutions, above all the UN system. It might have been thought that the rise of China would of itself serve to undermine such millenarian fantasies. For the moment, however, it has not. And yet it is the persistence of ideology that helps explain why, despite the “zero-sum game” quality of much of the debate that the global food crisis has engendered, intelligent people can disagree so comprehensively and passionately both about the causes of the price rises of 2007–2008 and about how, in its wake, the world’s food system can be successfully reformed or even almost entirely remade so that even if hunger persists, the number of hungry people begins finally to diminish.

			If we do not agree on how societies should be ordered, we are unlikely to agree about how poverty can be alleviated and hundreds of millions of poor people can enjoy at least a measure of what development experts call food security. Is capitalism the answer or the root of the problem? Can there be nutritional transformation without political transformation? Are the challenges to the global food system analogous to an engineering problem that one can expect to be largely solved by technical innovation, scientific innovation, and of course money, accompanied by some lashings of “good governance” and “transparency” (to use two “default” expressions favored by those in the mainstream for whom the concept of ideology is an intellectual atavism that stubbornly and incomprehensibly refuses to sign on to the humane global consensus that democratic capitalism is asserted to be)? Or is greater social justice what matters most, and with it the need to stop thinking of food as a commodity like any other and start thinking of it as a human right?

			On the antiglobalization side of this “dialogue of the deaf,” as the French often call such mutual incomprehension, the conviction is strong that the food crisis is first and foremost the inevitable product of what one briefing paper from Food First, the think tank based in Oakland, California, that has produced much of the best analysis of the current global agriculture and broader food system from a radical perspective, describes as a “dangerous and unjust global system.”1 Leave that system standing, this argument goes, and no matter how many reforms are put in place, the world will lurch from food crisis to food crisis, because, on this view, systematic injustice is the root cause of hunger, and the only steps that can ever make a lasting difference are those that lead to its removal—a transformation that, to be effective, could not be restricted to poor farmers and their families but would have to include all poor workers, rural and urban alike.

			On the other side of the ideological divide, a consensus most powerfully articulated by the World Bank has developed around the view that the crisis had three central causes. The first was the insufficient global attention paid to agriculture during the three decades before the crisis. The second was the failure to increase the production of vegetable staples. And in diametrical opposition to the food rights campaigners’ claim that the dire situation of smallholder agriculture has been the inevitable result of the deepening of a global regime of free trade, the mainstream view is that on the contrary, the real problem was the failure to open markets completely during the 1980s and 1990s. This is despite the fact that this was the era of the so-called Structural Adjustment Program (SAP), a free-market economic prescription for developing countries whose adoption was a prerequisite for further loans or guarantees. But, unlike at the WFP, neither officials of the World Bank nor their food activist adversaries have ever suggested that the crisis of global agriculture was anything other than man-made. Indeed, in a number of interviews, Robert Zoellick, who became the World Bank’s president in 2007—after the brief and troubled tenure of Paul Wolfowitz, former US deputy secretary of defense in the George W. Bush administration—­and served until the summer of 2012, was quite explicit. He flatly rejected the tsunami image outright, instead calling the global food crisis “a man-made catastrophe that must be fixed by people.”

			The point would seem to be self-evident. That is what makes it so difficult to fathom why someone as knowledgeable as Josette Sheeran, whose tenure at the WFP has been viewed favorably even by a surprising number of the institution’s many critics on the left (this despite the fact that her political roots were in the American right, hardly a place where commitment to the UN system has ever been in ample supply), could think it appropriate to speak of a silent tsunami. And as if the natural disaster image was not bad enough, the image of a “silent” crisis was even more wildly off the mark. For if the global food crisis so quickly provoked, as it did, the extreme degree of alarm within an international policy elite that literally for decades was comfortable to the point of complacency in ignoring the predicament of agriculture in the poor world, it is precisely because the manifestations of the crisis have been so, well, noisy, which is to say, so potentially destabilizing to the status quo. Tsunamis or earthquakes provoke fear, but also a large measure of resignation, and appropriately so, since human beings have no means of preventing them, only of doing a better or worse job at rescue and at mitigating their long-term effects. It is only when the effectiveness of the emergency relief and subsequent development efforts is found wanting that the anger arises—again, appropriately so. In contrast, the anger that the global food crisis provoked among the poor of the Global South, who have been its principal victims, and activists north and south who support them, has had an entirely different quality to it.

