
529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 1PDF page: 1PDF page: 1PDF page: 1

 

 

 

 

CONSTRUCTING AND CONTESTING 

FOOD SOVEREIGNTY: FOOD LINES, 
FAULT LINES AND SEEDS OF 

TRANSFORMATION IN VENEZUELA 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Christina McGee Schiavoni 

  



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 2PDF page: 2PDF page: 2PDF page: 2

This dissertation is part of the research programme of CERES, Research 
School for Resource Studies for Development.  

 
 
This research was funded by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific 
Research (NWO).  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

© Christina McGee Schiavoni 2019 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored  
in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission  
by the author.  

 

 

 

 

ISBN  9789402814477 

 
  



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 3PDF page: 3PDF page: 3PDF page: 3

CONSTRUCTING AND CONTESTING FOOD 

SOVEREIGNTY: FOOD LINES, FAULT 

LINES AND SEEDS OF TRANSFORMATION 

IN VENEZUELA 
 

VOEDSELSOEVEREINITEIT: IN ONTWIKKELING EN 

OMSTREDEN. VOEDSELLIJNEN, BREUKLIJNEN EN 

ONTKIEMENDE TRANSFORMATIE IN VENEZUELA 
 

 

Thesis 

 

 

 

to obtain the degree of Doctor from the 

Erasmus University Rotterdam 

by command of the Rector Magnificus 

 

Prof.dr. R.C.M.E. Engels 

 

and in accordance with the decision of the Doctorate Board 

 

The public defence shall be held on 

Monday 29 April 2019 at 16.00 hrs  

 

by 

 

Christina McGee Schiavoni 

born in Boston, United States of America 

  

 

 

 

 

 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 4PDF page: 4PDF page: 4PDF page: 4

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Doctoral Committee 

Doctoral dissertation supervisor 

Professor dr. M.N. Spoor 

Other members 

Professor dr. H. Wittman, The University of British Columbia 

Dr. P. Claeys, Coventry University 

Dr. A. Visser 

 

 

 

Co-supervisor 

Dr. M. Schneider 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 5PDF page: 5PDF page: 5PDF page: 5

 

 

 

 

al bravo pueblo venezolano 

 

 

 

 

 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 6PDF page: 6PDF page: 6PDF page: 6

 

vi 

 

 Contents 

 

 

List of Tables, Figures and  Boxes ix 

Acronyms x 

Acknowledgements xiii 

Abstract xvii 

Samenvatting xix 

INTRODUCTION 1 

1.1 Overview 1 

1.2 Confronting, contesting and transforming power through the 
construction of food sovereignty: context and problematique 6 

1.3 Research objectives 11 

1.4 Research questions 12 

1.5 Research design 12 
1.5.1 Overview 12 
1.5.2 Data sources 14 
1.5.3 Data collection methods 15 
1.5.4 Fieldwork overview 23 

1.6 Ethical considerations 30 

1.7 Limitations and disclaimers 32 

1.8 Chapter overview 34 

PROLOGUE TO CHAPTER 2 37 

CHAPTER 2: THE CONTESTED TERRAIN OF FOOD SOVEREIGNTY 

CONSTRUCTION: TOWARD A HISTORICAL, RELATIONAL AND 

INTERACTIVE APPROACH 43 

Abstract 43 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 7PDF page: 7PDF page: 7PDF page: 7

 Contents vii 

2.1 Introduction 44 

2.2 Food sovereignty construction in Venezuela 48 

2.3 Food sovereignty construction through time: a historical  

 approach 52 

2.4 Food sovereignty construction as process: a relational approach 64 

2.5 State-society relations in food sovereignty construction: an 
interactive approach 76 

2.6 Toward a historical, relational and interactive approach to food 
sovereignty research 86 

PROLOGUE TO CHAPTER 3 91 

CHAPTER 3: FOOD POLITICS IN VENEZUELA 95 

Abstract 95 

3.1 Introduction 96 

3.2  Colonial period and continuation of colonial patterns of  

 production and consumption 102 

3.3 Modernization period 105 

3.4 Neoliberal reform and the rise of the Bolivarian Revolution 115 

3.5 Contemporary period: food as control 122 

3.6 Contemporary period: food as resistance (“En guerra hay que 
comer”) 134 

3.7  Conclusion 145 

PROLOGUE TO CHAPTER 4 149 

CHAPTER 4: EXPLORING THE “GRAY AREAS” OF STATE-SOCIETY 

INTERACTION IN FOOD SOVEREIGNTY CONSTRUCTION: THE BATTLE 

FOR VENEZUELA’S SEED LAW 155 

Abstract 155 

4.1 Introduction 156 

4.2 State-society interaction, political opportunity and gorras multiples  

 in the seed law battle 160 

4.3  Getting to the gray: the political backdrop of the seed law battle 163 

4.4  Antecedents: competing agendas in Venezuelan seed policy 166 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 8PDF page: 8PDF page: 8PDF page: 8

viii  

4.5  The stages of the Seed Law battle 172 
4.5.1 Moment zero: uniting forces 172 
4.5.2 Moment 1: politicizing the GMO debate 174 
4.5.3 Moment 2: merging legislative and popular law creation 176 
4.5.4 Moment 3: public consultation vs. popular constituent  
 debate 177 
4.5.5 Moment 4: competing agendas, competing laws 180 
4.5.6 Moment 5: passage in the nick of time 183 
4.5.7 Moment 6: back to the grassroots 184 

4.6  Conclusion 186 

PROLOGUE TO CHAPTER 5 191 

CHAPTER 5: THE DYNAMICS OF BUILDING AND DISMANTLING IN FOOD 

SOVEREIGNTY CONSTRUCTION 193 

Abstract 193 

5.1 Introduction 194 

5.2 Food sovereignty construction through a dialectical lens 198 

5.3 Logics of food system transformation and emergent areas of 

  inquiry 200 
5.3.1 Everyday life 203 
5.3.2 Prefigurative politics 204 
5.3.3 Societal reach 206 

5.4 Crisis and transformation in Venezuela 207 
5.4.1 “Prosumer” efforts 208 
5.4.2 Seed Law and the Popular Seed Plan 212 
5.4.3 Ministry of Urban Agriculture 215 
5.4.4 CLAPs 218 

5.5 Conclusion 222 

CONCLUSION 227 

REFERENCES 236 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 9PDF page: 9PDF page: 9PDF page: 9

 

ix 

 

 
List of Tables, Figures and  
Boxes 

 

 

 

Tables: 

Table 1.1: Participant observation, tier 1: everyday life in El Valle,  
Caracas…………………………………………………………….19 

Table 1.2: Participant observation, tier 2: engaged research with  
Social movements………………………………………………….20 

Table 1.3: Participant observation, tier 3: site visits & attendance  
of organized events.………………………………………………...22 

Table 4.1: Highlights of efforts toward food sovereignty in  
Venezuela that paved the way for the eventual passage of the  
Seed Law of 2015…………………………………………………170 

 

Figures: 

Figure 4.1: Visual representation of the “moments” of the  
Seed Law process identified during group systematization  
process in October 2016……………….…………………...….......153 

 

Boxes:     

Box 1.1: Everyday life in El Valle…...……………………………….24 

Box 1.2: Engaged movement scholarship with Semillas del Pueblo….26 

 

 

 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 10PDF page: 10PDF page: 10PDF page: 10

 

x 

 

 Acronyms 

 
 

AD   Acción Democrática (Democratic Action) 
AIA   American International Association 
ALBA Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra 

América (Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our 
America) 

BOP   Bottom of the pyramid 
CADA  Compañía Anónima Distribuidora de Alimentos 

(Wholesale Food Company) 
CAN Comunidad Andina (Andean Community or An-

dean Community of Nations) 
CIA Central Intelligence Agency (U.S. government) 
CFS United Nations Committee on World Food Secu-

rity 
CLAP Comité Local de Abastecimiento y Producción (Lo-

cal Provisioning and Production Committee) 
ERPI Emancipatory Rural Politics Initiative 
FGD Focus group discussion 
FAO Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations 
FEDEAGRO Confederación de Asociaciones de Productores 

Agropecuarios (Confederation of Associations of 
Agricultural Producers) 

FUNDARROZ Fundación Nacional del Arroz (National Rice 
Foundation) 

GM   Genetically modified 
GMO   Genetically modified organism 
HRI   Historical, relational and interactive 
IALA Instituto Universitario Latinoamericano de Agroe-

cología Paulo Freire (Paulo Freire Latin American 
University Institute of Agroecology) 

IBEC   International Basic Economy Corporation 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 11PDF page: 11PDF page: 11PDF page: 11

  xi 

IMF International Monetary Fund 
INIA Instituto Nacional de Investigaciones Agrícolas 

(National Institute of Agricultural Research) 
INN Instituto Nacional de Nutrición (National Institute 

of Nutrition) 
IPC International Planning Committee for Food Sover-

eignty 
IPR  Intellectual property rights 
ISI  Import substitution industrialization 
IVIC  Instituto Venezolano de Investigaciones Científicas 

 (Venezuelan Institute of Scientific Research) 
JAPs Juntas de Abastecimiento y Control de Precios 

(Provisioning and Price Control Boards (Chile)) 
LPIA   Local, peasant, Indigenous and Afro-descendant 
MPA Movimento dos Pequenos Agricultores (Small 

Farmers Movement of Brazil) 

MST  Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra (Land-
less Workers Movement of Brazil) 

MUD Mesa de la Unidad Democrática (Democratic Unity 
Roundtable) 

NGO Nongovernmental organization 
ONDB Oficina Nacional de Diversidad Biológica (National 

Office of Biodiversity) 
OSSI   Open Source Seed Initiative 
PACA   Productora Agropecuaria Compañía Anónima 

(Agricultural Products Company) 
P.A.N. Productos Alimenticios Nacionales (National Food 

Products) 
PDVSA Petróleos de Venezuela, S.A. (Petroleum of Vene-

zuela) 
PESCA  Pesquerías Caribe Compañía Anónima 

(Caribbean Fisheries Company) 
PL 480 Public Law 480 
PSUV Partido Socialista Unido de Venezuela (United So-

cialist Party of Venezuela) 
PT Partido dos Trabalhadores (Workers Party of Bra-

zil) 
REMAVENCA Refinadora de Maíz Venezolana, C.A. (Venezuelan 

Corn Refinery) 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 12PDF page: 12PDF page: 12PDF page: 12

 

 

SAPI Servicio Autónomo de la Propiedad Intelectual 
(Autonomous Intellectual Property Service) 

SUNDDE Superintendencia Nacional para la Defensa de los 
Derechos Socioeconómicos de Venezuela (National 
Superintendence for the Defense of Socioeconomic 
Rights of Venezuela) 

TRIPS  Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property 
 Rights 

UN   United Nations 
UNELLEZ Universidad Nacional Experimental de los Llanos 

Occidentales ‘Ezequiel Zamora’ (The Ezequiel Za-
mora National Experimental University of the 
Western Plains) 

UPOV International Union for the Protection of New 
Plant Varieties 

USD   United States Dollar 
USFSA  United States Food Sovereignty Alliance 
VBEC   Venezuela Basic Economy Corporation 

  



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 13PDF page: 13PDF page: 13PDF page: 13

  xiii 

 

 Acknowledgements 

 

This work is the product of a collective undertaking, both in terms of those 
who have contributed to it directly and those who have supported me 
through it.  

 I’m very fortunate to have had the fantastic advisory team of Max Spoor 
and Mindi Schneider. Max, thank you so much for accompanying me on this 
journey from the start. Your calming and supportive presence has been 
deeply appreciated. Mindi, my deepest gratitude for your insightful guidance, 
your patience, and all your tireless work to help me get to this point. You are 
an inspiration, and I couldn’t have done this without you. I’m also grateful to 
others in the Political Ecology research group who have made this possible. 
And a deep thanks to a third unofficial yet critical member of my advisory 
team, my research coach and friend Wendy Godek. 

 Those both inside and outside ISS who have provided input into this dis-
sertation or earlier pieces of it (excluding my Venezuelan comrades, who I’ll 
come to next) include Alberto Alonso-Fradejas, Daniela Andrade, Murat Ar-
sel, Zoe Brent, John Cameron, Siena Chrisman, Marc Edelman, Julien-Fran-
coise Gerber, Ben McKay, Harriet Friedmann, Wendy Godek, Helen Hint-
jens, Giulio Iocco, Fred Magdoff, Mai Maheigan, Almas Mahmud, Natalia 
Mamonova, Fred Mills, Mariam Morid, Cathy Ponte, Jess Powers, Wittawat 
Prayookwong, Nadine Reis, Antonio Roman-Alcalá, Annie Shattuck, Salena 
Tramel, Hannah Twomey, and Yunan Xu, among others – thank you all so 
very much. Thanks as well to Whitney Richardson, Mai Maheigan and Witta-
wat Prayookwong for your stellar editing and formatting support. 

 Onto Venezuela, this PhD pursuit would be meaningless without the 
many people and efforts there that have inspired and informed this work. 
William Camacaro, much of the inspiration for this project arose out of our 
work together, and you continue to be a political and intellectual compass as 
well as comrade and co-author. Thank you. And thanks to the wonderful 
Camacaro/Padrino/Rojas family. Ana Felicien, my brilliant co-author and 
co-conspirator extraordinaire, half of the degree coming out of this work re-
ally belongs to you. I’m so grateful to you for so much and am both comforted 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 14PDF page: 14PDF page: 14PDF page: 14

 

 

and overwhelmed to think of all the joint work ahead of us! Thanks also to 
my other bright and inspiring co-authors whose work appears in this disser-
tation: Eisamar Ochoa, Esquisa Omaña, Adrianna Requena, Liccia Romero 
and Silvana Saturno. Yajaira Hernández and Johnny Moreno, thank you for 
taking me into your home and making me part of your family, and thanks also 
to Genesis, Yesica, Concho, Zulay, Ruben, Sofia, Yaji, Damaris, los camara-
das and the many other friends, neighbors and family members who made 
my stay in El Valle so meaningful. Miguel Angel Nuñez, you’ve been a critical 
reference point from my first trip to Venezuela onward. Thanks for your 
friendship, guidance and hosting.  

 Major thanks also to Carlos Méndez and the team at the Laboratorio de 
Ecosistemas y Cambios Globales (including Pedro Borges, Noemi Chacón, 
Ana Felicien, Meimalin Moreno, Mariela Lopez and Adriana Silva) and others 
at the Ecology Center of el IVIC for hosting me, and thank you, Ana, for 
making it all happen. Deepest thanks as well to Semillas del Pueblo, Feria 
Conuquera, Pueblo a Pueblo and the students and staff of the IALA and of 
the National Experimental Indigenous University of Tauca for allowing me 
to accompany, observe and collaborate with you. While it is impossible to 
name all the individuals who helped and supported me in the research in Ven-
ezuela, special thanks go to Cesar Aponte, Liliana Buitrago, Marianela Car-
rillo, Carla Chacón, Pablo Characo and family, Yeli Contreras, Pasqualina 
Curcio, Ulises Daal, John Davila, Nelly Díaz, Olga Domené, Miguel Franco, 
Lorena Freitez, Jaheli Fuenmayor, Gabriel Gil, Hernán González, Gabriela 
Jiménez, Laura Lorenzo, Yasmina Marrero, Yoandy Medina, Alfredo Mi-
randa, Ricardo Miranda, Mibric Navarro, Mónica Pérez, Jesus Rojas, Josefina 
Rojas, Sarai Rodriguez and Alex Villas, among many others. Thanks also to 
the dedicated team of Venezuelanalysis for making my work easier. And 
thank you to Rosa Maria de la Torre and John Ramirez for inspiration early 
on. Special thanks to Robinson Moreno, with support from Adrianna Re-
quena, for the cover art that will eventually accompany this text. 

 Also inspiring this project is my earlier activism with some incredible 
groups and individuals. Thanks so much for the support and inspiration from 
my comrades of the US Food Sovereignty Alliance, the Alberto Lovera Boli-
varian Circle of New York, La Finca del Sur, my broader NYC activist com-
munity, the IPC and the CSM, among others. Sorry not to name you all, but 
you know who you are, and you have been a key part of this. I also wish to 
thank some key mentors, including Mike Vivea, Peter Mann, Phil McMichael, 
Karen Washington, Maria Aguiar, Molly Anderson, Ceci Charles-King, Fred 
Magdoff and Suzanne Ross. Sadly, I lost some mentors who passed away over 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 15PDF page: 15PDF page: 15PDF page: 15

  xv 

the course of my PhD process, including Kathy Ozer, Brother David An-
drews, Cathleen Kneen and John Kinsman, all of whom are very much pre-
sent in this, as is my fallen USFSA comrade Charity Hicks.  

