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Vietnam
SHRIMP AND CHICKEN SALAD Serves 4

Each chapter opens with a recipe. These are included for several reasons: to
indicate the richness and variety of food around the world which exists despite
recent global processes of homogenisation; to encourage readers to experiment
with different recipes and consider how these differ from their diets; to remind
readers that all over the world, even when people are poor, families and friends
gather to eat and enjoy food. In addition to its function in maintaining our
health, the social and cultural significance of food is immeasurable.

INGREDIENTS

¥ 1b/225g shelled shrimps, cooked

6-inch/15¢m cucumber, sliced

handful fresh cilantro/coriander leaves

4 1b/225g cooked chopped lean chicken meat, cut into small cubes
4 cup/60g peanuts, crushed or coarsely chopped
4 cups/200g bean sprouts

salt and pepper

2 tablespoons lemon juice

1-2 teaspoons sugar

2 tablespoons fish sauce*

1 carrot, grated

* Fish sauce, called nuoc nam, is obtainable from Chinese food shops; or you
could use 1 tablespoon anchovy essence instead.

METHOD

1 Pour in just enough water to cover the bottom of the saucepan. Heat it up
and when it is boiling throw in the bean sprouts, for a few seconds only.
Drain them and allow to cool.

2 In a bowl, mix the lemon juice with the sugar, fish sauce, salt and pepper.

3 Now arrange the bean sprouts, carrot and cucumber on a serving dish and
pour the dressing over.

4 Place the chicken and shrimps on top of the salad and garnish with the
cilantro/coriander leaves and crushed peanuts.



1
A framework for analysis
and historical overview

Introduction

Sainsbury’s marketing manager described entering the store as a geography
lesson or a trip around the world.
(Cook, 1994, 244)

This book examines the geography of the world food system. It examines the
processes ‘behind the supermarket shelves” which explain the geography of
food production and consumption. The main thesis is that hunger persists
because the political will to eliminate it is lacking. Decisions made at all scales,
from the international to the familial, help explain why some people enjoy a
rich and varied diet while others suffer from hunger. This book challenges
traditional conceptualisations of hunger, which analyse it with reference to
natural disasters and ‘overpopulation’ and which tend to grant it an element of
inevitability. There is nothing inevitable about the persistence of hunger. When
the essential political character of hunger is appreciated then it becomes
possible to envisage a world where hunger is history.

While the political character of the problem has long been appreciated by
some academics (Warnock, 1987), the ‘problem of hunger’ in popular con-
sciousness and in some textbooks continues to assume an apolitical character
which denies the connections between feast in some regions and hunger in
others. It is conceptualised as a ‘world food problem’ rather than a problem of
‘world hunger’; these are quite different things. Most students, when asked to
rank the causes of world hunger, prioritise natural causes over human ones;
floods, droughts and poor soils are most popular. When the human dimension
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is acknowledged, the ‘problem of population’ is most frequently offered,
followed by war. Several other assumptions are exposed through discussions
with students. Among the most relevant are the following:

« that hunger exists only in the developing world;

« that hunger in the developing world is explicable with reference to the
internal characteristics of those countries alone, that is they are ignorant of
the historical and international dimensions of the problem;

« that famine is the main problem;

« that the problem of hunger is most serious on the African continent;

« that increased food production is imperative.

This text challenges all of these easy assumptions.

A framework for analysis

Many students subscribe to the ‘Iack of” school of thought, usually associated
with the ‘cycles of poverty’ \s;llgaj, This theory is based on the notion that
where hunger persists it is because people lack everything from ‘good weather’
to ‘modern technology’, ‘the pill’ and ‘education and investment’, and that all
these reinforce each other. These mantra3 prove incredibly rgsﬂlen\t' and have
been known to emerge in examinations at the end of a series of lectures and
seminars specifically designed to undermine them as explanations of hunger.
This text reflects my efforts, in lectures and s seminars, to alter these widely held
assumptions so that weg, individual consumers in the affluent world, can
appreciate how we arek pl1cate51>1n the problem of world hunger.