			It is probably the case that in the late twentieth and early twenty-­first centuries, what remains of the global left has a weakness for grasping at straws, too often seeing the constituent elements of a new global revolutionary moment in almost every eruption by an urban jacquerie—from the Los Angeles riots of 1992 to the London riots of 2011—as well as in various episodes of student wrath—from the student protest in France in 2005, through the student riots in Santiago de Chile in 2011 and 2013, and on to the so-called Occupy movement that began on Wall Street in the fall of 2011 and soon spread to many parts of the world before slowly fizzling out. In reality, though, none of these events ever posed a serious challenge to the global system as it is currently organized. In contrast, historically, time and time again food riots actually have been the catalyst for revolutions. It is a commonplace that a rise in the price of bread was at least as important a catalyst to the French Revolution as taxation or Enlightenment ideas. Less well known is the fact that the failed revolutions that broke out across much of Europe in 1848 followed hard on the heels of a series of lethal droughts that had provoked a significant number of food riots. And all but forgotten in twenty-first-century America were the widespread food protests by poor women in New York City almost one hundred years ago. These began in February 1917, lasted for almost two months, and quickly spread to Philadelphia and Boston. The parallels with the current global food crisis are startling. Just as in 2007–2008, the women were confronted not by food shortages but by food prices they simply could no longer afford. The protests centered on a successful mass boycott of the pushcart peddlers from whom the urban poor bought most of their staples, though at one point it also led to the storming, not of the Bastille this time, but of the Waldorf Astoria hotel.

			Historically, it should come as no surprise that global food crises should have global political and social ramifications, perhaps most lastingly in the Islamic Middle East. For while it is important to avoid overstating the influence of the global food crisis on the genesis of the so-called Arab Spring, it is not unreasonable to assume that the further immiseration of the poor of the Maghreb that the events of 2007–2008 engendered played at least some role, even if they were secondary to other, largely more conventionally “political” and religious grievances and hopes. A comprehensive report by the US think tank the New England Complex Systems Institute would appear to demonstrate a correlation between sharp rises in food prices and social unrest. For example, it is true that the rioting that swept thirty countries in 2007–2008 virtually ceased once food prices had dropped to precrisis levels at the beginning of 2009. But they began to break out again in the Middle East at the end of 2010 and the beginning of 2011 as prices once more started to rise—in other words, at more or less the same time as street protests began in earnest first in Tunisia and then in Egypt.

			It is impossible to prove this, of course, and, to paraphrase August Bebel on anti-Semitism, conspiracy theories are the political understandings of fools. Nevertheless, it hardly seems likely that the major rich-country governments and international and intergovernmental institutions that had been so passive (to put it charitably) in their previous responses to the problem of global hunger should have reacted as swiftly as they did in 2007 and 2008 had the dangers to the current global system of inaction not been apparent. After all, while it is true that that the price spike directly or indirectly caused at least one hundred million more people to go hungry (though neither of two familiar demographic responses—famine or a reduction in the birthrates of the affected populations—resulted), somewhere between eight hundred and nine hundred million people were already hungry when prices were lower, and it was broadly assumed that prices either would remain stable or continue to trend lower as they had done during the previous thirty years. What made the hunger of a billion or so people a crisis when the hunger of eight hundred million had been the factual backdrop for business as usual? It is not as if the major international donors, the World Bank, or the IMF had been in the dark about the prevalence of hunger and malnutrition before the 2007 crisis. To the contrary, international NGOs with a particular interest and expertise in food—notably Action Against Hunger, Concern Worldwide, Save the Children, and Oxfam—and a few Western governments—above all the Republic of Ireland because of the importance of the famine of 1847 in its history and in its collective memory, that is to say its constructed and politicized imaginative political geography—had been sounding the alarm for years. But while some initiatives were taken, they had never before succeeded in garnering the support needed from those institutions and governments to have any lasting effect at the macro level.

			Again, why this was the case is anything but clear. A hundred years from now, it will probably seem incomprehensible that it took a radical rise in the price of food in the first decade of the twenty-first century for those who wield power and influence, in what we so self-regardingly and stipulatively persevere in calling the “international community,” to stop sweeping the broader crisis of global agriculture under the development carpet and finally start to think about it seriously after a more than a thirty-year hiatus. To say that it may be too late for the international food system to be reformed in such a way as to prevent it from lurching from crisis to crisis would be to give in to an unwarranted despair. Even if one is skeptical about the extent to which the governments of the major aid donors in the Global North and the World Bank and the IMF will follow through on the new commitments they have made, there are too many smart, committed, and influential people working diligently on rethinking global agriculture to condemn the enterprise to failure as of this writing. But by the same token, it would be foolish indeed to assume, just because these people have dedicated themselves to finding solutions, that these solutions are there for the finding. It is at least possible that like the rising tide of global migration from the poor to the rich world, the crisis of the world’s food system is unlikely ever to be “solved,” but, rather, the best that can be hoped for is that it will be managed intelligently. Given the many grave mistakes that have been made in the past, errors that are likely to haunt policy makers and activists alike for a long time to come, this would already represent considerable progress.