 Returning to the Netherlands for a moment, I am grateful to the NWO 
for funding support, and to many others at ISS who provided me with critical 
support, including Karin Arts, Sanchita Bakshi, Sharmini Bisessar-Selvarajah, 
Arjun Bedi, Andre Blokzijl, Ome Chattranond, Kristin Cheney, Dita Dirks, 
Tim Feodoroff, Andrew Fischer, Jacquie Gaybor Tobar, Gita Gadjri, Geor-
gina Gomez, Nika Goussatchenko, Cape Kasahara, Elyse Mills, Tsegaye 
Moreda, Didi Mulder, Clara Park, Juan David Parra, Lee Pegler, Jane Pocock, 
Chaya Raghoenath, Valeria Recalde, Blas Regnault, Martha Robbins, Brenda 
Rodriguez, Umbreen Salim, Christina Sathyamala, Karin Astrid Siegmann, 
Emile Smidt, Anggun Susilo, Lize Swartz, Feroza Tedja, Sat Trejo Mendez, 
Peter van Bergeijk, Oane Visser, Bayu Wijayanto, Mario Willemsen, the ISS 
Counseling Team and the staff of the Library, Facilities, Canteen, Butterfly 
Bar, Finance, Communications, HR, Maintenance and others providing criti-
cal support functions – thank you! I also want to give a heartfelt thank-you 
to the amazing and supportive PhD community at ISS. There are too many 
of you to name, but you know who you are – those who shared your wisdom, 
encouraging words, smiles, hugs, etc. – and I thank you deeply. And a shout-
out to my ISS MA batch for your support, as well as my MA friends from 
subsequent batches. Tamuna, you’ve remained very much present (and I’m 
deeply grateful for her bringing us together, Almas, and grateful for all your 
support). 

 I have also benefitted tremendously from a supportive community of col-
leagues outside of ISS. Those who lent support at critical moments include 
Max Ajl, Saulo Araujo, Stephen Bartlett, Bosman Batubara, Josh Brem-Wil-
son, Matt Canfield, Jahi Chappell, Priscilla Claeys, Scott Codey, Alison Co-
hen, Rosalinda Guillen, Andrew Kang-Bartlett, Eric Holt-Giménez, Alastair 
Iles, Larry and Jane Levine, Maywa Montenegro de Wit, Sophia Murphy, Tris-
tan Quinn-Thibodeau, LaDonna Redmond, Annie Shattuck, Nettie Wiebe 
and Monica White. Thank you. And thanks to many others who go unnamed.  

 My family has been an absolute pillar of support. Mary McGee and 
Thomas Schiavoni, not only have you given me everything, starting with life, 
but you also continually inspire me with your activism (along with David, Sue, 
Sanjoy and co.). May Delaney, thank you for showing me what unconditional 
love is. Natalie McGee (aka Grandma), thanks for being my biggest fan, even 
keeping the definition of food sovereignty in your address book so you can 
explain what I work on! Thank you too to all my loving aunts, uncles and 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 16PDF page: 16PDF page: 16PDF page: 16

 

 

cousins (Aunt Mary Liz, you envisioned this PhD long before I did!). My 
beloved grandmother Mary Lou Schiavoni left us over the course of my PhD 
process, but her love and example continue to guide me. Thanks also to my 
new family members, the Prayookwongs, for your love, support and care here 
in Bangkok as I write (and re: care in Bangkok, special thanks to My Coffee 
for providing a wonderful work environment (and thanks, Annie!) and to the 
fabulous Kruu Bong for brightening my weeks. Clara, it was so meaningful 
to share the final leg of our journeys, and thanks for your support!).  

 I’m grateful to those who held me up and kept me going through some of 
my hardest moments. Wendy, thank you for jumping in and staying the 
course. Soumita, thank you for your profound wisdom, love and around-the-
clock support. And thanks to you, Jacquie and Cinthia for our intercontinen-
tal support network! Suzanne, thanks for providing a warm and protective 
blanket of fierce love. Siena, thank you for always being there and getting it, 
and for all the love, care, hosting and overall support. Mai and Michael, thanks 
for so very much, including a safe and snug nest to land in. Cathy, thanks for 
providing a space of refuge, for the excellent life coaching and for helping to 
save the dissertation. Hannah, thanks for being a healing soul sister :) Kirsy, 
hermana, thank you for your love, and thanks also to Alan. Jess, thanks for 
being a trusted friend and confidante, as well as the hosting. Salena and Wei-
Li, thank you both for your sisterhood and support, and for our shared din-
ners that nourished body and soul. Zoe and Martha, thanks for your sister-
hood and support as well, and for our collaborations. Umbreen, Yunan 
(+Fengfeng), Al, Nat and Dani, you’ve saved me on more than one occasion 
– thank you so much for everything. Justin, Emmanuel, Joe, Michael-Vincent, 
Shauna, Rebecca, Naomi, Utri, Rosanna, Frances, Lesley, Gil, Jim, Sophia and 
Maria, each of you has seen me through a lot – thank you. Love you all, and 
these words pale in comparison to your support. Speaking of which, there are 
no adequate words for you, Mai, as you join me in the depths of this down to 
the last painful second (literally!), simultaneously providing technical and 
emotional support, vicariously experiencing so much of this in a way I 
wouldn’t wish on anyone. Thanks, and please get some rest now! 

 Wittawat Prayookwong, my beloved Nut, I’d do it all again (though dif-
ferently and better!) to get to come out of this with you as my husband. 
You’ve suffered through this more than any partner should have to and 
you’ve shown your extraordinary love and integrity through it all. Thanks for 
your support, understanding and revolutionary love. The rest of our lives 
await us now. 

 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 17PDF page: 17PDF page: 17PDF page: 17

 

xvii 

 Abstract 

 

 

An alternative proposal for social and ecological transformation in the face 
of a converging set of global crises, food sovereignty serves as a galvanizing 
concept for a growing number of movements across the globe. As scholars 
grapple with the concept, however, certain issues, such as questions of the 
role of the state in food sovereignty construction, have surfaced as recurring 
sticking points, or areas of seeming irreconcilable tension. It is argued here 
that key to theorizing about food sovereignty is drawing lessons from its at-
tempted construction on the ground, as movements and other actors are 
forced to confront its contradictions, inconsistencies and many gray areas 
head-on. Toward such ends, this study advances a historical, relational and inter-
active (HRI) framework that approaches food sovereignty construction as a 
historically embedded, continually evolving set of processes that are interac-
tively shaped by state and societal forces, reflecting competing paradigms and 
approaches.  

The HRI framework is applied to the case of Venezuela, home to one of 
the longest-running national-level experiments in food sovereignty construc-
tion since the start of its political process known as the Bolivarian Revolution 
in 1999. While this experiment has seen some important gains over the years, 
including in the areas of agrarian reform, nutrition and agroecology, today, 
ongoing shortages of key food items expose cracks in Venezuela’s food sys-
tem and highlight both the enormity and urgency of the task of food sover-
eignty construction, as well as the limitations of efforts to date. Examination 
of the challenges at present gives rise to the question of whether a push for 
alternatives in efforts to construct food sovereignty may have taken prece-
dence over attempts at dismantling or otherwise transforming Venezuela’s 
dominant agrifood system. This underscores that part of what gives food sov-
ereignty its transformative potential is its dual focus on dismantling the struc-
tures fostering injustice in the food system while at the same time striving to 
build viable alternatives. Arguably one cannot come before the other, or with-
out the other, as the persistence of dominant structures will serve as an im-
pediment to the full operationalization and scaling of alternatives, at the same 
time that if these structures are to be dismantled, something must be there to 
replace them. These dual processes are inherently relational, each shaping and 
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shaped by the other in attempts to construct food sovereignty. From this 
standpoint, an additional framework of the dialectics of building and dismantling in 
food sovereignty construction is put forward as a springboard into further 
inquiry. Additionally, this study has sought to advance forms of co-generation 
of transformational knowledge bridging the traditional divide of scholarship 
and activism, while pointing to the need for further and deeper work in this 
area. 
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xix 

 

Als alternatief voorstel voor sociale en ecologische transformatie ten tijde 
van een samenloop van wereldwijde crises dient voedselsoevereiniteit als een 
inspirerend begrip voor een groeiend aantal bewegingen over de hele wereld. 
De wetenschappelijke discussie over dit begrip heeft echter bepaalde 
knelpunten en spanningsvelden aan het licht gebracht, zoals vragen over de 
rol van de overheid bij de ontwikkeling van voedselsoevereiniteit. Hier wordt 
betoogd dat de sleutel tot het theoretiseren over voedselsoevereiniteit ligt in 
het trekken van lessen uit de praktijk, omdat bewegingen en andere actoren 
bij de ontwikkeling van voedselsoevereiniteit direct geconfronteerd worden 
met tegenstrijdigheden, ongerijmdheden en vele grijze gebieden. Daarom 
introduceert dit onderzoek een historisch, relationeel en interactief (HRI) 
kader waarin de ontwikkeling van voedselsoevereiniteit wordt benaderd als 
een in de geschiedenis verankerde, voortdurend evoluerende reeks processen 
die interactief worden gevormd door de overheid en maatschappelijke 
krachten, en die concurrerende paradigma's en benaderingen weerspiegelen.  

Het HRI-kader wordt toegepast op de situatie in Venezuela, waar op 
landelijk niveau een van de langst lopende experimenten op het gebied van 
de ontwikkeling van voedselsoevereiniteit plaatsvindt. Dit experiment is in 
1999 begonnen ten tijde van de Bolivariaanse Revolutie en heeft in de loop 
der jaren belangrijke vooruitgang gebracht, onder meer op het gebied van 
landbouwhervorming, voeding en agro-ecologie. Desondanks zijn er vandaag 
de dag voortdurend tekorten aan belangrijke voedingsmiddelen. Dit brengt 
barsten in het voedselsysteem van Venezuela aan het licht en hieruit blijkt wat 
een enorme opgave en hoe urgent de ontwikkeling van voedselsoevereiniteit 
is. Ook wijst dit op de beperkingen van de inspanningen die tot op heden zijn 
gedaan.  

Gezien de huidige uitdagingen rijst de vraag of het zoeken naar 
alternatieven in een poging om voedselsoevereiniteit te ontwikkelen voorrang 
kan hebben gekregen boven pogingen om het dominante agro-
voedselsysteem van Venezuela te ontmantelen of op een andere manier te 

Voedselsoevereiniteit: in ontwikkeling en omstreden. 
Voedsellijnen, breuklijnen en ontkiemende transformatie in 

Venezuela 

 

 Samenvatting 
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transformeren. Dit wijst erop dat het transformatieve potentieel van 
voedselsoevereiniteit deels gelegen is in een tweeledige gerichtheid op de 
ontmanteling van de structuren die onrechtvaardigheid in het voedselsysteem 
bevorderen en op de ontwikkeling van levensvatbare alternatieven. Deze twee 
aspecten kunnen niet na elkaar of zonder elkaar plaatsvinden, omdat het 
voortbestaan van dominante structuren een belemmering vormt voor de 
volledige operationalisering en opschaling van alternatieven, terwijl er 
tegelijkertijd vervanging voor deze structuren moet zijn als ze ontmanteld 
worden. Deze tweeledige processen zijn inherent relationeel van aard en 
beïnvloeden elkaar wederzijds bij het ontwikkelen van voedselsoevereiniteit. 
Vanuit dit gezichtspunt wordt een aanvullend kader geïntroduceerd als 
springplank naar verder onderzoek: de dialectiek van het bouwen en 
ontmantelen in de voedselsoevereiniteitsontwikkeling. Daarnaast is het doel 
van dit onderzoek om bij te dragen aan het genereren van transformationele 
kennis om de traditionele kloof tussen wetenschap en activisme overbruggen, 
en tegelijkertijd te wijzen op de noodzaak van verder en diepgaander 
onderzoek op dit gebied. 
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1 

 

1.1 Overview 

Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food pro-
duced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their 
own food and agriculture systems. -Declaration of Nyéléni 2007 
  

 The above excerpt from the Declaration of Nyéléni (Nyéléni 2007a), 
the most commonly referenced definition of food sovereignty to date, rep-
resents an important snapshot in time for a dynamically co-evolving con-
cept and assemblage of movements. A decade after movements of small-
scale food producers first launched food sovereignty onto the interna-
tional stage outside the 1996 World Food Summit in Rome as free trade 
policies were further threatening their already precarious existence, an in-
creasingly diverse set of constituencies, urban as well as rural and consum-
ers as well as producers, had joined them (Patel 2009, Claeys and Duncan 
2018). Food sovereignty had become a shared mobilization frame in re-
sponse to a food system in which hunger persists despite there being more 
than enough calories to go around (Lappé and Collins 2015; Chappell 
2018); the majority of the hungry are, paradoxically, food producers and 
food chain workers themselves (De Schutter and Cordes 2011); the pop-
ulation is left both “stuffed and starved” (Patel 2007); and exploitation, 
inequality, pollution and waste abound from production to plate (Magdoff 
and Tokar 2009). Attended by social movements from more than 80 coun-
tries, the Nyéléni forum was an opportunity to build unity and coherence 
through articulating a shared vision and framework for action (Schiavoni 
2009). This was on the cusp of the food price crisis of 2007-2008 that 
would soon rock the globe, revealing an ongoing “structural and even sys-
temic crisis” of the food system (Vanhaute 2011: 61), with significant new 
openings for food sovereignty (Holt-Giménez et al. 2009, Patel and McMi-
chael 2009). Today, food sovereignty continues to serve as a galvanizing 
concept for an ever more diverse array of movements in the face of con-
verging global crises, while countless experiments in food sovereignty con-
struction, across multiple scales, exist in many corners of the globe. This 
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work of critical scholarship provides a glimpse into one such experiment 
while offering insights into some of the main theoretical and practical 
sticking points of food sovereignty at this point in its evolution. 

A focus of this study is the how of food sovereignty, or the processes 
involved in attempting to put a dynamically evolving social movement vi-
sion into practice in the here and now. Of particular interest are the nego-
tiations involved in attempted institutionalization of food sovereignty and 
the role of the state therein. As pointed out by numerous scholars (e.g., 
Patel 2009, Edelman 2014, McKay et al. 2014, Clark 2015), in their various 
communications, food sovereignty movements have not been particularly 
clear or consistent regarding the state. Some scholars have suggested a 
shift over time from more to less of a focus on the state, pointing, for 
instance, to food sovereignty being described as a right of nations in its orig-
inal 1996 definition (Via Campesina 1996) versus a right of peoples in the 
Nyéléni Declaration. McKay et al. (2014: 1176) argue that “This subtle 
change in the scale and location of sovereignty – from the national to the 
local and from the accrual of sovereignty in the hands of the nation-state 
to those of ‘peoples’ – marks an important definitional shift in mobilizing 
food sovereignty as a tool for political change”. While an important point, 
there is more room for nuanced thinking on the role of the state built into 
earlier conceptions of food sovereignty than tends to be attributed to 
them. Following the line on the right of nations in the 1996 declaration, 
for example, is the statement “We have the right to produce our own food 
in our own territory”, while further down is an emphasis on democratic 
control as integral to food sovereignty (Via Campesina 1996, no page). 
The implication is that while food sovereignty arose out of a call to wrest 
power in the food system back from multinational corporations and inter-
national financial institutions into the national realm, the vision never 
stopped there. Similarly, while the Nyéléni Declaration emphasizes local 
control, it also includes several key references to the nation and the na-
tional level.  