Since the middle of the nineteenth century the most popular assumption has
been that hunger is caused by population growth, that population growth
\p,r\gggg’st at a faster pace than food producti /on_gnd that famine occurs if
population growth is not reduced. This is @t;m\e@to the persistence of
Malthusian interpretations of hunger, which are adequately gg;lnq\gg elsewhere
(Arnold, 1988; Devereux, 1993; Lappe and Collins, 1986) and need not be
repeated here. Recent analyses have turned Malthus on his head, so to speak,
by understanding that poverty causes population growth rather than Yice versa)
The best way to reduce fertility is to raise the living standards of the po nd
to improve the status of women in society and their access to power, which
may include increasing their ability to make informed decisions about their
fertility (Momsen, 1991). It has also been observed that population can expand
rapidly and not be accompanied by widespread hunger — China since 1949,
except for the 1958 famine — or indeed that food production per capita can
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increase without being accompanied by any diminution of the problems of
hunger. Clearly, a more sophisticated framework is required to reveal the
complexities of global hunger.

Proximate and structural causes of hunger

A useful first step is to differentiate between proximate and structural causes
of hunger. Proximate causes of famine and/or undernutrition are those which
can be identified immediately as playing a role. Some of the most important
are war, drought, flooding, late rains, and crop failures due to disease or pests.
A recent example is the chaos to food supplies in North Korea because of floods
in 1995 and torrential rains in 1996. The food crisis that ensued caused the
World Food Programme to launch an emergency aid operation in 1995 which
was expanded in 1996; it is currently supplying food aid to approximately 1.5
million people in North Korea. This analysis occasionally considers the
proximate variables listed above, but prioritises instead the role of long-term
structural processes and the political context of hunger creation. The thesis is
that while proximate variables trigger hunger or famine, these are only effective
as triggers in specific ‘spaces of vulnerability’ (Watts and Bohle, 1993) that
have emerged consequent upon historically created processes and ideologies
which dictate access to power, in its many manifestations, at the international,
national and local levels.

The entitlement concept

Starvation is the characteristic of some people not having enough food
to eat. It is not the characteristic of there being not enough food to eat.
While the latter can be the cause of the former, it is but one of the many
possible causes.

(Sen, 1981, 1)

Since the publication of Sen’s (1981) research on hunger a new concept has
been available to inform analyses of hunger. That is the concept of entitlement.
Some of the limitations of the term as initially outlined by Sen have been
addressed and an elaborated notion of entitlement has been constructed which
is more comprehensive. It is this formulation that informs the analysis outlined
in this text. The analytical focus is upon understanding distributive mechan-
isms; that is, what determines how available food is distributed and how
politics, economics and ideology influence distribution. A main proposition is
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that concepts used to analyse famine are as relevant to analyses of chronic
hunger, of which acute hunger, manifest as famine, is a part. The geography
of hunger is explained by employing an elaborated conceptualisation of
entitlement and examining how it controls command over food at a variety of
scales. Table 1.1 shows some of the factors and mechanisms at every scale
which influence peoples ability to command food. The following discussion
summarises the main elements of the term and indicates its utility in exposing
the social relations that explain the gross inequalities in access to a decent diet
which exist between populations.

Table 1.1 The construction of entitlements: selected factors and mechanisms at
different scales

FactorsiMechanisms
Level of Historical Economic Political/
analysis ideological
International processes of integration BWI (WB, IMF development philosophies
and GATT/WTO)*
accumulation of power TNCs** SAPgH**
and wealth in core gendered interpretations of
MAacro-€conorntic hunger
policy
National processes of integration export orientation development strategies
character and capacity  investment priorities, gender relations
of the state infrastructure, access to power
property relations health, etc. public policy
access to resources
Regional processes of integration  limited infrastructural  public policy
regional and ethnic development regional/ethnic
disparities vulnerable income base discrimination
environmental legacies differential representation
in government
Household socially sanctioned investment decisions gender relations
familial patterns public policy
access to power and
resources

Note : Neither factors nor scales are discrete and factors and mechanisms are indicative only.

* BWI = Bretton Woods Institutions; WB = World Bank; IMF = International Monetary Fund; GATT = General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade; WTO = World Trade Organisation.

** TNC = transnational corporations.

*** SAP = structural adjustment plan.

The patterns of food distribution, at a variety of levels, may be examined
with reference to people’s entitlements, reflected in their ability to command
food. This term, ‘entitlement’, used by Sen, may be employed more generally