			The political cliché that “a crisis properly made use of is an opportunity” would seem to describe establishment responses since 2007. These include a wide range of initiatives ranging from new seed technologies, through women’s rights (the majority of smallholder farmers are women, just as the majority of the poor are women: in that sense, women’s development is development), to a renewed emphasis on proper nutrition for pregnant women and children from gestation through the first one thousand days of life. And it is simply an empirically verifiable historical fact that hope can be a powerful catalyst for reform and for social transformation. But what is less often pointed out, in an age where hope and optimism are often presented as the only morally licit stance for any person of conscience and goodwill to take, is that hope can also be a denial of reality and “solutionism” a form of moral and ideological vanity. One does not have to go as far as Nietzsche and insist that “hope in reality is the worst of all evils, because it prolongs the torments of man.” But one reality that is not in question is the extent of the damage done to global agriculture, above all to smallholder farmers in the Global South, in the three decades before the 2007–2008 crisis. As the Filipino sociologist and food rights activist Walden Bello has put it—and it is a sentiment that many people who could not be further from sharing his political views about what measures need to be taken and what sort of society brought into being to avert disaster would endorse—whether this damage “can be undone in time to avert more catastrophic consequences than [the world] is now experiencing remains to be seen.” Of course, this should be obvious. If it is not, again it is because hope has become the default position of our age, and realism (never mind pessimism!) is now widely considered to be a moral solecism and almost a betrayal of what it should mean to be a compassionate human being.

			But whether one looks at the ongoing crisis of the global food system from an optimistic perspective or a pessimistic one, food has increasingly become a Rorschach blot for humanity’s highest hopes and greatest fears. There is nothing surprising about this. Napoleon famously said that an army marches on its stomach, but in fact it is all of human civilization that does so. More than half a century of plenty in the rich world—a time when expenditures on food as a share of a family’s budget just kept diminishing and diminishing—and, over the past twenty years, the adoption of the opulent (and not particularly healthy) diet of the rich world by middle-income countries from China to South Africa allowed at least the privileged among us to lose sight of this. It could hardly be otherwise, since rising incomes invariably increase the demand not just for food and access to an improved diet but also for more expensive food, meat above all. The change in European and North American diets from the 1930s to the current day is one illustration of this. Another is the rapidly growing Chinese middle class, which passed in two generations from fearing famine to coping with obesity and obesity-related ailments. And unless or until the prediction in Matthew 20:16 that “the last will be first, and the first will be last” actually comes to pass, it is the interests of these privileged groups that will determine the global agenda.

			This is not to say that this agenda either was or is immovable. The world is full of cruelty, but there is a surprising amount of altruism around as well, whose power it would be a great mistake to underestimate. One may legitimately question the wisdom of their strategies, but whatever else can be said about the leaders of many countries in the Global North that give development aid, mainline development NGOs like Oxfam or World Vision, philanthropies like the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, and, somewhat surprisingly given its past history, the World Bank, their commitment to reducing poverty is genuine and deep. To lay my own cards on the table, the shift in the thinking at the World Bank that began when James Wolfensohn assumed the presidency of the institution in 1995, and which emphasized global poverty reduction or, to use the current term of art, “pro-poor growth” (rather than, as it had done previously, economic growth at virtually any cost, including the exacerbation of poverty) still seems to me to have been nowhere near sufficient. And every so often, one will be reminded that the “new World Bank,” with its shiny new slogan, “Working for a World Free of Poverty,” hasn’t moved quite as far as it claims to have done. For example, the maverick development economist William Easterly discovered in the course of writing his book The Tyranny of Experts: Economists, Dictators, and the Forgotten Rights of the Poor that officials of the bank are forbidden to use the word democracy because, by its charter, the bank can’t engage with politics (hence the weak replacement, “good governance”). But I see absolutely no basis for doubting Wolfensohn’s commitment or his sincerity, or that of his successors.

			Similarly, for reasons that I will go on to lay out in some detail in this book, I have been and remain extremely critical of the Gates Foundation, both in terms of what I view as its excessive emphasis in its grant-making and lobbying and public relations activities on technology-based solutions to the global food crisis and the foundation’s increasing ability to dominate the debate and shape the policies of the UN system and major donor governments on agriculture. But whatever one’s differences with him, not only could Bill Gates have spent his money on other things than HIV/AIDS, education, and smallholder agriculture, but one only has to listen to him to understand his moral seriousness. And this is equally true of Melinda Gates, whose role in moving the foundation to concern itself with certain issues has been at least the equal of her husband’s.

			Would it be a better world if the fate of hundreds of millions of smallholder farmers, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, did not depend so heavily on what are essentially decisions made unilaterally, and certainly with no democratic accountability whatsoever, by the richest couple in the world, whose foundation, as Bill Gates wrote unashamedly in his 2013 annual letter, “picks its own goals”? In my view, it would be a far better world. But given the reality of how decisions are made and power is exercised in the world as it actually exists in the early twenty-first century, would these smallholder farmers or, indeed, the rest of us be better off without the Gates Foundation? In my view, even though I do not subscribe to the idea that capitalism (and most especially either its American or East Asian variants) is the best form of social organization that we can aspire to, the answer is still, we would not. To appropriate Donald Rumsfeld’s admittedly self-exculpating but nonetheless unforgettable remark about the preparations or lack of them that the Pentagon made on the eve of the Second Gulf War, you fight hunger in the context of the economic system you have, not the one you wish you had.