It would appear that from the start and into the present, food sover-
eignty has implied more of a both/and than either/or approach to state 
power and popular power. And yet the question of how this is to be prac-
tically navigated has remained wide open, attracting extensive debate. Raj 
Patel (2009: 668) gets to the crux of the matter: 

. . . one of the most radical moments in the definition of food sovereignty 
is the layering of different jurisdictions over which rights can be exercised. 
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When the call is for, variously, nations, peoples, regions, and states to craft 
their own agrarian policy, there is a concomitant call for spaces of sover-
eignty. Food sovereignty has its own geographies, one determined by spe-
cific histories and contours of resistance […] In blowing apart the notion 
that the state has a paramount authority, by pointing to the multivalent 
hierarchies of power and control that exist within the world food system, 
food sovereignty paradoxically displaces one sovereign, but remains silent 
about the others . . . 

Is such ambiguity regarding the role of the state in food sovereignty 
construction a strategic flaw in the conceptualization of food sovereignty? 
Some have argued so. Hospes (2014: 122-124) deems the matter an area 
of “deadlock” for food sovereignty movements, while Bernstein (2014: 
1054) describes the state as “the elephant in the room” of food sovereignty 
movements. Such characterizations, however, are not entirely fair or accu-
rate. Food sovereignty movements have, out of necessity, been grappling 
with these very issues for more than two decades now. Through a tireless 
combination “inside” and “outside” strategies, they have achieved unprec-
edented access to global policy deliberation spaces, most notably via re-
form of the United Nations (UN) Committee on World Food Security 
(CFS) in 2009, through which they now negotiate directly with state actors 
on matters of global agrifood governance (McKeon 2015, Brem-Wilson 
2015, Claeys and Duncan 2018). They have put food sovereignty on the 
national agenda in many of their respective countries, and have achieved 
national legislation supportive of food sovereignty in at least fifteen of 
them (see, e.g., Desmarais et al. 2017, Wittman 2015, Godek 2015). At the 
local level, countless initiatives are bringing grassroots actors into negoti-
ations with local officials, with local food sovereignty ordinances passed 
in 47 municipalities in the U.S. state of Maine alone as of 2018 (Local Food 
Rules 2018). 

The reality is that what have oftentimes been deemed in academia as 
areas of seemingly irreconcilable contradiction are already being actively 
navigated on the ground, often in highly nuanced ways. And yet, some of 
these developments have been slow to make their way into the literature, 
especially up until recently. This apparent gap between food sovereignty 
discourse and debate in the academic literature versus at the level of prac-
tice is precisely what struck me when I entered academia in 2012 after 
more than a decade of food movement activism. This study was born out 
of the conviction that key to theorizing about food sovereignty is drawing 
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lessons from its attempted construction on the ground, where movements 
and other actors have been forced to confront its contradictions, incon-
sistencies and many gray areas head-on. The intention has been that such 
bridging of theory and practice not only help to deepen and nuance aca-
demic pursuits of food sovereignty but also provide useful tools for activ-
ists and practitioners. This has been a main motivation of this work, which 
seeks to feed back into real-life attempts to construct food sovereignty at 
the same time that it draws from them to advance food sovereignty schol-
arship, all towards furthering the broader political project of food sover-
eignty in response to the injustices wrought by our food system. In doing 
so, an ultimate goal is not simply generating deeper critique, as important 
as that is, but also generating what Gaventa (2016: 10) describes as trans-
formational knowledge: 

…as development researchers we are often far better at producing critical 
knowledge and critical thinking than we are at producing transformational 
knowledge. While exposing and critiquing systems of power and meanings 
of development is important, do we do enough in our work to highlight 
emerging alternatives and to understand their transformative potential? 

A defining feature of this contribution is its vantage point spanning the 
traditional divide between scholarship and activism. Toward such ends, 
there are several fundamental positions taken in this study that have 
guided the overall research approach. First, food sovereignty is ap-
proached neither as an ephemeral vision nor as a typified notion but as a 
“living, breathing process” (Shattuck et al. 2015: 429) that social move-
ments together with a variety of other actors are actively advancing in 
many corners of the globe. One implication of this approach is that efforts 
to put food sovereignty into practice are to be taken seriously and recog-
nized as essential to food sovereignty theorizing, such as on the question 
of food sovereignty vis-à-vis the state. Another implication is that efforts 
toward food sovereignty are too dynamic, complex and context-specific 
for predetermined frameworks to be superimposed upon them. While this 
might be considered common sense in social movement circles, this has 
not necessarily been the case across the board in academia. One indication 
is the tendency in the literature of going back to old definitions and frame-
works and pointing to discrepancies between these and real-life efforts 
toward food sovereignty, as opposed to recognizing the former as “goal-
posts” at best of a dynamically evolving concept that will take on a myriad 
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of different expressions as globally articulated ideas and strategies interact 
with local realities (Shattuck et al. 2015). This is why it is argued here that 
embedding research firmly in practice, and in collaboration with those on 
the front lines of struggle – a second fundamental tenet of this study – can 
make for deeper, more nuanced and sharper critique. It can also allow for 
more space to witness the unexpected, including important inroads toward 
food sovereignty that may depart from prior conceptions, pushing the 
bounds of how it is understood and practiced.   

A third defining position of this study has been to eschew notions of 
supposed scientific neutrality, instead prioritizing relationship building, 
sensitivity to the research context and questions of positionality, as elabo-
rated upon further on. This has involved following traditions of social sci-
ence scholarship that “repudiate the idea of the detached and ‘objective’ 
or ‘neutral’ observer”, instead recognizing the researcher as “an active so-
cial agent who struggles to enter social processes through entering the life-
worlds of local actors who, in turn, actively shape the researcher’s own 
fieldwork strategies, thus molding the contours and outcomes of the re-
search process itself” (Long 1992a: ix-x). Given my background in food 
sovereignty movement-building and the prior relationships that have 
formed the basis for investigation, there is no pretense of being a neutral 
observer. Instead I take an unapologetic stance in solidarity with those in 
the struggle for food sovereignty. However, to do so has not been to do 
so uncritically. To the contrary, this study aims to demonstrate that no one 
is more aware of the theoretical and practical limitations of food sover-
eignty than those in the trenches actually working to construct it, and this 
is in fact where the deepest, most nuanced and most challenging critiques 
are to be found. This brings us to a fourth guiding principle of this study, 
which has been to embrace complexity. This has meant drawing from 
practices of critical scholarship that move beyond binaries, lean into con-
tradiction, avoid clear-cut narratives and work to reveal the shades of gray 
in a given scenario, with the aim of generating – and, critically, co-gener-
ating with those on the front lines of struggle – research that is rigorous, 
relevant and contributive toward transformational knowledge.  
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1.2 Confronting, contesting and transforming power through 
the construction of food sovereignty: context and 
problematique 

While concerned with food sovereignty pursuits writ large, this work 
draws from the case of Venezuela, which is home to one of the longest-
running national-level experiments in food sovereignty construction since 
the start of its political process known as the Bolivarian Revolution in 
1999. At first glance, this might appear to be a study of food sovereignty 
and the state. This is only partly the case, however. While recognition of 
food sovereignty by the state and its adoption into state policy have been 
among the central demands of food sovereignty movements since their 
inception, never were these the end goals. That is, while food sovereignty 
is a policy aspiration for many social movements, it is not reduced to a policy 
aspiration, but rather policy is seen as one means to an end toward a shared 
vision of social and ecological transformation (see, e.g., Claeys 2015), as 
exemplified in the Declaration of Nyéléni. The adoption of food sover-
eignty into state policy, then, far from a surrendering of the task of food 
sovereignty construction to the state, is perhaps best understood as shift-
ing efforts toward food sovereignty into a new and contested terrain. A 
question of interest, particularly once food sovereignty is adopted into 
state policy, thus becomes how are movements navigating this terrain, including 
in their interactions with state actors? This question gets to the heart of 
this study and has inspired the research questions described below. 

In framing the above question as such, an intention is to try to help 
nudge the literature on national-level food sovereignty efforts away from 
what has thus far been a largely state-centric emphasis. That is, once food 
sovereignty is adopted into state policy in a given location, we start seeing 
studies framed around questions such as “Can the state create campes-
inos?” (Page 2010) that arguably ascribe a greater prominence to the state 
in the construction of food sovereignty than is due, as elaborated upon in 
Chapter 2. The urge to focus on the state is understandable given that 
official state engagement with food sovereignty at the policy level is still 
the exception to the norm, meriting attention and examination if and when 
it does occur (Desmarais et al. 2017, Wittman 2015, Godek 2015). And 
the state is indeed critical to look at and engage with if food sovereignty is 
to move beyond isolated pockets of change, as many have pointed out. 
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However, it is important not to lose sight that at its essence, food sover-
eignty is about a deepening/radicalization of citizen participation in and 
control over the agrifood system and about fundamental shifts in power 
(Wittman 2015, Menser 2014, Roman-Alcalá 2016, Holt-Giménez and 
Shattuck 2011). While state discourses, policies and programs can support 
such transformation, mobilization “from below” is an essential, or argua-
bly the essential, element.  To center one’s lens too firmly upon the state is 
thus to miss the fuller picture, for it may well be outside the official insti-
tutions of the state – or at the margins of state and society – where in fact 
the deepest advances toward food sovereignty are happening in a given 
context. This is where an interactive lens focused on state-society relations 
is one of several critical lenses for understanding food sovereignty efforts, 
as elaborated upon in the chapters to follow.  

At this point it bears discussing why Venezuela out of a number of other 
possible national-level food sovereignty experiments to draw from. Most 
fundamentally, I narrowed in on Venezuela out of a conviction that there 
was an important story, or multiple stories, there yet to be told. This real-
ization was first sparked in 2006 after traveling to Caracas to attend the 
World Social Forum on behalf of the U.S.-based NGO I was working for 
at the time. Far more illuminating than the official sessions of the Forum 
were my informal chats with grassroots activists from throughout the 
country, who spoke animatedly about how social movements had man-
aged to get food sovereignty onto the agenda of the state and how they 
were working to leverage this to advance local grassroots agendas while 
simultaneously feeding into a broader national effort toward food sover-
eignty, in coordination with the government. Movements appeared fo-
cused on proactive agenda setting toward food sovereignty as opposed to 
putting out fires, as had largely been my experience in the U.S. and in 
global policy spaces. However partial, messy and still nascent these efforts 
were, the sense of possibility and empowerment that many grassroots 
movements seemed to feel – and their energy, enthusiasm and momentum 
towards food sovereignty – were palpable. While food sovereignty was 
largely regarded as aspirational among movements in the other settings I 
had witnessed, here its construction was being actively worked toward, 
supported in part by an enabling policy environment. 

What I had witnessed in Venezuela appeared to hold important insights 
into what Gibson-Graham (2006: xxvii) have described as the politics of 
possibility involving “the everyday temporality of change and the vision of 
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transformation as a continual struggle to change subjects, places, and con-
ditions of life under inherited circumstances of difficulty and uncertainty”. 
There seemed much to be gleaned from this national-level experiment in 
food sovereignty construction, both from its advances and set-backs, and 
yet, as far as I could see, it was hardly being discussed in the circles I was 
involved in. I grew increasingly aware of what appeared to be a general 
discomfort and ambivalence regarding Venezuela among U.S. progres-
sives, including within the NGO I worked for, where I would eventually 
be asked to distance my work on Venezuela from my work for the organ-
ization (helping to inspire this PhD pursuit). Such sentiments toward Ven-
ezuela and its Bolivarian Revolution, which I have similarly encountered 
in progressive academic circles, are captured well by Smucker (2017: 133) 
in his activist handbook Hegemony How-To: A Roadmap for Radicals: 

Most of us accept that some level of coercion is necessary in the realm of 
collective action and politics, and we also make distinctions between levels 
and kinds of coercion. […] Yet lack of clarity and nuance on such ques-
tions often results in an ambiguous kind of gravitational force that pulls 
our energy and emphasis towards certain forms of collective action and 
away from others. This “gravity” operates in the service of a moralizing 
narrative. It might help to explain why, for example, so many young radi-
cals in the United States love to talk about the Zapatistas in Mexico or the 
horizontally organized recuperated factory movement in Argentina, but 
are silent about the Chavistas in Venezuela. Is it not because the latter have 
succeeded in winning some level—however limited a degree—of state 
power, while the former have appeared to stay neatly outside of the “cor-
rupt system”?  

What Smucker’s insights drive home for me is that the reasons some 
prefer not to engage with Venezuela are the very reasons why we ought to 
engage with Venezuela, including as related to food sovereignty construc-
tion. If food sovereignty is to move from vision to reality, reaching a sig-
nificant scale and societal impact, as many are working towards, then we 
must be ready to confront uncomfortable issues of power. If we aspire to 
gain some degree of access within the state, then we must be prepared for 
if and when we achieve as much and the state shifts “from simply an en-
emy to something more complicated” (Wolford and French 2016: 5).1 This 

                                                 
1 Thanks to Ana Felicien for her part in crystalizing these thoughts in one of our 
late-night writing sessions. 
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is precisely what food sovereignty movements in Venezuela have been 
grappling with for the past nearly two decades, providing a wealth of ex-
perience for those interested in food sovereignty construction to be able 
to learn from.  

If these efforts are to be investigated, however, the above-mentioned 
importance of applying an interactive lens to state-society relations cannot 
be overstated. While the attempted transformation of the state through 
the Bolivarian Revolution is part of what makes Venezuela so interesting 
and instructive to look at, a state-centered focus risks missing the move-
ments that have been the main drivers of food sovereignty efforts in Ven-
ezuela both before and during the Bolivarian Revolution, and missing the 
spaces and processes, both in the realm of everyday life and at the level of 
grassroots organizing, where some of the richest insights are to be gleaned. 
The limited literature existing on food sovereignty efforts in Venezuela to 
date, however, for the most part reflects the state-centric trend mentioned 
above (e.g., Page 2010, Clark 2010, Kappeler 2013, Enríquez and Newman 
2016, Purcell 2017). As explored in the following chapter, this has stymied 
the analysis by underplaying key actors outside of the state. Regarding this 
phenomenon, a Venezuelan grassroots food sovereignty activist com-
mented to me, “You can say anything you want about us, but don’t say we 
don’t exist”. This activist is a vocal critic of many of the government’s 
food and agricultural policies and practices at the same time that she is an 
adamant defender of the Bolivarian Revolution, and oftentimes, of the 
Bolivarian government. She, like many others, sees the government as 
holding a critical space within the state by popular mandate, a space in-
tended to be transformed over time through citizen mobilization, and it is 
within these broader efforts toward transformation that she sees her food 
sovereignty activism embedded. Indeed, the diversity of grassroots move-
ments involved in food sovereignty efforts in Venezuela and their com-
plex relationships with both the government and the state defy any sim-
plistic narratives, and this is precisely what makes their voices so essential. 
Among the goals of this work has been to bring these key perspectives to 
light, toward richer analysis.  

What has been described up to this point captures, in broad 
brushstrokes, what led me to this investigation and what I indeed went on 
to examine. The context of the research grew ever more fascinating and 
complex over the course of this study, however, as Venezuela’s food sys-
tem appeared to unravel before my eyes. Moderate shortages of key staple 
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foods and other essential items, seen at other moments both before and 
during the Bolivarian Revolution, gave way to sustained, intensified short-
ages against a backdrop of growing economic instability, the reverbera-
tions of which were felt, and continue to be felt, throughout society. Such 
events have vividly exposed the cracks in the existing system and have 
underscored both the enormity and the urgency of the task of food sov-
ereignty construction, as well as the limitations of efforts to date. To give 
an indication of how rapidly these events transpired, as I prepared my re-
search design in 2015, Venezuela had just been recognized for another 
consecutive year by the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 
for its advances against hunger, including having surpassed the first Mil-
lennium Development Goal (of halving hunger and poverty) ahead of time 
(FAO 2015, Koerner 2015). The most widely discussed food-related pub-
lic health concerns at that time were issues of overconsumption and car-
diovascular disease, as the leading cause of death in the country (World 

Health Organization 2018).2 While the shortages were beginning to inten-
sify at this time, the overall food situation of the country was marked by 

an abundance, not lack, of calories.3 

The rapid transition that Venezuela’s food situation has undergone in 
the past few years is well captured in an image seared in my memory, if 
not my memory card. As part of a public health campaign entitled “¡Agarra 
dato, come sano!” (roughly, “Get on it, eat healthy!”) initiated in 2014 by the 
Instituto Nacional de Nutrición (National Nutrition Institute, INN) in the 
face of rising rates of diet-related health problems, a series of billboards 
appeared in public spaces throughout Caracas in which junk foods such 
as fries, burgers and soft drinks were likened to time bombs and other 
types of explosives. On one such billboard likening the average amount of 
sugar in a can of soft drink a to a grenade, graffitied over the sugar were 
the words “¡NO HAY!” (“THERE’S NONE!”). This was in the Plaza 

                                                 
2 Approximately 25 percent of the adult population was characterized as obese 
at this time (World Health Organization 2018) and nearly 40 percent of the pop-
ulation aged 7 to 40 was characterized as overweight or obese as of the most 
recent national study conducted by Venezuela’s National Institute of Nutrition 
(Instituto Nacional de Nutrición 2013). 
3 It is critical to note, however, that caloric intake is not to be equated with being 
well nourished, as widely documented and as recognized by Venezuela’s National 
Institute of Nutrition (Instituto Nacional de Nutrición 2013).  
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Venezuela metro station in early 2016, during what could be considered 
the height of the food shortages (before any widespread responses had 
kicked in), in which sugar was among the products missing from super-
market shelves, even as soft drinks and other sugary beverages in fact con-
tinued to abound. This image stood out to me for the multiple layers of 
complexity surrounding agrifood politics in present-day Venezuela that it 
conveyed. It also reinforced the importance of having sufficiently nuanced 
analytical tools and sufficiently flexible research methods in order to cap-
ture the events that were dynamically unfolding over the course of the 
investigation, as will be described next. 