			In any case, the Gateses’ altruism, if that is indeed the right name for it, is anchored in the conviction that the world is witnessing what economists Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo, using language far more modest than Gates’s, have called the “quiet revolution” of sustainable progress. Gates has said that with regard to most global problems, “time is on our side.”2 But it is far from clear that he is right. For even if a consensus could be reached over what changes needed to be made, they may prove to be so radical—a drastic restriction in the amount of meat that will be available for human beings to consume being an obvious example—that it will be politically and culturally impossible to achieve them. If that turns out to be the case, then, indeed, it is entirely possible that the Hobbesian dystopia of the war of all against all will prevail rather than the Kantian order of perpetual peace in a global commonwealth—the philosophical bedrock on which the UN system, the human rights movement, and the project of the Gates Foundation ultimately rest. But for all that is getting worse in the world—above all, climate change, which, if the pessimists are right, may render discussion of anything else moot3—humanity has scored some major victories as well. Probably the greatest of these have been the steady decline in interstate war and the taming of famine, without an understanding of which the nature, scope, and significance of the contemporary crisis of the global food system is extremely difficult to get right. In the main, my own views are pessimistic. But I not only accept, I insist that it is entirely possible that twenty years from now, it is the optimists who will have proven to be right. Caveat lector.

			But while I believe that these dualities of optimism and pessimism need to be kept in mind, I also want to make it clear to the reader that I would not have written this book had I only aspired to play Cassandra, which is itself not the least culpable species of vainglory. Between 1992 and 2004, I worked as a kind of war correspondent, first in the Balkans, then in Rwanda and Congo, and finally in Israel-Palestine, Afghanistan, and Iraq. My “beat” was not these wars themselves, not the horrors of the front line, nor the political breakdown that had set the torch to the pyre, nor the politics that eventually brought peace or, if not peace, at least an open-ended silencing of the guns.

			Instead, I mostly followed what we have all come, somewhat misleadingly, to call the “humanitarian” dimension of these conflicts. I spent my time in refugee camps, with the internally displaced, and with the UN agencies (above all, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR]) and relief NGOs (above all the International Rescue Committee and Médecins Sans Frontières). At the time—particularly in the 1990s, before 9/11 put an end to the era in which the United States, France, and Britain could imagine that the principal role their militaries would play would be as global policemen, intervening, though only when they chose (Rwanda. Rwanda!), to prevent mass atrocities—these conflicts got far more attention in the media and, arguably, at times at least, in the UN system as well than all the ongoing efforts, whether they were effective or not, to alleviate the grinding poverty of so many hundreds of millions of people in countries and regions that were not at war. “If it bleeds, it leads,” and all that.

			I do not presume to judge whether this was right or wrong. What I am certain of, though, is that despite the overthrow of the Gaddafi regime in Libya, uncertainty about the outcome in Sudan, the French intervention in Mali, ethnic cleansing and massacre in the Central African Republic, and the horrors of the Syrian Civil War, which grind on unstaunched as I write, the age of humanitarian war is largely over. The question is whether the end of poverty looms as well. When I first heard it suggested that the answer is “yes,” by a wide range of influential public figures ranging from pop stars such as Bob Geldof and Bono, by economists such as Jeffrey Sachs, and by a cohort of journalists and writers lauding the transformative power of what they called “philanthocapitalism,” I could not believe that they were serious. For me, the biblical insight that the poor would always be with us seemed a far more reliable true north. But I was quite wrong. As I would learn, and as I will go on to narrate in this book, Jeffrey Sachs’s conviction that it was perfectly feasible, as long as rich countries provided the money needed—money Sachs insists is trivial by the standards of the US military budget or even the bonus culture of Wall Street and the City—to end extreme poverty by 2025 had become the received wisdom of the entire development world.

			Not everyone agrees. Some development skeptics, such as William Easterly and Dambisa Moyo, whose work is routinely dismissed as too “anti-aid” by the global food and development establishment (Gates has attacked Moyo with an especially acrid vehemence), have argued that it is capitalism, and not official development aid or philanthropy, that will bring people out of poverty. At the same time, there are many people and organizations on the antiglobalization left who are firmly convinced that any major progress in poverty reduction, let alone the end of poverty itself, will be impossible to sustain as long as the current capitalist order prevails. Since the Gates Foundation is the product and in many ways the apotheosis of this order, they are simply skeptical of the idea that such institutions, and the governments with which they collaborate more and more closely, can be the source of the major changes that are needed. It is one thing for capitalists to be philanthropists, they say, but quite another to expect the Gateses and Buffetts of the world to commit class suicide.

			When the global food crisis erupted in 2007, revealing the general crisis of the world’s food system of which it was only a symptom, I imagined that those who were so confidently predicting that extreme poverty would soon be an artifact of the past would at least modify their views and ratchet down their expectations. But rather than ratchet down, they have doubled down. The UN and World Bank officials, the senior staff of the major development NGOs, and figures such as Bill and Melinda Gates and Bill Clinton continued to insist not only that progress has been made, which at least in some regions of the world is unquestionably true, but that this progress is for all intents and purposes unstoppable. This view is exemplified by Charles Kenny’s Getting Better, the full title of which includes: Why Global Development Is Succeeding—And How We Can Improve the World Even More, a book that has been lavishly praised by Bill Gates. As far as Kenny was concerned, there was no doubt that the world was, as he put it, “winning the war on human suffering,” and his view very much reflects the mainstream consensus. Writing to me in response to a question I posed to him on Twitter two years after his book was published, Kenny remarked that if anything, he felt he had not been optimistic enough, even though, to his great credit he conceded that there was some element of faith in his belief that the threat of global warming would be seriously addressed.

			Assuming for the sake of argument that Kenny is correct about the present trends, even “impatient optimists” like himself and Bill Gates (the expression is also the name of the Gates Foundation’s website) presumably would concede that the victory will be a Pyrrhic one unless the global food system—which, again, even the global food establishment acknowledges is largely broken—can be reconstructed in such a way that will provide food security to the almost one billion poor people in the world who have no such guarantee today. Gates knows this, of course, which is why he has committed so much of his foundation’s resources to agriculture. An optimist he may be, but Gates is a sensible “poverty optimist” who understands as well or better than anyone that extreme poverty cannot be ended while hunger endures. And he may well be right. But what if the future doesn’t cooperate?

			My purpose in this book is precisely to try to understand why that might be the case, and if indeed this optimistic framing of the future by the mainstream of the development world is at least partly mistaken, what alternatives exist to their vision of what can and needs to be done? Is the program of militant peasant groups such as Via Campesina and, more broadly, of the antiglobalization movement, with its vision of supplanting the reigning capitalist system both in terms of production and consumption, a viable alternative? Or does the rights-based approach championed by Olivier de Schutter—the Belgian lawyer who is the UN’s special rapporteur for food and whose most sophisticated and developed expression is to be found in the Right to Food movement in India, which insists on the universal legal obligation of governments to provide sufficient nourishing food for all—have the greatest potential for transforming what critics of the food establishment, and even at least some people within it, view as an increasingly dysfunctional global food system?

			These two visions of what that system can and should be could scarcely stand further apart. To acknowledge this is not wholly to rule out the possibility of finding common ground. Indeed, unlike his predecessor, the Swiss politician and writer, Jean Ziegler, Olivier de Schutter made many attempts during his tenure as special rapporteur to facilitate meetings between the two sides to precisely this end. At the same time, though during his tenure as special rapporteur de Schutter did not always make the point explicitly, his vision of the “transformative potential of the right to food” was a call for the radical transformation not just of the global food system but of the global order in its totality. “The normative content of the right to food,” he wrote, “can be summarized by reference to the requirements of availability, accessibility, adequacy, and sustainability, all of which must be built into legal entitlements and secured through accountability mechanisms.”4 The difficulty with this, as de Schutter doubtless knew, was that norms are not realities, although the international human rights community often seems to prefer to act as if it believed otherwise. “All democratic revolutions begin with human rights,” de Schutter wrote.5 Even if he was correct, this begged a question that while doubtless not popular at the UN Human Rights Council that had appointed him, was in reality the salient one: Was there any basis for thinking that the early twenty-first century was a revolutionary epoch, democratic or otherwise?

			Supporters of current efforts at reform of the type that the Gates Foundation has played so central a role in promoting do not have this difficulty. To the contrary, for all its tragedies (which they of course acknowledge and lament) the past two centuries have been an era of unprecedented progress in science, in technology, and, as Jeffrey Sachs has put it, “in fulfilling human needs.”6 That is why the mainstream view is that while reform is very much needed, in some areas even urgent, it makes no sense to repudiate a system that for two centuries has seen the continued upward trajectory of global living standards and the reduction of the proportion of poor people in the global population. And according to Sachs, Gates, and many other extremely intelligent, thoughtful defenders of reform but not revolution, the sunny uplands of a world free of extreme poverty are firmly in sight—no more than thirty years off, according to the World Bank’s president, Jim Yong Kim—and, if we all put our shoulders to wheel, could be within our grasp even sooner.