1.3 Research objectives 

This study has two broad primary objectives, already alluded to above. The 
first is to address some of the above-described shortcomings of the food 
sovereignty literature to date by offering an analytical framework to sup-
port more effective empirical research into food sovereignty construction. 
Such is a framework for studying food sovereignty activism and practice 
that is directly informed by food sovereignty activism and practice, thus 
intended to capture some of the nuances that tend to be missed. In doing 
so, I hope to add to the growing but still limited analytical toolbox availa-
ble to researchers of food sovereignty. This involves a call to move from 
analysis of food sovereignty toward analysis of efforts toward food sovereignty, 
as elaborated upon in Chapter 2. More specifically, I hope to advance un-
derstandings of and encourage further research into the ways in which 
food sovereignty construction is: 

• embedded in history and unfolding through time; 

• conditioned by competing paradigms and approaches that shape 
the very meanings of food sovereignty and the strategies toward 
building it; and 

• shaped by the dynamic interactions of state and societal forces 
and the relations of capital therein 

The second main objective is to draw insights from the largely un-
tapped wealth of empirical material offered by Venezuela’s longstanding 
experiment in food sovereignty in order to contribute to both broader 
theoretical understandings of food sovereignty and practical pursuits to-
ward it. In particular, I aim to shed light into the how of food sovereignty 
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construction – that is, how is it being advanced, constrained and/or 
blocked?  And what lessons can be drawn from this toward a further deep-
ening of food sovereignty pursuits both within Venezuela and beyond? 

1.4 Research questions 

The central research question that has guided this study is:  

 

How are state and societal actors interacting over time to shape the construction of food 
sovereignty in Venezuela in the context of competing approaches to and paradigms of 
food system transformation? 

 

This main research question has been disaggregated into three sub-ques-
tions. For each area of food sovereignty construction (which in this study 
is anchored on the 6 pillars of food sovereignty articulated by transnational so-
cial movements – see Chapter 2), I have asked:  

 

• What is the main state of affairs, including key challenges, at this 
current conjuncture and how did it come to be that way? 

• What are the competing paradigms and approaches shaping the 
construction of food sovereignty?  

• How do state and societal actors interact in shaping (including fa-
cilitating, constraining and/or blocking) efforts toward food sov-
ereignty? 

1.5 Research design 
 

1.5.1 Overview 

Building from the research questions, the research design reflects the qual-
itative nature of this study, allowing for research that is “fluid, evolving 
and dynamic” (Corbin and Strauss 2008: 13); that stresses the social con-
struction of reality (Denzin and Lincoln 2003); and that examines complex 
social phenomena in ways that are contextual, emergent and interpretive 
(Rossman and Rallis 2003). The main unit of enquiry for this study is po-
litical processes – or the contentious processes through which power is 
negotiated – in and in relation to the construction of food sovereignty. I 
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have studied these political processes principally at the national level in 
Venezuela, but with an appreciation of the multi-scalar nature of food 
sovereignty, recognizing the ways in which both global and local processes 
condition what is possible nationally, and vice versa (Iles and Montenegro 
2014, Iles and Montenegro de Wit 2015). Studying the political construc-
tion of food sovereignty at the national level has thus required an under-
standing of both macro-level international political economic processes, 
as well as what happens on the ground, or the micro level. This is not an 
either/or scenario, but rather has involved both attention to broader 
global patterns (e.g., capital accumulation, colonization and political 
movements) and “careful attention to local contexts [and] local fields of 
power” (Roseberry (1991: 353). 

While taking place in the discrete time period of 2015-2018, the inspi-
ration for this study traces date back to my first visit to Venezuela in 2006. 
From that time, I went on to co-organize a number of exchanges among 
Venezuelan and U.S. food sovereignty activists and scholars; conduct in-
dependent investigation on food sovereignty efforts in Venezuela (e.g., 
Schiavoni and Camacaro 2009); and take part in Venezuela solidarity ef-
forts in New York City. Such activities afforded me relationships with key 
actors involved in food sovereignty construction there, who, as described 
further on, would play an essential role in this study. My past experience 
in Venezuela also afforded me a certain level of sensitivity described by 
Corbin and Strauss (2008) as essential to qualitative research. They explain: 
“Sensitivity stands in contrast to objectivity,” adding that, “It requires that 
a researcher put him- or herself into the research. Sensitivity means having 
insight, being tuned in to, being able to pick up on relevant issues, events, 
and happenings in data. It means being able to present the view of partic-
ipants and taking the role of the other through immersion in data” (Corbin 
and Strauss 2008: 32).  

Coming to this research as neither quite an “insider” nor “outsider”, 
but with a foot in both positions, having intently followed food sover-
eignty efforts in Venezuela for more than a decade while remaining some-
what removed from them, has enabled me to make certain observations, 
ask certain questions and connect certain dots from a unique vantagepoint. 
Such a vantagepoint has deeply influenced the analytical framework guid-
ing this study, a 

historical, relational and interactive (HRI) framework, in which food sover-
eignty construction is approached as “a historically embedded, continually 
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evolving set of processes that are interactively shaped by state and societal 
forces, reflecting competing paradigms and approaches” (see Chapter 2). 
This analytical framework, detailed in the next chapter, has guided the 
overall design of the study. 

1.5.2 Data sources 

Mason (2002: 53) makes a distinction between collecting and generating 
data, suggesting that the latter is more accurate framing for qualitative re-
search in that “as a researcher, you do not simply work out where to find 
data which already exist in a collectable state”, but rather “you work out 
how best you can generate data from your chosen data sources”. Attention 
to data sources is therefore an important step in carrying out methods. 
Following the categories suggested by Mason, the data sources for this 
study have included: 

People (as individuals, groups, or collectives): People with whom I en-
gaged both through interviews and informal chats as a participant observer 
included social movement activists and community-based activists in-
volved in food sovereignty efforts (both those in leadership positions as 
well as rank and file members); government officials (ranging from high-
ranking officials such as the Minister of Urban Agriculture and the Vice 
Minister of Health to those at the interface with communities); urban and 
rural farmers and other food providers; members of my household, neigh-
bors, shopkeepers and street vendors in the community where I resided; 
and researchers, journalists, and others working on various angles of agri-
food issues.  

Organizations, institutions and entities: These included govern-
ment agencies involved in agrifood issues (including in the areas of agri-
culture, nutrition, trade, industry and environment); citizen-led social in-
stitutions such as communal councils and comunas (described further on); 
social movements including peasant, agroecology, anti-GMO and urban 
food and farming movements; research and educational institutions; pri-
vate sector associations; and national citizen bodies such as the Presiden-
tial Council of Comunas and the National Constituent Assembly. 

Texts (published and unpublished sources, including virtual 
ones): Secondary data in the form of texts included popular and scholarly 
writing on Venezuelan agrifood politics; historical texts such as those from 
domestic and international newspaper archives and government archives; 
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government, civil society, academic and private sector websites, as well as 
relevant web material of the UN, World Bank, and other international 
agencies; newspapers; relevant pieces of legislation; government plans, 
proposals, and educational/outreach materials; and civil society plans, pro-
posals, declarations, educational/outreach materials, email list communi-
cations and meeting minutes. 

Settings and environments (material, visual/sensory and virtual): 
These included open-air markets; community feeding and food distribu-
tion sites; supermarkets; urban agriculture sites; rural cooperatives, state 
agricultural enterprises, and other sites of food production and provision-
ing. As social media also serves as an important virtual setting for a num-
ber of both grassroots and government-supported food sovereignty ef-
forts, I followed the Facebook pages of several of these, drawing from 
them as a form of secondary data. I also joined an email listserv of one of 
the grassroots groups I was involved with as a participant observer (the 
Feria Conuquera), which enabled me to track activities and follow internal 
dialogue and debate. 

Objects, artefacts, and media products: These included TV news 
programs, which are a popular news source in Venezuela; billboards (such 
as those of the above-mentioned ¡Agarra dato, come sano! nutrition cam-
paign); and murals and graffiti related to the theme of food sovereignty, as 
a popular form of political expression in Venezuela. 

Events and happenings: These included a wide range of social move-
ment gatherings; meetings and events sponsored by various government 
agencies; gatherings and talks in academic settings; community gatherings, 
both planned and spontaneous; farmer-to-farmer exchanges; political ral-
lies; and an activity organized by representatives of the agribusiness sector 
and the political opposition to the government. 

1.5.3 Data collection methods 

As pointed out by Rossman and Rallis (2003), a hallmark of qualitative 
research is use of multiple methods, or what Denzin and Lincoln (2005: 
4) characterize as “a wide range of interconnected interpretive practices”. 
Mason (2002: 52) adds that “the term method in qualitative research is 
generally meant to imply more than a practical technique or procedure 
[…]. It also implies a data generation process involving activities that are 
intellectual, analytical, and interpretive”. Here I will give a brief overview 
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of the main methods employed in this study, which are semi-structured 
interview; observation and participant observation; review of secondary 
data; and, to a lesser degree, focus group discussions, which were em-
ployed on several occasions. 

Interviews: Interviews were conducted with key informants who were 
purposively sampled based on their involvement in/relationships to pro-
cesses of food sovereignty construction. An initial list of key informants 
comprised of both state and societal actors was developed ahead of the 
fieldwork based on pre-existing relationships. Additional interviewees 
were identified through snowball sampling, following referrals from these 
initial interviewees and through other key contacts. Priority was given to 
interviewing government officials, as I had less access to them on a regular 
basis compared to the social movement activists and community activists 
with whom I interacted more regularly through participant observation. In 
my interviews of social actors, I prioritized leaders and elders for their 
historical memory, while hearing from rank and file members via partici-
pant observation and focus groups. Interviews were open-ended and semi-
structured to allow for in-depth exchanges in such a way that built upon 
the situated and contextual knowledge and experience of the interviewees 
(Mason 2002). These were generally individual interviews but in a limited 
number of cases, two to four people were interviewed together. All inter-
views were conducted in Spanish, and, pending consent of the interview-
ees, were recorded via audio recorder. Interviewees received an overview 
of the research beforehand, in the form of a two-page research summary 
in Spanish, which was also reiterated verbally, and confirmed their consent 
to participate prior to the interview and their consent (or not) to be quoted 
following the interview. Fifty key informants were interviewed for this 
study. In four cases, two or more people were interviewed together and 
seven people were interviewed more than once, with 54 interviews con-
ducted in total. With the exception of a few interviews with high-profile 
government officials, interviewees have been kept anonymous to protect 
their privacy. 

Focus group discussion: In addition to the interviews, three focus 
group discussions (FGDs) were carried out with groups of 10-15 people 
each. While FGD was not anticipated as a main form of data collection, it 
had been built into the research design to be employed as the opportunity 
presented itself, such as at social movement gatherings and during visits 
to community food initiatives. These were informal and discussion-based, 
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attempting to draw out the insights of participants. As with the interviews, 
these were conducted in Spanish and audio recorded, upon consent of 
participants. One of the benefits of the FGDs was to hear the perspectives 
of a variety of rank and file participants of social movements and commu-
nity food initiatives, in addition to hearing from leadership via interviews. 
I attempted to pay attention to who was speaking more and less in each 
FGD and to ask questions aimed at bringing some of the quieter partici-
pants more into the discussions. I found the few FGDs I held to be helpful 
in getting a well-rounded sense of how certain initiatives operated by hear-
ing from those who performed different roles (e.g., in the case of a food 
distribution effort), while I found them less helpful in drawing out critical 
perspectives as compared to one-on-one and small group interviews and 
conversations. 

Observation and Participant Observation: I employed both non-
obtrusive forms of observation (e.g., observing inventories and prices at 
grocery stores and on the street) as well as a variety of forms of participant 
observation. Regarding the latter, Tables 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3 provide over-
views of three tiers of participant observation. The first tier is participant 
observation in the form of being part of a household in the working-class 
community of El Valle, Caracas, described in the fieldwork overview and 
in Box 1.1. The second tier is participant observation as an engaged re-
searcher in collaboration with social movements. The third tier consists of 
organized events and site visits spanning twelve states. The organized 
events were activities that I simply attended as a participant (e.g. confer-
ences, workshops, rallies), sometimes as a silent observer and other times 
as more of an active participant, for instance, taking part in break-out 
group discussions. The site visits were one-time visits to sites of food pro-
duction and distribution that I either arranged myself or were arranged for 
me by one of my contacts. While participant observation had been built 
into the research design as one of the primary data collection methods, it 
took on an increased level of importance in this study over the course of 
the fieldwork, as described next in the fieldwork overview. Aside from 
cases in which it was clearly not ethically necessary (e.g., walking through 
supermarkets, attending public events), I made my presence as a (partici-
pant) observer known to those present. In some cases, I was invited to 
internal events of social movements or community groups through per-
sonal contacts, but my participation was contingent upon making an initial 
presentation on my research to the group and seeking group consent for 
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my participation. A key tool in the observation was note-taking, both jot-
ting down handwritten notes in a notebook carried with me at all times 
and the keeping of a daily fieldwork journal in the form of a google docu-
ment.  

Review of secondary data: Secondary data was used to complement 
primary data in four main ways. First, it was used to contextualize the cur-
rent state of affairs with respect to food sovereignty construction in Ven-
ezuela in terms of production, distribution, health statistics, etc. Such in-
formation was gathered from government websites and reports (including 
those of the National Nutrition Institute, the Ministry of Health, and the 
agricultural ministries) and from a variety of UN agencies, such as the 
Food and Agriculture Organization and the World Health Organization. 
Some World Bank data was also used, particularly in regard to urban and 
rural demographics. Information gathered from these various sources was 
triangulated via interviews and observation. Second, review of historical 
texts was used to get a sense of the ways in which current trends are con-
nected to historical ones. These included archives of Venezuelan newspa-
pers as well as those of the New York Times; a variety of books and articles 
on the history of food and agriculture in Venezuela; and the text of past 
laws. Third, recent texts were used to inventory and analyze dominant nar-
ratives surrounding agrifood politics in Venezuela, drawn from sources 
including international media outlets, thinktanks such as Transnational In-
stitute (TNI) the North American Congress on Latin America (NACLA) 
and scholarly forums, such as a special forum on Venezuela in the Fall 
2017 issue of LASA Forum. Lastly, recent texts were also used to explore 
the ways in which food sovereignty is being constructed through dis-
course, looking at key documents coming from both state and society in 
Venezuela, with an eye to competing paradigms and approaches. These 
texts included texts of current laws (e.g., the 2017 Law of CLAPs); decla-
rations, social media posts and press releases by social movements, private 
sector agricultural federations and government ministries; and speeches by 
the president and other public figures. 
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Table 1.1 

Participant observation, tier 1: everyday life in El Valle, Caracas 

Activities General frequency 

Purchasing from and interacting with local 
street vendors 

Daily to every other day 

Grocery shopping at supermarket Weekly to biweekly 

Shopping at farmers markets and other open-
air markets 

Once to twice weekly 

Preparing fresh corn dough by cooking and 
hand-grinding corn 

Once to several times 
monthly 

Attending government-sponsored sardine car-
avan and/or preparing sardines brought home 
by hosts 

Monthly 

Receiving CLAP food distribution Monthly 

Attending community gatherings (e.g., commu-
nity “sancochos” (gatherings around a big pot of 
stew called sancocho); political rallies; cultural 
events; and community wellness events 

Once or more weekly 

Tending to windowsill garden Daily to every other day 

Sharing and exchanging food and food-related 
tips with neighbors 

Once to several times 
weekly 
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Table 1.2 

Participant observation, tier 2: engaged research with social move-
ments 

Movement/In-
itiative 

Duration and nature of engagement 

Semillas del 
Pueblo (Seeds of 
the People) 

Over the entirety of the fieldwork period, regularly at-
tended internal and public meetings/activities (e.g., 
seed multiplication workshops; planning meetings for 
the Popular Seed Plan; public events with the Vice Pres-
ident and Minister of Urban Agriculture) in the capital 
district and the states of Vargas, Miranda, Yaracuy, 
Anzoátegui and Mérida. Among various joint projects, 
collaborated on the publication of an academic article, 
forming Chapter 4 of this dissertation (also see Box 1.2). 

Feria Conuquera 
(Agroecological 
Fair) 

Over the entirety of the fieldwork period, attended 
monthly fairs, taking part in activities and chatting with 
participants, as well as purchasing goods for my house-
hold; attended several internal meetings; joined internal 
email listerv; attended 3 horizontal farmer-to-farmer 
exchanges in the capital district and in peri-urban zones 
of the states of Vargas and Miranda. 

Plan Pueblo a 
Pueblo (People 
to People Plan) 

In April 2016, spent a week shadowing the coordinating 
team of the Plan Pueblo a Pueblo producer-consumer 
initiative in the states of Lara and Táchira. Met with 
growers; witnessed the growing, harvesting and 
transport of goods; conversed with those involved in 
both production and distribution components. Also 
visited food distributions and attended organizing 
meetings in three urban comunas in Caracas from April-
May 2016. Remained in regular communication with 
the Pueblo a Pueblo coordination team over the re-
mainder of the fieldwork period. 

Peasant sector 
representatives 
of the National 
Constituent As-
sembly 

In November and December of 2017, served as an ad-
visor to a group of peasant leaders who had been 
elected to serve as members of a National Constituent 
Assembly established in July 2017. This team was 
charged with a number of policy-oriented tasks, includ-
ing the drafting of new legislation with input from their 
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constituencies. Observed and made interventions, in-
cluding one formal presentation, in weekly internal 
meetings. 

 (Instituto Uni-
versitario Lati-
noamericano de 
Agroecología 
Paulo Freire 
(Paulo Freire 
Latin American 
University Insti-
tute of Agroeco-
logy, IALA) 

During a month of exploratory fieldwork in July 2015, 
spent one week at this institute jointly founded by the 
Via Campesina global peasant movement, the Landless 
Workers Movement (MST) of Brazil and the Venezue-
lan government. Shadowed its then-director in daily ac-
tivities; spoke with students and staff; observed classes 
and production on premises; observed a community 
workshop organized by students; participated in visits 
to surrounding local farms; met with ‘maestros pueblos’ 
(producers recognized for their agroecological exper-
tise); spoke on student-run radio program. 
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Table 1.3 

Participant observation, tier 3: site visits & attendance of organized 
events 

Type of event No. at-
tended 

Type of site No. 
visited 

Agroecology conference 2 Farm (rural, urban, peri-
urban) 

21 

Urban agriculture confer-
ence 

1 Fundo (cooperative on 
land recovered via agrar-
ian reform process) 

2 

Food sovereignty re-
search conference 

1 Comuna 6 

Nutrition workshop 3 School food distribution 
site 

1 

Gardening workshop 2 School garden 1 

Skills sharing workshop 
(other) 

4 Food distribution to 
emergency shelters 
(joined drop-offs by 
truck) 

1 

Public talk/workshop 8 CLAP distribution1  1 

Academic talk/workshop 6 CLAP organizing meet-
ing 

2 

Political rally/mobiliza-
tion 

3 Agricultural school 1 

Horizontal learning ex-
change 

6 Alternative food distri-
bution 

21 

Agricultural fair/festival 20 Farm equipment distri-
bution center 

1 

Community gatherings 
and organized activities2 

75+ Farm supply distribution 
center 

1 

                                                 
1 This was a CLAP distribution (in the parroquia (parish) of Antímano, Caracas) 
where I spent a day officially involved as a participant observer, as opposed to 
the additional CLAP distributions I informally accompanied my hosts to in El 
Valle, mentioned in Table 1.1 (an overview of CLAPs is provided in Chapter 3). 

2 These include community gatherings in El Valle, also mentioned in Table 1.1. 
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1.5.4 Fieldwork overview 

The main phase of fieldwork in Venezuela took place over the two-year 
period of March 2016 through February 2018, preceded by an initial 
month of exploratory fieldwork in July 2015 to inform the research design. 
A total of twenty months were spent in the field. While the fieldwork in-
volved diverse components, three main anchors, or bases, can be identi-
fied: 1) my home base in the community of El Valle in Caracas; 2) my 
institutional base at Venezuela’s top national research institute, el Instituto 
Venezolano de Investigaciones Científicas (the Venezuelan Institute of 
Scientific Investigation, el IVIC) and 3) my movement base with the 
Semillas de Pueblo, or Seeds of the People, movement.  

El Valle is one of twenty-two parroquias, or parishes, in Caracas’ capital 
district, el Distrito Capital. Comprised of a combination of high- and mid-
rise apartment complexes and smaller buildings stacked upon a hillside, it 
is considered a barrio or zona popular (popular zone) for the demographics 
of its working-class urban poor residents. Such communities have long 
formed the base of the Bolivarian Revolution, and of the popular uprisings 
that came before it. El Valle is no exception, described as “one of the most 
fighting (luchadora) parishes of Caracas” (Cuárez 2017, translated) for its 
reputation as a hotbed of political activity. An apartment in a mid-rise 
complex near the main commercial center and metro stop of El Valle was 
my home base for the duration of the fieldwork. There I lived with a mid-
dle-aged couple and their young niece. The couple are well-respected com-
munity organizers and activists, and one works for the government of the 
capital district monitoring its school meals program. Thus, in addition to 
being my hosts, they also served as key informants and helped make a 
number of research connections for me, such as witnessing a food distri-
bution for school feeding programs and attending a gathering of a local 
community feeding initiative, among others. I had first met these friends 
in 2006 and connected with them on each of my subsequent visits to Ven-
ezuela, including living with them during prior fieldwork in 2013. While I 
had chosen this location mainly for the familiarity I had with both the 
community and my hosts and for its proximity to public transportation, 
life in El Valle would come to form a critical component of my participant 
observation, as discussed further in Box 1.1. 
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Box 1.1 

Everyday life in El Valle 
 

In his overview of qualitative research methods, Patton (2002: 301-302) em-
phasizes the importance of “observing informal interactions and unplanned 
activities” as well as the need to employ both creativity and flexibility, includ-
ing “using every part of oneself to experience and understand what is hap-
pening”. These insights would prove particularly pertinent when I arrived to 
my homestay in El Valle in March 2016, encountering a situation of intensi-
fying shortages of primary food goods; shortages of both water and electricity 
due to the worst drought the country had experienced in half a century, in-
duced by El Niño; and rising rates of inflation and shortages of currency. I 
would quickly find that activities I had taken for granted during my last field-
work stay in 2013, and even during my brief pre-fieldwork visit in 2015—e.g., 
accessing currency, going to the supermarket, assisting with meal prepara-
tion—took on new levels of complication and involvement. As the household 
I was part of was actively grappling with these issues as a matter of survival, 
as was everyone else around us, being part of the household and community 
meant my grappling with them as well. Appreciating the opportunity for a 
direct first-hand glimpse into how communities were responding to the short-
ages and other challenges of the moment, I embraced the experience. I went 
on scavenger hunts to the supermarket to see what could be found there, 
marveling at the abundance of soft drinks and cereals yet lack of milk powder, 
corn flour and cooking oil. I learned how to prepare fresh corn dough (masa) 
in the absence of Venezuela’s top staple food, precooked corn flour, by clean-
ing, boiling and grinding whole corn kernels and came to appreciate what an 
effective form of stress relief using a hand grinder can be. I learned how to 
descale, gut and fillet sardines, which remained an affordable and abundant 
protein source through ubiquitous government-sponsored “sardine cara-
vans”. I waited (and waited) in lines at markets, banks, bakeries and pharma-
cies. I collected and traded seeds and plant clippings with the neighbors and 
tended to our windowsill garden. I spent an afternoon searching for birthday 
cake ingredients, ultimately resorting to the bachaqueros (vendors in the illicit 
“parallel market”), which I otherwise sought to avoid.  I loaded up on fresh 
produce that remained abundant in open-air markets, and helped with the 
washing, seeding, peeling and chopping involved. Oftentimes as I engaged in 
these activities, one of my hosts, Johnny Moreno, would joke that it was “para 
la tesis”, “for the thesis”, which in fact could not have been more accurate. 
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El IVIC is outside of the official bounds of the capital district, but part 
of the greater Caracas metropolitan region in the state of Miranda. A friend 
and colleague in the Laboratory of Ecosystems and Global Change of el 
IVIC’s Ecology Center arranged for me to be a guest researcher there for 
the duration of my fieldwork, providing me with an institutional base. As 
guest researcher, I had full autonomy over my work while benefiting from 
feedback and exchange with a bright team of researchers who were also 
involved in agrifood issues. Such exchange took place through both infor-
mal chats and more formal seminars. I formally presented my work on 
several occasions, including at the very start and very end of the fieldwork 
period. One researcher there, Ana Felicien, the friend who had originally 
arranged for my stay, would become a very close collaborator. I also col-
laborated with others in the Laboratory on a project on Indigenous farm-
ing systems together with students from Universidad Nacional Experi-
mental Indígena del Tauca, the National Experimental Indigenous 
University of Tauca in the Amazon region, as well as serving on the thesis 
jury for one of the students. 

Semillas del Pueblo, or Seeds of the People, is a grassroots movement 
that initially came together in 2012 under the banner of Venezuela Libre 
de Transgénicos, or GMO-Free Venezuela, around the creation of a new 
national Seed Law, as described in detail in Chapter 4. This movement had 
caught my attention for the diversity of groups involved, which spanned 
the urban-rural divide as well as spanning a variety of political tendencies; 
its nuanced positioning in relationship to the government; its deeply crea-
tive, participatory and militant forms of mobilization; and ultimately, for 
its major success in bringing about the passage of an internationally-rec-
ognized progressive new Seed Law through a bottom-up policy-making 
process. My fieldwork started several months after the Law’s passage, at 
which time the focus had shifted to defending and implementing the Law. 
As I already had pre-established relationships with several of the individ-
uals involved, I was able to embed myself in this movement for the dura-
tion of the fieldwork, including accompanying them for activities in the 
countryside in two different states (Anzoátegui and Mérida) as well as a 
wide variety of meetings and events, both public and internal, in and 
around Caracas. Further details on the partnership with Semillas del 
Pueblo are provided in Box 1.2. 
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Box 1.2 

Engaged movement scholarship with Semillas del Pueblo 

Spending the duration of my fieldwork experience embedded in the grassroots 
movement Semillas del Pueblo (Seeds of the People) arguably embodies what 
Brem-Wilson (2014: 112-113) describes as “engaged, participatory movement 
scholarship”, reflecting “a steady increase, with periodic explosions, in the num-
ber of social movement scholars advocating the integration of social movements’ 
interests and knowledge into academic processes of knowledge production”. 
While this is still a relatively new and emergent area taking on a variety of differ-
ent forms, Brem Wilson (2014) helpfully lays out four guiding principles based 
on his research experience with the peasant movement La Via Campesina that 
resonate with my experience with Semillas del Pueblo: 
 Active engagement and identification: Referring to self-identification of the re-
searcher with the movement in a relationship of solidarity, this had already been 
established through my years as an ally to food sovereignty movements in Vene-
zuela, and to the movement around the Seed Law in particular, including publi-
cizing its efforts to an international audience (e.g., Camacaro, Mills and Schiavoni 
2015a, 2015b). 
 Theoretical openness/suspension: While Brem-Wilson (2014: 120) describes this as 
“coming to the movement and its field without any prior theoretical framework 
and subsequently theorising from the movement’s positionality”, my process was 
rather more iterative, as I had developed a framework informed by past experi-
ence in the field in dialogue with movements (detailed in Chapter 2) during my 
dissertation design phase that I then shared with members of Semillas del Pueblo 
and sought their feedback on over the course of the fieldwork. This framework, 
which was positively received, served as a starting point in our collective analysis, 
while new elements were brought in to address gaps and weaknesses as identified 
(see Prologue to Chapter 4).  
 Dialogue and reciprocity: Dialogue and reciprocity were key to avoiding extractive 
forms of scholarship that tax social movements more than benefit them and to 
building a mutually beneficial partnership that was strengthened over time. Acts 
of reciprocity on my part included testifying in support of the Seed Law at a 
public hearing at the request of the movement; heading up an international sign-
on letter in support of the Law; helping to build additional international linkages; 
and some material support such as facilitating the procurement of equipment.  
 Reflexivity: Reflexivity involved not only being mindful of my power and priv-
ilege and of my particular vantage point, but also taking seriously my role as ally 
and trying not to overstep the bounds associated with that role. For instance, any 
time I received an international query about the Seed Law or was invited to speak 
about it or write about it, I was upfront about my role as an ally and deferred to 
those directly involved in the movement, playing a facilitating role as requested. 
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The fieldwork took place at a particularly dynamic time, against a back-
drop of rapidly changing events, many of which had direct bearing on the 
research, requiring a mix of flexibility, creativity and caution. In particular, 
in the face of rapidly deteriorating economic conditions, a series of violent 
anti-government protests known as guarimbas broke out in parts of Caracas 
and other areas of the country over much of 2017, as described in Chapter 
3. Such conditions gave me a taste of “living through a period of political 
turmoil in the country where the [field]work is being done” (Howell 2007: 
242). As described by Howell (2007: 242), this phenomenon, not uncom-
mon in fieldwork, will “often involve several categories of problems at the 
same time”. This was indeed the case, for although the protests were in 
isolated pockets of the city and thus mostly possible to avoid, events as-
sociated with them such as roadblocks had ripple effects including trans-
portation shut-downs, closures of schools, workplaces and public estab-
lishments; cancellation of activities; and (further) disruptions in the flow 
of goods and delivery of services. During this period, basic activities, like 
traveling from one part of the city to another to attend an event or conduct 
an interview, became far more complicated. For those with whom I was 
living and working, such challenges were many times magnified as they 
attempted to go about daily life. 

A first consideration under such circumstances was issues of safety. 
This was not necessarily a straightforward matter, however, for as 
Nordstrom (2007: 251) points out, “On entering the field, we enter the 
domain of lived experience. What is ‘safe’ is a study in smoke and mirrors”. 
For instance, as the international mainstream media likened Caracas to a 
warzone and the U.S. State Department issued an alarming advisory 
against travel to Venezuela and authorized the voluntary departure of U.S. 
government employees from the U.S. Embassy in Caracas, I felt as if I 
were living in a parallel universe in El Valle, where children were out play-
ing and the streets were bustling as usual. This is not to say, however, that 
the effects of the guarimbas were not felt in El Valle. Roadblocks in other 
parts of the city and associated transportation shut-downs kept many 
home from work and school (making me an impromptu caretaker for my 
friends’ niece on more than one occasion) and made it harder for people 
to get around to access goods, further exacerbating the effects of already-
ongoing shortages. Furthermore, a night of looting and violence in April 
2017 shook the relative peace and calmness of El Valle. With the exception 
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of that night, however, I felt an average level of safety in my immediate 
surroundings. Nevertheless, I took a number of extra precautions, in line 
with Sluka’s (2007: 268) reflection that that “One need not be paranoid 
about the dangers involved in doing research in violent social contexts, 
but a good dose of realistic appreciation goes a long way”. Such precau-
tions involved opting out of certain activities, such as a large public event 
that I otherwise would have attended (instead preparing dinner for my 
hosts to arrive home to afterwards, in a small act of solidarity); largely (alt-
hough not entirely) avoiding parts of the city where guarimbas were known 
to be taking place; and avoiding being out late unaccompanied.  