			Where does this leave us? The antiglobalization movement slogan, which, it is worth noting, is a great deal more modest than Jeffrey Sachs’s “End of Poverty,” is “Another World Is Possible.” To which the most sensible if not the most inspiring reply is, “Yes, it is indeed possible. What it is not is likely.” But surely the activists are right about one thing: in the future, food and water shortages, whether they prove to be absolute or relative, and the political and social crises that will ensue from them are more likely than not to pull the world down into the bloody muck of a war of all against all unless some historic compromise, to use the term Italians once used for the bargain struck in the 1970s between their country’s Communist and Christian Democratic parties, can be found between the rich and poor worlds. At the time of this writing, it is obviously impossible to know in which direction things will go. It is very early innings yet, and I will certainly no longer be alive when the final outcome does become clear. If I had to bet, I would opt for the war of all against all, but it is only a bet. And it is one on the subject of which I very much hope Jeffrey Sachs, Bill and Melinda Gates, Hillary Clinton, Bono, and all those whose views are close to theirs are right and I am nonsensically wrong.
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			The Wages of Optimism

			Six centuries before the beginning of the Common Era, the prophet Ezekiel declared hunger to be the shame of nations. By hunger, he first and foremost meant famine, the hunger that kills. And for most of the 2,600 years since Ezekiel’s time, in virtually every part of the world, his words have continued to ring as true as when he wrote them. Famine has been a constant in human history, its appearance as regular and dependable as the arrival of each of the four seasons and as inexorable as the life cycle. Historically, it has known no geographical boundaries, even if at different periods, different countries and regions of the world have been particularly associated with it.

			For example, today we think of Africa as the center of famine in the world, although the reality is that well through the middle of the last century, its locus was actually in Asia. Thus, writing in 1946, the great Brazilian diplomat-scholar, Josué de Castro, who was the gray eminence behind the founding of the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in 1943 and whose pathbreaking book, The Geography of Hunger, though now somewhat dated, inspired several generations of agronomists, could state matter-of-factly that “Asia, more than any other continent, is the land of man, and the land of hunger. Nowhere else has man carved the evidences of his presence so deeply into the earth, and nowhere else has hunger left such profound marks on the structure of human society.”1

			In both India and China, particular famines themselves and the failure or success of the state in mitigating their effects have exerted a huge influence politically and socially. Given the regularity of famines—­only war has been a more dependable event in human history, the norm rather than the exception—this is entirely logical. For example, in India, though the evidence for the famines that occurred in preclassical and classical times is often derived from myths, somewhere on the order of ninety major famines are thought to have occurred during these two and a half millennia. In China, the precise number of famines is equally difficult to state with certainty, but the figure is not likely to have been significantly lower than that of India. In her definitive study, Fighting Famine in North China, the historian Lillian Li cites with approval a book called China: Land of Famine that was published in 1926 by American traveler Walter H. Mallory, because, as she puts it, “no other civilization has had such a continuous tradition of thinking about famine.”2

			The frequency of famines in the Americas, Europe, and the Near East has been broadly similar. Nor is there much doubt about what caused the overwhelming majority of them. As the great Irish economic historian and specialist in famine, Cormac Ó Gráda, has described it, until relatively recently, the late seventeenth century at the earliest, most famines were mainly linked either to “extraordinary natural events” or to “ecological shocks.” To be sure, for most of human history, there was ample justification for thinking that a society might successfully organize itself to palliate the effects of a given famine. There are also some historical examples of polities doing this over an extended period of time, notably the three emperors of the Qing dynasty between 1662 and 1796. Ó Gráda has rightly emphasized many more examples of poor people seeing famine as an event the rich and powerful had the means to mitigate had they only chosen to do so.3 But if palliation was considered an obligation on which the legitimacy of states could depend, until the twentieth century no one seriously thought that famine would ever become a thing of the past. One could fantasize about such a utopia—indeed, like immortality, it was impossible not to yearn for it—but it was understood to be out of reach. And rightly so, for as a practical matter, there was no basis other than grief leavened by hope to believe that there would ever be an end to famine as a perennial event in the lives of human beings this side of the End of Days.

			And yet, during the second half of the twentieth century, precisely what theretofore had been an unattainable utopia increasingly seemed to be like an entirely attainable, eminently practical goal. Throughout the world, famines began to decline both in deadliness and in frequency. Fifty years is most of a human life, but in historical terms it is a negligible period of time, and in retrospect, the speed of this transformation was breathtaking. It was Lenin, of all people, who said that, “There are decades when nothing happens; and there are weeks when decades happen.” In the case of global hunger and nutrition, it is fair to say that there were not just centuries but millennia when little changed and years and decades when the possibilities for positive change came to seem boundless. The first half of the twentieth century was an era when little or nothing changed. Famines came and went as they always had, wreaking the havoc they had always wrought. There were some changes in the ability, at least intermittently when other reasons of state did not trump humanitarian concern, of governments to alleviate the effects of famine, notably the so-called famine codes developed by the British colonial administration during the 1880s, which with reason have been called the first modern reaction to famine. But otherwise a fatalistic attitude regarding the perennity of famine remained the norm.