Sluka (2007: 269) adds, critically, that conflicts, hazards and dangers in 
fieldwork are to be approached as “methodological issues in their own 
right”. This resonates very much with my own experience, in that the cir-
cumstances I encountered in 2017 led to at least three adjustments with 
methodological implications. First, while I had attempted to hit the ground 
running in 2016, covering as much territory as possible, including site visits 
in 11 states, a combination of safety considerations and logistical con-
straints led me to drop a number of pending visits outside of the city and 
stay in Caracas for the remainder of my fieldwork. Second, as basic daily 
survival activities such as food procurement and preparation took on new 
levels of complexity and involvement in the face of the given circum-
stances, participant observation of daily life in El Valle took on a new level 
of importance in my research (see Box 1.1). Everyday life would hence be-
come an important theme in the analysis and writing, reflected in particular 
in Chapters 3 and 5.  

Third, a combination of limitations and opportunities led me to re-en-
vision the main research output as an article-based as opposed to mono-
graph-style dissertation. This enabled me to move forward in a pragmatic 
manner in the face of constrained mobility and uncertainty in the field-
work, while simultaneously allowing me to build upon emerging research 
collaborations that presented exciting new methodological opportunities. 
The latter had begun in the fall of 2016 with the collective drafting of an 
academic article on the new Seed Law of 2015 with a number of the activ-
ists involved in the process behind its passage. The writing process of that 
article continued into 2017, during which several additional collaborative 
research and writing projects organically arose. Shifting to an article-based 
dissertation allowed me to turn my time and attention to these projects for 
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much of the duration of my time in the field, not just approaching these 
as side projects, but making them a centerpiece of the research.  

The projects resulting from the above-mentioned collaborations in-
clude two journal articles (with a third one planned), a book chapter, and 
two working papers. Each of these was co-authored by Ana Felicien of 
Semillas del Pueblo and additional co-authors include Eisamar Ochoa, Sil-
vana Saturno, Esquisa Omaña and Adrianna Requena of Semillas del 
Pueblo, Liccia Romero of Mano a Mano Intercambio Agroecologico 
(Hand to Hand Agroecological Exchange) and U.S.-based Venezuelan ac-
tivist William Camacaro. Beyond those who directly co-authored pieces, 
many others actively supported these collaborations, for instance through 
taking part in interactive workshops, serving as key informants, lending 
technical support, etc. Of particular note is the support and input of Al-
fredo Miranda, Gabriel Gil and Yoandy Medina of Semillas del Pueblo, 
three of our unofficial co-authors. 

These collaborative projects brought tremendous added value into the 
research. First, they enabled me to benefit from both the lived experience 
and knowledge of those with whom I collaborated and to consider inter-
pretations and conclusions other than my own. This appeared to be mu-
tual, as my collaborators expressed it useful to have an outside perspective, 
particularly in terms of noting certain aspects that were unique to the Ven-
ezuelan experience and thus worth highlighting as well as noting points 
where contextualization was needed for readers from outside the country. 
This yielded work that was deeper and richer than that which any one of 
us would have been able to accomplish on our own. Such collaboration 
involving the melding of “insider” and “outsider” perspectives in many 
ways fits Long’s (1992b: 269) description of “the dialogical interpenetra-
tion of different accounts of ‘reality’ – those offered by local actors and 
those emanating from outside”, which, “in turn, questions the separation 
of so-called ‘local’ or ‘indigenous’ knowledge versus ‘external’ or ‘scien-
tific’ knowledge”. Such a blending of different forms of knowledge was all 
the more the case for us in that most of us were coming to the work as 
both activists and researchers. 

Second, the writing process itself was a form of data collection, as it 
afforded me the opportunity to have extensive conversations with my col-
laborators, gleaning far more than I would have from one-off interviews. 
Conversations held during a particular project not only informed that im-
mediate project, but informed my overall research and understanding, 
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feeding into other parts of this dissertation. And third, writing from within 
the field allowed me to approach the data collection, analysis and writing 
as iterative processes. Rather than waiting to make sense of the data col-
lected after leaving the field, I was able to do so in real time, and in dia-
logue with others. And in attempting both to formulate our analysis and 
put it into writing, we were able to note gaps as they emerged and conduct 
further research as necessary. Van Manen (2014: 367) has similarly noted 
that “It is in the act of reading and writing that insights emerge”. He adds 
that “It is precisely in the process of writing that the data of the research 
are gained as well as interpreted and that the fundamental nature of the 
research question is perceived”. Two chapters of this dissertation, Chap-
ters 3 and 4, are direct outcomes of these collaborations, while the whole 
of the dissertation has been influenced by them. Beyond this dissertation, 
these collaborations, several of which remain ongoing to date, have im-
portant methodological implications both for movement-building and for 
new forms of engaged research and knowledge co-generation. This is dis-
cussed in Chapter 4 and revisited in the conclusion. 

1.6 Ethical considerations 

As Stake (2003: 154) observes, “Qualitative researchers are guests in the 
private spaces of the world. Their manners should be good and the code 
of ethics strict”. Ethical considerations have indeed been of utmost im-
portance to this study, above all, with respect to my interactions with those 
who lent their time, energy, and insights to it. At the most basic level is the 
issue of informed consent, as emphasized by Mason (2002). This involved 
being clear, upfront and transparent with potential participants in this 
study regarding who I was and what my intentions were, in accessible lan-
guage, in order for them to make an informed decision as to whether to 
participate (e.g., as interviewees or focus group discussion participants, 
sharing materials and/or allowing themselves/their group to be observed) 
and on what terms. Among the tools facilitating this initial interaction was 
a two-page Spanish language summary of the research, including goals, 
objectives and methodology. Consent, furthermore, remained an ongoing 
consideration throughout the duration of a given interaction as well as af-
terwards, including whether or not one was comfortable being recorded, 
directly quoted, having their name cited, etc.  
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While informed consent is at a basic level of ethical consideration, Sul-
tana (2007) makes the point that more participatory or collaborative meth-
odologies can make for more complex ethical considerations. She explains 
that in such cases, “Often ethics are then shifted away from the strict codes 
of institutional paperwork, towards moral and mutual relations with a 
commitment to conducting ethical and respectful research that minimizes 
harm” (Sultana 2007: 376-377). This speaks to two additional ethical con-
siderations, already touched upon in Box 1.2, of reflexivity and reciprocity. 
Reflexivity involves reflection on “how one is inserted in grids of power 
relations and how that influences methods, interpretations, and knowledge 
production” (Sultana 2007: 276). In this study, reflexivity has involved be-
ing conscious of my power and privilege, which are significant as a white 
North American coming from a European research institute. It has also 
meant not shying away from but leaning into hard conversations around 
structural racism, colonization and imperialism – systems which I benefit 
from in various ways by virtue of my origin and background. This was 
particularly important surrounding the work on Chapter 3, where these 
issues were central themes. Occasionally, my privilege was able to be put 
to service, such as when I was asked by members of Semillas del Pueblo 
to testify in favor of the new Seed Law in my shaky Spanish shortly after 
my arrival because, I was told, my “gringo accent” would add authority to 
what I said in the eyes of those present.  

Reflexivity, going back to Stake’s (2003) point above, also involved my 
being conscious of the privilege and responsibility entailed in being a guest 
in each of the spaces into which I was invited, from homestays to social 
movement spaces, and doing my best to contribute in these spaces as help-
ful (e.g., helping with food shopping/preparation and babysitting in my 
main homestay and photo-documenting certain activities and events at the 
request of the movements hosting me) while trying to be as unobtrusive 
as possible. This brings us to reciprocity. While I sought to make various 
contributions while in the field, the true test of reciprocity, I believe, will 
be the work beyond this dissertation that continues to come out of the 
relationships built through this research. A priority will be to make the 
outputs of this research more widely accessible in both English and Span-
ish. Beyond that, I am committed to continue to work in partnership and 
solidarity with the grassroots movements who allowed me to accompany 
them in the field. 
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Finally, another crucial issue related to ethics is the credibility, trust-
worthiness, and integrity of what is conveyed through this study. Toward 
this end, I have made an effort to use multiple sources and to triangulate 
my data through the combination of methods employed in this study and 
to otherwise adhere to basic principles of academic integrity. 

1.7 Limitations and disclaimers 

This study has a number of limitations that bear noting. A first is that of 
scope. While an interest driving this study is to advance research that does 
greater justice to the breadth and complexity of food sovereignty construc-
tion, certain shortcuts and strategic decisions have had to be taken in terms 
of focus in the interest of time. This has involved, among other measures, 
prioritizing certain sectors and populations over others. For example, as 
important as fisheries issues are to food sovereignty struggles, and while 
Venezuela has much to offer in this area, given the historic decision in 
2008 to ban trawling ships off the Venezuelan coast while supporting a 
resurgence of artisanal fishing (Sharma 2011), I was unable to include fish-
eries in the research due to limitations of time together with logistical con-
straints, although fisheries are referenced on a number of occasions herein. 
I sincerely hope that this issue is taken up in future studies (including pos-
sibly my own), as it very much merits investigation and analysis. The same 
is true of other populations and sectors of food providers referenced 
herein, including Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities, key ac-
tors in food sovereignty struggles meriting further attention and research 
collaboration (as mentioned earlier, I did take part in some research col-
laboration with students of the National Experimental Indigenous Uni-
versity of Tauca, but that research, led by others, is not included herein 
and is forthcoming at the time of writing).  

A second limitation is that of language. Spanish is not my native lan-
guage, and while I have a certain comfort level with it, particularly in com-
municating about food sovereignty-related issues, I by no means have the 
same level of fluency that a native speaker would, making this a limitation 
worth noting. Connected to the challenge of language is the issue of trans-
lation, which has presented both practical and ethical challenges. Much 
more than simply a technical issue, translation is very much a matter of 
interpretation, as pointed out by Marshall and Rossman (2006). All of the 
interviews, focus group discussions and participant observation for this 
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study have been conducted in Spanish, and where direct quotes have been 
used, these have been translated by myself into English. Some text has also 
been translated from Spanish into English, as noted at various points, 
where a citation is followed by “translated”. The task of translation has 
required careful attention in order to convey what study participants have 
shared as accurately as possible, including capturing subtleties as best as 
possible. This has involved asking study participants to repeat themselves 
or clarify as necessary; double checking with participants afterwards when 
in doubt; and turning to friends and colleagues who are native Spanish 
speakers as needed.  

Navigating between Spanish language empirical material and English 
language presentation has also involved a number of practical considera-
tions, such as when to include original Spanish text along with the English 
translation and how to handle words and phrases that do not translate over 
well. Marshall and Rossman (2006) have argued that there are no simple 
strategies or blueprints on such matters, making it subject to the discretion 
of researchers. I have thus included original Spanish text in cases where it 
felt helpful (e.g., to identify an institution, organization or movement 
which readers may wish to look up3) and have retained some words in 
Spanish (italicized in the text) in cases where words do not translate over 
well or are simply most authentically conveyed in their Spanish form (e.g., 
campesino, conuco, comuna), including an explanation either in the body of the 
text or in a footnote. 

A third issue has to do with my gringa status as a white North American. 
While this has been discussed above as an ethical consideration, it also 
bears mentioning as a limitation given the potential this had to serve as a 
barrier to connecting with others and gathering data. I found, however, 
that being conscious and open about my background and approaching 
matters with a dose of humor and humility went a long way toward fos-
tering a sense of connection. I also found it helpful, in terms of chipping 
away at barriers, to be clear that I was there in solidarity, not uncritically, 
but in solidarity with popular movements and their ultimate visions of 
food sovereignty and broader social transformation that they are working 
toward. This helped to address an initial concern I had that some might 
be hesitant to share critiques of government policies and programs at a 

                                                 
3 Thanks to Marc Edelman for this suggestion. 
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moment in which U.S. foreign policy was particularly hostile toward Ven-
ezuela. I found the majority of study participants I spoke with to be re-
freshingly upfront about this, however, once basic levels of trust and con-
nection were established.  

This brings me to the disclaimer, as mentioned earlier, that I did not 
embark upon this study as a neutral observer, but as someone who had 
been deeply involved in food movements in the U.S. for nearly twenty 
years and who had been working in collaboration with food sovereignty 
movements in Venezuela for ten. This made me deeply embedded in the 
politics of what I was been researching. As laid out by Edelman (2009), 
this position as an “engaged” scholar in relationship to the movements 
being studied, while presenting certain challenges, also allows for certain 
synergies that can increase the richness and relevance of the research. In 
Venezuela, this positioning afforded me access to people and sites to a 
degree that I would otherwise not have been able to achieve, facilitating 
the research considerably. But this also necessitated ongoing critical self-
reflection in terms of my own positioning in what I was researching. 

A final limitation worth noting is that of access to and reliability of 
certain types of secondary data, particularly recent statistics around agri-
cultural production and food importation. The last national agricultural 
census was done in 2007, making that data more than a decade old. More 
recent data, where it is available, varies considerably according to sources 
(i.e., government institutions vs. private sector federations vs. multilateral 
institutions). Initially, I enlisted a student of economics of the Bolivarian 
University in Caracas to compare diverging data sets and try to help come 
up with some current estimates, but in the end, this did not prove very 
helpful to the research. I have therefore tried to use statistics that are con-
sistent across multiple sources and have avoided statistics that were ques-
tionable or unavailable from trusted sources. 

1.8 Chapter overview 

As mentioned above, this is an article-based dissertation. What follow are 
four chapters, each based upon a journal article, followed by a conclusion 
to the overall dissertation. While some of the benefits of this being an 
article-based dissertation have already been mentioned above, it is also 
worth noting some of the down-sides, which are certain repetitions from 
one chapter to another and likely less flow among the chapters than there 
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would be in a monograph-style dissertation. While I ask readers to bear 
with the repetition (and perhaps also to take note of what is repeated, as 
central themes and historical events shaping food politics and food sover-
eignty struggles in Venezuela), I have attempted to address flow as best I 
could both through the ordering of the chapters as well as the addition of 
short prologues to each of the four main chapters. While the prologues 
were initially conceived of as serving as segues from one chapter to the 
next, they have also ended up serving as a place to share the “backstory” 
of each article, which I hope provides readers with an interesting glimpse 
into the research process. Finally, the prologues also contain some meth-
odological notes to complement that which has already been presented in 
this chapter.  

To provide a brief overview of the flow of the following chapters, 
Chapter 2 introduces the main analytical framework guiding this study, a 
historical, relational and interactive approach to food sovereignty construction 
(HRI), as well as introducing the case of Venezuela. Chapter 3 traces the 
food politics, from past to present, conditioning food sovereignty con-
struction in Venezuela, with a focus on the events of the current conjunc-
ture, including food shortages and responses to these. Chapter 4 provides 
an in-depth glimpse into the state-society interactions behind the passage 
of Venezuela’s new Seed Law of 2015, spanning the period both before 
and during the current food shortages. Chapter 5 shares some take-away 
reflections from the fieldwork conducted for this study and introduces a 
new analytical framework, the dialectics of building and dismantling in food sov-
ereignty construction, based upon these. Where applicable, details regard-
ing the article(s) forming the basis of a given chapter, including citations 
of previously published works, are included in the chapter’s prologue. Fi-
nally, the conclusion shares some overall reflections on the research pro-
cess, the findings and future research directions.  
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The following chapter lays out the analytical framework guiding this study 
and provides a glimpse into my process of approaching food sovereignty 
from a scholarly perspective after having long approached it as an activist 
and practitioner. Dissatisfied with the abundance of works identifying the 
challenges, conundrums and limitations of food sovereignty but not, in my 
view, sufficiently exploring its possibilities, I was less interested in identi-
fying what wasn’t working as asking why it wasn’t working and how might 
it work. And what intrigued me even more was what was working and why. 
In short, I was driven by the question of how can we be critical of food 
sovereignty in a way that ultimately helps to advance it. This chapter stems 
from my interest in transformational knowledge generation and the poli-
tics of possibility, and also draws inspiration from Fung and Wright’s work 
on real utopias, which “embraces [the] tension between dreams and practice 
[…]. The objective is to focus on specific proposals for the fundamental 
redesign of basic social institutions rather than on either vague, abstract 
formulations of grand designs, or on small reforms of existing practices” 
(Fung and Wright 2003: vii-viii).  