			The beginning of the twentieth century, a period in which a great many multinational organizations were formed (the most notable of which was the precursor to the League of Nations, the International Parliamentary Union), did see the creation of the first clearing house for the collection of global agricultural statistics. The International Institute for Agriculture (IIA) was the brainchild of David Lubin, a Polish-Jewish immigrant to the United States who settled in Sacramento, California, and started a dry goods business before eventually buying a fruit ranch. There was something of Henri Dunant, founder of the Red Cross movement, in Lubin’s single-minded determination to create an institution with a remit that was largely unprecedented. Lubin and his son Simon returned to Europe in 1896 and campaigned fiercely for the project. In 1904, they succeeded in gaining the attention of King Victor Emmanuel of Italy. The king gave his support to the project, donating a building in Rome to serve as its headquarters4 and underwriting it financially after its establishment in 1908. The IIA was a genuinely international body, and by 1919 it included representatives from fifty-three countries. However, when the League of Nations was founded in the immediate aftermath of the First World War, neither the IIA itself nor some other body concerned with agriculture in general was attached to the League, though a great deal of research on nutrition was done under the League’s auspices.

			The contrast between this indifference of the League and the commitment of the United Nations during the Second World War, when the League’s successor was still in embryonic form, could not be more complete. Almost a year before the United States entered the war, in the State of the Union address of January 1941 that would come to be known as the Four Freedoms speech, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had proposed freedom from want, very much including hunger, as being, along with freedom of speech, freedom of worship, and freedom from fear (that is to say, from tyranny), one of the fundamental freedoms people everywhere in the world should be able to enjoy. Five months later, Roosevelt convened the first National Nutrition Conference for Defense. The principal motivation for this was in fact that the United States would soon enter the war, and American military planners had been shocked by the high levels of malnutrition they discovered to be common among prospective recruits. But there were more idealistic motivations as well, incarnated in one of the conference’s final resolutions. There it was set out that one goal of democracies should be to conquer hunger, which, presciently, the delegates understood to mean “not only the obvious hunger that man has always known, but the hidden hunger revealed by modern knowledge of nutrition.”

			Agriculture was also emphasized from the first as the nascent UN system took shape. Indeed, the first formal UN conference to be held on any subject was in the meeting on food and agriculture that President Roosevelt convened in Hot Springs, Virginia, in late May 1943, a full two years before the UN’s actual founding. The Hot Springs conference drew delegates from forty-five countries, including the Soviet Union, and its importance in thinking about how to remake the postwar world was well understood at the time. In its coverage of the meeting, Life magazine reflected what was rapidly becoming the consensus view about the centrality of food questions. Its story stated as if it were simply a statement of obvious fact that not only had food become “the United Nations’ most potent political weapon not only in winning the war but also in preserving the peace,” but went on to say that the conference—two years before Germany surrendered—“was the first great test of whether or not the United Nations could operate as effectively over a peace table as over a battle terrain.”5 If the National Nutrition Conference for Defense gave rise to the bureaucratic structures, above all the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and, perhaps, more important to the computational mind-set of calories and supplements that has remained essential to the orthodox understanding of nutrition ever since, the Hot Springs conference was the direct precursor of the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization, which has been at the heart of the global food system ever since.

			It is important not to exaggerate the farsightedness of the Hot Springs conferees. At the moment the conference was taking place, the famine in West Bengal was becoming more and more catastrophic, even though it would reach its peak only in early November of that year. And there was no analysis of famine as a fundamentally socioeconomic and political event rather than as mainly the result of weather. Yet even though for most of human history climate and subsequent crop failure had been essential drivers of famine, since the Great Irish Famine of 1847 the role of politics had become central. During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, somewhere between thirty-two and sixty-one million people are thought to have died as the result of famines in China, India, and Brazil. The American writer Mike Davis wrote a highly regarded book about these “imperialist famines” that he quite simply called Late Victorian Holocausts. In Davis’s view the combination of droughts associated with the so-called El Niño Southern Oscillation weather pattern in Asia and the tropics and the new economic order being imposed on the colonial world led to human disasters that Davis believes to have been as severe as the so-called Black Death, the epidemic of bubonic plague that swept across Europe in the middle of the fourteenth century. And Davis is convinced this catastrophe could have been avoided had the colonizers not destroyed the ability of peasant societies to cope. Tremendous care must be taken here. As the great Indian economist and political philosopher Amartya Sen, whose work on famine quite literally transformed the way it is understood and who has highly praised Davis’s work, has cautioned, there have been other terrible famines besides those that can be laid at the doorstep of the European colonial powers. What is beyond debate, though, is that by the beginning of the twentieth century famines were first and foremost the product of politics, whether the politics in question were those of imperialism or socialism, war or revolution.