The challenges and possibilities for food sovereignty in Venezuela, and 
the ample lessons it offered for broader food sovereignty thought and 
practice, drew me to this case specifically. The timing of the study, fur-
thermore, could not have been better for exploring the dynamic tension 
between challenges and possibilities. In 2015 when I started this project, 
Venezuela had just been recognized for another consecutive year by the 
FAO for its advancements against hunger, as mentioned above, at the 
same time that global media outlets such as the Wall Street Journal were 
reporting ‘Venezuela’s Food Shortages Trigger Long Lines, Hunger and 
Looting’ (Castro and Vyas 2015). Clearly there was much to unpack. While 
the unfolding crisis would indeed become an important focus of the study 
by virtue of its timing, this work is built upon a longer trajectory of having 

 

 Prologue to Chapter 2 
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followed food politics in Venezuela since 2006. This spanned a time dur-
ing which the state and societal forces aligned with the Bolivarian Revolu-
tion were in a position to take a much more proactive approach to food 
sovereignty construction, making important headway in areas such as 
agrarian reform, agroecology and nutrition (Schiavoni and Camacaro 
2009; Clark 2010; Crossfield 2011; McKay et al. 2014). The competing sover-
eignties that emerged during this time captured my interest, as diverse actors 
worked toward food sovereignty across a variety of scales, geographies 
and institutional settings – and across the often blurred and overlapping 
boundaries of state and society. In such scenarios, the multiple and con-
tested meanings, practices and jurisdictions of food sovereignty were 
highly evident, expressing a real-life example of what Raj Patel (2009: 668) 
called “a concomitant call for spaces of sovereignty”. 

More than simply demonstrate a puzzle identified in the literature, how-
ever, Venezuela held important insights into how such challenges were 
actively being navigated and negotiated in the messy process of trying to 
put food sovereignty into practice. This was the impetus for my master’s 
degree study of how competing sovereignties were playing out in food 
sovereignty construction in Venezuela (Schiavoni 2014, 2015). Among my 
conclusions from that research was that many of the commonly con-
structed binaries that abound in food sovereignty literature (e.g., food sov-
ereignty/food security, urban/rural, state/society) did not encapsulate the 
most important issues I found “on the ground” in Venezuela. This was 
particularly the case with regard to food sovereignty and food security dis-
course and practice, which, rather than standing in stark contrast to each 
other as often presented in the literature (e.g., Schanbacher 2010), over-
lapped and intersected in fascinating ways. This left me interested in dig-
ging further into the tensions and synergies among various food security 
and food sovereignty approaches in Venezuela, my hunch being that 
where there was most synergy between the two, particularly at the state-
society nexus, was where the greatest potential for broader transformation 
might lie.  

With this goal in mind, I started my PhD project by reviewing the lim-
ited but by then growing body of work on food sovereignty in Venezuela. 
In doing so, however, it became evident that many of the same problem-
atic binaries were being reinforced rather than deconstructed, among other 
tendencies that appeared to be limiting rather than expanding the depth 
of research into food sovereignty. Through literature review, I noted three 
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particularly common tendencies (i.e., neither sufficiently historicizing food 
sovereignty efforts nor approaching them as ongoing and process-ori-
ented, as well as not sufficiently disaggregating the actors involved in food 
sovereignty construction) and set out to develop a framework to address 
them. Among the goals of the framework was to help us talk about the 
state in food sovereignty construction without centering the state in the 
analysis, as often tends to happen. Earlier on in the Bolivarian Revolution, 
it may have been tempting to conceive of a singular “Bolivarian project”, 
steered by the government, with a singular food sovereignty agenda. While 
always debatable, by 2015 it was becoming more apparent than ever that 
there is no single Bolivarian project, nor any single food sovereignty 
agenda, but rather a highly heterogenous and contentious mix of individ-
uals, groups, approaches and paradigms that coexisted with varying de-
grees of synergy and conflict. The Bolivarian Revolution is very much a 
contested terrain, as are efforts toward food sovereignty within it. I would 
broaden this argument outward and wager that “food sovereignty” within 
any given context will always be multiple and contested. How can we make 
sense of the dynamic interactions at play, across time, and effectively ana-
lyze food sovereignty as concepts, practices and movements in motion?1 
Such questions are at the heart of the historical, relational and interactive (HRI) 
framework that I developed for this study. The following chapter, which 
was published in the Journal of Peasant Studies,2 outlines the framework.  

The article forming the basis of the chapter is presented here in its orig-
inally published form, with the exception of five language modifications 
that bear mention. First, the term “black market” has been replaced with 
“parallel market” due to the racist undertones of the former, as pointed 
out by some of my Venezuelan friends, who therefore make a conscious 
effort to say “mercado paralelo” rather than “mercado negro”. Second, the term 
“caciquismo”, which appears in the journal version, has been removed. Ca-
ciquismo comes from the term cacique, which in Venezuela and in other 

                                                 
1 In addition to the competing sovereignties study, I also want to recognize the collab-
orative project with Annie Shattuck and Zoe VanGelder that resulted in the book 
The Politics of Food Sovereignty: Concept, Practice and Social Movements (Shattuck et al. 
2017) as having helped to inspire this study. 

2 Schiavoni, C. M. (2017) ‘The Contested Terrain of Food Sovereignty Construc-
tion: Toward a Historical, Relational and Interactive Approach’, Journal of Peasant 
Studies 44(1): 1–32. 
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parts of Latin America is a title associated with leaders of Indigenous com-
munities. Over the course of colonization, the term came to take on neg-
ative connotations and has come to be generally understood as synony-
mous with “bossism”, or the domination of a political system by a single 
powerful person through strong-armed rule and cronyism (Encylopaedia 
Britannica 2019). Through working with students at the Indigenous Uni-
versity of Tauca, however, I learned that caciques in Venezuela are generally 
highly respected community leaders, some of whom have even laid down 
their lives for their communities in struggles over resource rights, as was 
the case with the father of one of the students. I thus consider the equation 
of caciquismo with bossism, at least in a Latin American context, to be in-
accurate, disrespectful and reinforcing of racist stereotypes.  

Third, the reference in the published journal article to “popular consul-
tation” with regards to a bottom-up process around the new Seed Law 
that took place from 2012-2015 has been changed to the more accurate 
term of “popular constituent debate”. As will be explained in Chapter 4, 
this is an important distinction. Fourth, the term “neoextractivism” is now 
accompanied by quotes to convey that it is a contested term. To para-
phrase what a social movement leader vented to me: 

Please tell me what’s so new about “extractivism”. Was slavery not “ex-
tractive”? Was the plantation economy under colonization not “extrac-
tive”? And name one country today that is not engaged in “extractive” 
activities in some manner or other. Why is it that these activities are not 
deemed particularly noteworthy by academia until the proceeds from them 
are channeled toward social needs by governments of the Left and this 
becomes “neoextractivism”, subject to countless papers and debates?  

And finally, references to “pink tide governments” have been removed 
and replaced with “left-turn governments”. Like “neoextractivism”, the 
term “pink tide”, conveying a sort of watered-down version of the color 
red associated with communism, never struck me as being particularly 
helpful for scholarly analysis. This was reinforced by a number of people 
I spoke with in Venezuela, who see it as a term imposed from outside by 
those with limited understanding of the political processes underway in 
the region. 

Each of these five changes to the text represents an important learning 
on my part gleaned while living in Venezuela for the better part of two 
years after writing this piece. Although relatively minor, I note these 
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changes in recognition of the power of language and the ways in which 
our word choices can feed into or challenge existing power asymmetries. 
While there are other parts of this text that have been tempting to rework 
(not so much to change substantively as to deepen/enhance), I have re-
frained from doing do in order to reflect the evolution of this study, espe-
cially as some of the shortcomings of this chapter are addressed further 
on. 
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Abstract 

This contribution puts forward a historical, relational and interac-
tive (HRI) approach to food sovereignty research. A historical 
lens allows us to understand the social structures and institutions 
that condition the politics of food over time and the ways in 
which the agency of relevant state and societal actors has been, 
and continues to be, enhanced and exercised, or not, in the polit-
ical contestation over the food system. A relational lens allows us 
to capture the process-oriented nature of food sovereignty – the 
ways in which the very meanings and attempted practices of food 
sovereignty are being dynamically and contentiously shaped and 
reshaped over time. An interactive lens allows us to analyze how 
actors within the state and in society are dialectically linked, mold-
ing the construction of food sovereignty through their interac-
tions. Rather than an enquiry into food sovereignty per se, this 
piece is about efforts toward food sovereignty, partly to address 
a tendency in the literature and political debates to conflate the 
two. This is thus an investigation into food sovereignty construc-
tion, meaning how food sovereignty is being articulated and at-
tempted, as well as contested – including resisted, refracted or re-
versed – in a given setting. The case of Venezuela is examined as 
one of a growing number of countries where food sovereignty 
has been adopted into state policy and among the longest-running 
experiments in its attempted construction. Concluding reflections 
are shared on the extent to which the HRI framework can help 
us understand the current conjunctural crisis facing Venezuela’s 
food system, and implications for food sovereignty research and 
activism more broadly.1 

                                                 
1 This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in 
Journal of Peasant Studies on 27 October 2016, available online at: 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03066150.2016.1234455 

2 

The contested terrain of food 
sovereignty construction: toward a 
historical, relational and interactive 
approach 
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2.1 Introduction 

Research into food sovereignty – broadly defined by transna-
tional social movements as “the right of peoples to healthy and 
culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically sound 
and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food 
and agriculture systems” (Nyéléni 2007a, no page) – is a dynami-
cally evolving area of academic inquiry. Recent years have seen a 
bourgeoning of studies focused on theoretical explorations of the 
concept, on the dynamics within and among movements con-
nected to it, and on real-life attempts to put it into practice. From 
within these studies is an emerging consensus that food sover-
eignty, in its multiple dimensions, is best understood and ap-
proached as a process (Edelman et al. 2014, Iles and Montenegro 
de Wit 2015, Shattuck et al. 2015). The concept itself is a moving 
target, a reflection, in part, of the shifting terrain of global agri-
food politics (McMichael 2015) and of the new actors who have 
taken it up (Patel 2009). The peasant movements that originally 
thrust the concept into public light continue to form a key mobi-
lizing base for food sovereignty, while they have been joined by 
an increasingly diverse set of actors in both the South and North. 
This is extending food sovereignty’s reach into new geographical 
and political spaces, yielding fresh context-specific understand-
ings of and efforts toward food sovereignty in the process (Brent 
et al. 2015, Desmarais and Wittman 2014, Figueroa 2015, Shat-
tuck et al. 2015). This in turn is provoking new ways of asking 
questions about the ideas of and movements for food sovereignty 
(Alonso-Fradejas et al. 2015, Edelman et al. 2014, Shattuck et al. 
2015, Wittman et al. 2010). 

Further complicating the mix and opening up new possibili-
ties, social movements are no longer alone in their efforts toward 
food sovereignty. It is now on the agenda and up for debate in 
diverse spaces ranging from local food policy councils and other 
municipal bodies to intergovernmental forums such as the 
United Nations (UN) Committee on World Food Security, while 
researchers have identified approximately 15 countries to date 
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where food sovereignty-inspired legislation has been adopted.2 
The formal entry of the state into food sovereignty politics, and 
the blurring of the lines between food sovereignty as a social 
movement aspiration and as a national policy objective, raises a 
number of challenging questions that have thus far been little ex-
plored. What happens to political projects and strategies when 
food sovereignty shifts, at least in part, from an oppositional de-
mand by social movements into official policy in national 
laws/constitutions? How do state relations with various social 
groups, such as farmers and urban dwellers, change when a new 
political language becomes the norm? How do inherited ideas and 
practices around food production and provisioning change when 
inflected by the new shared objective of food sovereignty? How 
is the discourse of food sovereignty mobilized as part of compet-
ing political projects and strategies?3  

Researchers of food sovereignty clearly have their work cut 
out for them in attempting to unravel these and other complex 
political dynamics, on top of unresolved debates around the con-
cept itself. The aim of this piece is to point to possible directions 
forward for national-level food sovereignty studies, as part of a 
rapidly expanding and deepening agenda for food sovereignty re-
search more broadly. In doing so, it builds upon important recent 
scholarly work in this area, identifying several common threads 
that are emerging, while also attempting to address a number of 
gaps in the recent literature. A key challenge is the role of the 

                                                 
2 Among these, Venezuela, Mali, Senegal, Nepal, Ecuador, Bolivia and 
Nicaragua are recognized as being the first seven countries to adopt 
food sovereignty into the constitution and/or national law (Beauregard 
2009). Menser (2014) describes Cuba as an example of “state-supported 
food sovereignty”. Godek (2015) notes recent movement toward food 
sovereignty legislation in the Dominican Republic (see also FAO 2016). 
Wittman (2015) highlights Peru, Argentina, Guatemala, Brazil, El Sal-
vador and Indonesia as having legislation supportive of food sover-
eignty efforts. 

3 Thanks to Harriet Friedmann for her assistance in articulating these 
questions. 
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state in food sovereignty politics. That is, national-level food sov-
ereignty construction inherently implicates the state, with the spe-
cifics of why, how and to what extent increasingly debated (Bern-
stein 2014, Clark 2016, Edelman 2014, Patel 2009, McKay et al. 
2014). Understanding such dynamics calls for new ways of theo-
rizing, including a melding of the food sovereignty literature with 
the vast body of literature on the state. Indeed, some initial move-
ment in this direction can be seen, two excellent examples being 
Clark (2016) and McKay et al. (2014), although much more re-
mains to be done. Building upon the limited body of work on 
food sovereignty and the state while addressing some of its limi-
tations, we can push the boundary of knowledge generation sig-
nificantly farther. In each of the contexts where food sovereignty 
has been adopted into state policy, social actors played a critical 
role in the process. And, once the initial goal of policy adoption 
is achieved, their efforts do not end; they enter into a new arena 
of action. As Fox (2007) has noted, there is a long way to go be-
tween recognition of rights and actual implementation, and, ulti-
mately, empowerment. The entry of the state into food sover-
eignty politics does not make it the protagonist of food 
sovereignty construction, but instead places it onto contested ter-
rain with a host of other actors. To leave societal actors out of 
the analysis, or to include them only marginally, subsumed in a 
perspective that gives a commanding role to the state, is to con-
struct, at best, an incomplete picture of food sovereignty vis-à-
vis state policy in a given context, and runs the risk of flawed 
analysis. 

This study aims to contribute to a still-emerging generation of 
literature which seeks to understand the actions of both state and 
societal actors involved in food sovereignty construction in rela-
tion to each other over time; an approach that takes the political inter-
action between the two broad sets of actors as a key reference 
point, a unit of analysis. This study argues that the actions of state 
actors with respect to food sovereignty can only be understood 
in dialectical relationship with the actions of societal actors (and 
vice versa). It situates these interactions as moving through time, 
both shaped by history and shaping history, thereby influencing 
what food sovereignty might actually look like and mean at a 
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given moment in a given context. In taking this point of depar-
ture, an aim here is to address several common trends within the 
current literature that may be serving as barriers to a more com-
plete analysis. 

A first trend is not – or not sufficiently – situating present 
food sovereignty efforts as part of longer historical processes. 
When the starting point of a given analysis is the adoption of food 
sovereignty into national policy, rather than the contested pro-
cesses leading up to it, it is easy to attribute to the state more 
protagonism in the construction of food sovereignty than may 
actually be the case. Furthermore, important pieces of context 
conditioning the challenges and possibilities of the present go 
missing. 

A second trend is not – or not sufficiently – approaching pre-
sent food sovereignty efforts as dynamic, ongoing and open-
ended. That is, there is a tendency to approach food sovereignty 
as an outcome as opposed to a process. Related is a tendency in 
both the literature and political debates to conflate food sover-
eignty with efforts toward food sovereignty. Yet if we follow the widely 
accepted distinction between democracy and democratization, 
the former being a vision and the latter being an attempt to realize 
it, something similar could be argued for food sovereignty versus 
food sovereignization – or, put more accessibly, food sovereignty 
construction. That is, what food sovereignty means and what it 
might look like, conceptually and in practice, are subject to ongo-
ing processes of contestation and negotiation. 