			West Bengal in 1943 was the last of the imperial famines—“man-made,” as Sen has put it—in India. That it was the result of wartime social conditions and economic changes is now beyond dispute. It is noteworthy that there has not been a famine in India since independence in 1947.6 But at the time, in Sen’s words, what had served as the “detonator” of the disaster was a “rise in aggregate demand [that] was very large in the war economy of Bengal, leading to a sharp rise in the price of rice and the starvation of those left behind in the boom economy.”7 It was not that the food supply had fallen all that much in absolute terms, even if there were shortages due not only to price increases and increases in demand but also to the determination of Raj officials to continue to send foodstuffs out of India in aid of Britain’s war effort. The imperial authorities were correct in understanding that there was still sufficient food in West Bengal, and that actually made a terrible situation far more terrible. Sen has characterized this as “the imperial confusion [which had tied] the causation of famines entirely to supply conditions (and in particular to the decline of food availability), ignoring the influence of demand and of the distribution of purchasing power, which led to the death of millions.”8

			In Cormac Ó Gráda’s view, the issue of food availability was a key one, as was the underlying cause that wartime Britain had other priorities. The famines in Europe during that same wartime period were man-made. Greek history books describe the “Great Famine” of 1941–1942, during which some three hundred thousand people out of a total population at the time of a little under 7.5 million perished. This famine was a result of wholesale plunder by the German occupiers but also caused by a British naval blockade of Athens. It was so severe that even in the draconian moral climate of a total war, it so shocked British public opinion that campaigners led by the group of Oxford professors who in response had founded Oxford Famine Relief (the organization that would become the global relief and development NGO now known as Oxfam) were able to persuade Churchill to relent and order the partial lifting of the blockade. The last European famine during the Second World War was the so-called Hunger Winter of 1944–1945 that occurred in those parts of the Netherlands still under Nazi occupation and was the product of an exceptionally harsh winter and German punitive measures against the civilian population (though some scholars argue that excess mortality was even higher in the nonfamine parts of the Netherlands because they were a combat zone). One inescapable lesson to draw from this is that while there have been famines in times of peace, there have been few major wars without famine. It is estimated that somewhere between fifty and seventy-two million people died during World War II. But the roughly twenty million of those deaths that were in fact due to hunger, more than half of these in the Soviet Union, equal the roughly twenty million estimated to have died in actual combat.

			To the extent that one can legitimately view the last part of the nineteenth century as the age of imperialist famines, it is equally appropriate to view much of the twentieth century as the age of socialist ones. The worst of these by far and, in absolute numbers (though not proportionally; the Irish famine of 1847 claims that dreadful honor), probably the most lethal single event in human history was the Chinese famine of 1958–1962. Though nature played a role, as it almost always does even in “man-made” famines, the catastrophe was caused mainly by Mao Zedong’s disastrous farm and food policies which abolished private cultivation and collectivized Chinese agriculture and his equally disastrous strategy for national development, whose emphasis on industrialization had led to millions of farmers being sent to the cities.

			Mao’s political famine was hardly unique. To the contrary, its precursors were those that had occurred in the Soviet Union: the first under Lenin in 1921, which reached throughout most of the Western USSR, and the second under Stalin in Ukraine in 1932 and 1933, the event Ukrainians know as the “Holodomor.” The last of these Soviet famines occurred in 1946 and lasted into 1948, taking place in Moldova, though it touched the Ukraine and Belarus as well. It seems to have been precipitated by a severe drought in grain-­growing regions whose effects were made vastly more severe by the havoc wrought by the war.

			Since the 1960s, though, famine has steadily retreated, all but disappearing from the Asian heartland (with the exception of North Korea, though even there it is anything but clear how reliable media reports about very high mortality rates actually are), and subsequently from every continent except Africa, which today is famine’s last redoubt. And even in sub-Saharan Africa, despite recurring tragedies in the Horn, above all in Somalia and Ethiopia, and in the Sahelian countries—Mali, Chad, the Central African Republic, and above all Niger—famine has also diminished very substantially. At long last this good news has started to reach the general public. Certainly we have come a long way from 2000, when the Economist ran a cover that read “The hopeless continent,” set above an image of a young fighter holding a rocket-propelled grenade launcher inset into a map of Africa. Indeed, in December 2011, the weekly would print an apology in an issue whose title was, “Africa Rising.” Still, for all the optimism about Africa that one now regularly hears from Western politicians such as Hillary Clinton, who gave it particular emphasis during her tenure as Barack Obama’s secretary of state, and that one encounters in the business press, where the continent is viewed as the next emerging market (a view shared, though in a far more nuanced way, in parts of the development world), the fact that famines still regularly occur there has had an outsized influence on forming the perspective of the general public in the Global North—a pessimism that is particularly curious given the fact that as a number of Pew polls have shown, Africans tend to be more optimistic about their future than inhabitants of every other continent.
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