A related third trend is not – or not sufficiently – disaggregat-
ing the actors involved in food sovereignty construction and ex-
amining the interactions among them. This obscures the reality 
that food sovereignty construction is carried out by diverse sets 
of actors from within both state and society, and that it is the 
interactions among them that serve to drive forward – or block 
or constrain – food sovereignty. 

Given the challenges presented above, frameworks are needed 
for approaching food sovereignty as a historically embedded, 
continually evolving set of processes that are interactively shaped 
by state and societal forces, reflecting competing paradigms and 
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approaches. This study critically combines three emerging direc-
tions in food sovereignty research, which, taken together, can be 
employed as a historical-relational-interactive (HRI) framework for 
study of national-level food sovereignty construction. First is a 
historical approach to food sovereignty research, which recognizes 
the construction of food sovereignty as continuous through time. 
Food sovereignty efforts are not seen as static, but as shaped by 
the history from which they arose and as continuing to “make 
history” as they unfold over time. Second is a relational approach 
that reflects the open-ended and iterative nature of food sover-
eignty efforts; that is, that the very meanings of food sovereignty 
and pursuits toward it are dynamically shaped by competing par-
adigms and approaches. Third is an interactive approach, which sit-
uates food sovereignty construction as neither state-driven nor 
society-driven alone, but rather as a product of the interaction 
between and among diverse state and societal actors. The HRI 
framework will be further elaborated upon in the sections to fol-
low. The case of Venezuela, one of a growing number of coun-
tries where food sovereignty has been adopted into state policy 
and among the longest-running experiments in its attempted con-
struction, is used as an illustrative example. The proposed analyt-
ical framework, however, may have resonance beyond Vene-
zuela, and, for that matter, even beyond Latin America, and may 
also be relevant to studies pitched at difference scales, whether 
international or subnational. 

2.2 Food sovereignty construction in Venezuela 

The case of Venezuela, which the author has been researching 
over the past decade, is employed in this piece to inform both 
how food sovereignty is understood conceptually and how it is 
investigated by drawing insights from on-the-ground efforts to 
transform it from vision into reality. Rather than an enquiry into 
food sovereignty per se, this study is about efforts toward food 
sovereignty, partly to address the above-mentioned tendency to 
conflate the two. This is thus an investigation into food sover-
eignty construction, meaning how food sovereignty is being ar-
ticulated and attempted, as well as contested – including resisted, 
refracted or reversed – in a given setting. The interest in the case 
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of Venezuela is to address the gaps not only between theory and 
practice, but also between practice and theory. It is one thing to 
analyze a real-life scenario against existing definitions and con-
ceptions of food sovereignty and point to divergences between 
visions and realities. But how can we understand and learn from 
convergences between visions and realities, with all the contra-
dictions and messiness they entail? Put another way, that food 
sovereignty is difficult if not impossible to realize in most socie-
ties today is widely acknowledged and presents no puzzle. Exist-
ing structures and institutions constrain or obstruct efforts at 
constructing a radical alternative food system, while the political 
agency of social groups and state actors who seek to transform 
the food system may not be sufficiently strong or effective at a 
given time. Yet there are instances when efforts towards food 
sovereignty, against difficult odds, achieve significant gains, how-
ever partial and fragile. When and where this happens, how and 
why so? This is the puzzle that requires careful investigation. 

In the case of Venezuela, a national food sovereignty effort, 
enshrined in state policy, was launched in 1999 through the pro-
cess of social transformation known as the Bolivarian Revolu-
tion. Since then, the country has seen substantial public reinvest-
ment in food and agriculture, along with new forms of citizen 
mobilization and participation in food politics. This includes the 
reduction of hunger by more than half through a series of state-
supported feeding and food distribution programs (FAO 2015); 
the redistribution of arable land to over 1 million people through 
a state-led agrarian reform program (Enríquez and Newman 
2016, McKay et al. 2014); and the blossoming of citizen-run so-
cial institutions that are increasingly taking up matters of food 
sovereignty (McKay et al. 2014, Schiavoni 2015). How did these 
openings come to be, how are they being navigated, and what 
broader lessons do they hold for other contexts? 

On the flip side, understanding food sovereignty construction 
requires understanding the forces that are pulling away from it 
together with those that are pushing toward it. What are the spe-
cific ways in which food sovereignty is being constrained or 
blocked? Part of what makes the Venezuelan case fascinating and 
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relevant is that it is home to some of the most inhospitable con-
ditions for food sovereignty – conditions directly inherited from 
the pre-revolutionary past – with nearly 90 percent of its popula-
tion living in urban areas (World Bank n.d.); over 95 percent of 
its export revenue derived from petroleum (Lander 2014); food 
import rates as high as 80 percent in recent decades (FAO 2002); 
and mounting public health concerns linked to diet (Briceño-Ira-
gorry et al. 2012). The situation with respect to food sovereignty 
construction in Venezuela is thus highly complex, particularly at 
this given moment. On the one hand, in 2013 hunger levels were 
recognized by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation (FAO) as being at historic lows, an achievement that has 
been an explicit aim of the Bolivarian government, as mandated 
by the national constitution (Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations 2013). On the other hand, building up a 
secure and sustainable domestic food supply from which to feed 
the population, also mandated by the constitution, has proven 
much more challenging to achieve. As put by a Venezuelan peas-
ant leader, “We know that food security is achieved through re-
sources. But food sovereignty has to be a process coming from 
the bottom up – from the peasant, from the communities” 
(Schiavoni 2015: 474). 

This comment underscores the fact that Venezuela’s advances 
in food security in recent years rest on a highly precarious food 
system that continues to rely heavily on imports of industrially 
produced food, facilitated by petrodollars. This makes the trans-
formational efforts associated with food sovereignty both partic-
ularly challenging and urgent. The cracks in the current system 
became especially apparent recently, in the form of shortages of 
basic food items throughout the country, resulting in daily lines 
outside most major grocery outlets, as people queued up to access 
basic items such as precooked corn flour, sugar and cooking oil. 
While periodic food shortages are nothing new in Venezuela, the 
most recent wave of shortages intensified into a mounting na-
tional crisis immediately prior to the parliamentary elections of 
December 2015, and are widely perceived as being a factor in the 
outcome of these elections, in which the majority of seats shifted 
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from the Bolivarian (chavista) government to the political opposi-
tion. The shortages are intensifying at the time of this writing. 
Pro-government forces point to manufactured scarcity in the 
form of intentional withholding of food by private chains aligned 
with the political opposition, which control much of the supply 
chain, along with diversion of goods to a parallel illicit market 
which speculates on the price of commodities. Opposition forces 
point to a dwindling supply of dollars through economic misman-
agement by the government. A key issue acknowledged across 
the board is the dramatic drop in petroleum prices in recent years, 
upon which Venezuela depends for its foreign exchange, with the 
prices plummeting from around USD 100 per barrel in 2013 
down to USD 30 per barrel in January 2016 (U.S. Energy Infor-
mation Administration (EIA) 2016). 

In such a moment of crisis, it is not an understatement to say 
that food politics are among the most decisive issues influencing 
broader politics in Venezuela – and the very future of the Boli-
varian Revolution. How is food sovereignty being debated and 
framed in such a context? How are historically contingent chal-
lenges impacting the contemporary construction of food sover-
eignty, and to what extent are they being addressed? What are the 
proposals being put forward, and what character and extent of 
structural and institutional transformation do these entail? Who 
are the actors involved in food sovereignty construction, and 
where do their interests, visions and efforts converge and diverge, 
and why? These are interrelated broad questions for those seek-
ing to theoretically understand, and/or politically contribute to, 
efforts toward food sovereignty.  

To tackle the above-described puzzle of food sovereignty con-
struction in Venezuela will require the interlinked analytical lenses 
of HRI. First, a historical lens allows us to understand the social 
structures and institutions that condition the politics of food over 
time and the ways in which the agency of relevant state and soci-
etal actors has been, and continues to be, enhanced and exercised, 
or not, in the political contestation over the transformation of the 
food system. In the case of Venezuela, for instance, the question 
of how food sovereignty came to be put on the national agenda 
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in 1999 tends to be assumed as a political given in a socialist rev-
olutionary project – rather than empirically investigated and 
demonstrated – and is thus little documented and examined. It 
has similarly gone largely unexplored how the conjunctural situa-
tion at present and its political and electoral implications have 
emerged directly from past conditions and what are the threads 
connecting the past, present and future of food politics in Vene-
zuela. Second, a relational lens allows us to capture the process-
oriented nature of food sovereignty – that is, the ways in which 
the very meanings and attempted practices of food sovereignty 
are being dynamically and contentiously shaped and reshaped 
over time. In Venezuela, as with elsewhere, there is no one sin-
gular conception of food sovereignty. This lens also reflects the 
multidimensionality and fluidity of food sovereignty as a concept 
and the ways in which it interacts with other concepts and ideas. 
Third, an interactive lens allows us to more fully analyze how ac-
tors within the state and in society are dialectically linked, shaping 
the construction of food sovereignty through their interactions – 
and in turn influencing the degrees to which food sovereignty is 
advanced, constrained and/or blocked. To understand food sov-
ereignty construction in Venezuela or elsewhere, it is not suffi-
cient to focus on either the state or society, one to the exclusion 
of the other, but instead on how they are interacting and mutually 
influencing each other. The pages to follow will further elaborate 
upon each of these lenses and how they can be employed toward 
a fuller understanding of the dynamics at play in the attempted 
construction of food sovereignty in Venezuela. 

2.3 Food sovereignty construction through time: a 
historical approach 

The starting point of many narratives on food sovereignty in 
Venezuela is the adoption of food sovereignty into state policy in 
1999 at the start of its political process known as the Bolivarian 
Revolution. The Bolivarian Revolution set into motion a variety 
of reforms by state actors, while also presenting some significant 
openings for previously marginalized sectors and classes (namely, 
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the urban and rural working class) of society. While 1999 was in-
deed a defining moment for efforts toward food sovereignty in 
Venezuela, the adoption of food sovereignty into state policy did 
not happen in a vacuum, nor does the story begin in 1999. In-
stead, it is rooted in decades-long and even centuries-long strug-
gles over land, food and other basic rights by societal actors vis-
à-vis processes of state-building through the periods of coloniza-
tion, struggles for independence and, most recently, democrati-
zation. 

A pivotal moment in these struggles in recent history was the 
popular uprising of 1989 known as the Caracazo, when, on the 
27th of February, hundreds of thousands of people poured down 
into the capital from the impoverished hillside communities on 
the periphery of Caracas, protesting in the streets as they looted 
shops first for food, then for other basic goods, then for basically 
anything in sight (Hardy 2007, Nuñez Nuñez 1990). The protest 
was precipitated by President Carlos Andrés Pérez signing a deal 
with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to enter Venezuela 
into a structural adjustment program, against a backdrop of prior 
neoliberal reforms, causing an abrupt surge in food and fuel 
prices in which the cost of bread rose by over 600 percent (Hardy 
2007).4 Maya (2003) emphasizes, however, that while the Cara-

                                                 
4 The signing of a deal with the IMF was just a part of an unfolding 
situation, though a critical part. On the eve of the Caracazo, the overall 
socio-economic situation was bad. “The rate of inflation, historically in 
single-digit, reached 8.0 percent in 1987 and 29.48 percent in 1988… 
By 1988, the public external debt had reached US$26.6 billion” (Lander 
and Fierro 1996: 51). This forced the government to sign a deal with 
the IMF in exchange for debt restructuring, and the Structural Adjust-
ment Program had the following requirements: 

(1) restriction in public expenditure; (2) restriction of wage levels; 
(3) unification of the exchange-rate regime, with a single floating 
exchange rate; (4) flexible interest rates, an immediate increase in 
the level of regulated interest rates, elimination of preferential-inter-
est-rate loans for the agricultural sector, and market determination 
of interest rates as soon as possible; (5) reduction of price control; 
(6) postponement of low-priority public investment program; (7) 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 74PDF page: 74PDF page: 74PDF page: 74

54  

 

cazo is often treated as a spontaneous mass riot, in fact, anti-ne-
oliberal student protests had been steadily intensifying in the days 
prior, and on this particular day, these were first joined by certain 
groups of workers before later being joined by the masses at large. 
The President’s response to the massive mobilization of this day 
was to authorize the security forces to use lethal force. The offi-
cial death toll was 276 civilians, with actual deaths estimated to 
be much higher. Similar events transpired in cities across Vene-
zuela on the same day. The Caracazo is credited with being not 
only one of the earliest public manifestations against neoliberal-
ism, but also a defining moment of popular power that ushered 
in a politically heated decade and paved the way for the rise of 
the Bolivarian Revolution, with the election of Hugo Chávez 
Frías at the end of 1998 (Ciccariello-Maher 2013, Hardy 2007, 
Maya 2003). 

The experience of the Caracazo indicates the political nature 
of food in Venezuela much prior to the Bolivarian Revolution. 
Tellingly, among the slogans heard or scrawled on walls that day 
were “The people are hungry”, “The people are angry” and “No 
more deception” (Maya 2003: 126). Furthermore, the conditions 
that had given rise to the Caracazo were connected to food and 
agrarian politics of the past. The shantytowns covering the hills 
of Caracas can be seen as a visual representation of Venezuela’s 
withdrawal from agriculture as the country’s petroleum industry 
was developed from the early 1900s onward. As attention turned 
to oil, both the land-owning upper classes and the government 
lost interest in agriculture and largely withdrew from investing in 

                                                 

reduction of subsidies; (8) introduction of a sales tax; (9) adjustment 
of the prices of the goods and services provided by state enterprises, 
including oil products in the domestic market; and (10) reform of 
trade policy, including the elimination of most of the exceptions in 
the tariff system, and liberalization of imports. (Lander and Fierro 
1996: 52) 

This deserves an extended footnoting because it is important to refresh 
our memory of the circumstances in the build-up toward the Caracazo 
in 1989, and the Caracazo itself, because these would largely influence 
state policy towards some of these key issues from 1999 onward. 
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it. The flight of capital from the countryside was accompanied by 
a mass exodus of campesinos (peasants and rural workers), who 
poured into the Caracas and other urban hubs (Gilbert 2004, 
Wilpert 2006). With little work to be found, many ended up on 
the edge of existence, living in extreme poverty and arguably fit-
ting the characteristics of “surplus populations”, as described by 
Li (2010). Furthermore, the abandonment of agriculture together 
with an inflow of dollars from petroleum revenue led to a cycle 
of dependency upon imported foods, leading Venezuela to be-
come the first country in the region to be a net food importer 
(Wilpert 2006), procuring from abroad as much as 80 percent of 
its food in recent decades (FAO 2002). These conditions put 
Venezuela’s food supply in the hands of a number of companies 
that controlled its lucrative food importation and distribution ap-
paratus – a powerful apparatus which remains largely intact to 
this day (Schiavoni and Camacaro 2016). This also fostered a 
highly precarious situation with respect to food access for those 
living in poverty, who by 1998 made up 55 percent of the popu-
lation (Weisbrot 2008). 

If the urban struggles connected to the Caracazo can help to 
explain the strong prioritization given to food access and other 
immediate material needs at the start of the Bolivarian Revolution 
in the form of feeding programs and subsidized food outlets, it is 
also important to look to the peasant struggles in the countryside 
as important factors contributing to the current process for agrar-
ian reform. The latter forms another important component of 
Venezuela’s food sovereignty process, with an estimated 5.5 mil-
lion hectares of arable land redistributed to over a million people 
thus far, along with accompanying support in the form of training 
and technical assistance, credit, inputs and marketing support 
(Enríquez 2013, Enríquez and Newman 2016, McKay et al. 
2014). Mobilizations of peasant movements, including two mem-
ber groups of La Vía Campesina, have been key to these gains. 
These movements date back to nineteenth-century peasant strug-
gles over inequitable land distribution patterns established during 
the period of Spanish colonization, perpetuated and reinforced 
by landed classes and other elites following independence (Cic-
cariello-Maher 2013, Wilpert 2006). 
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To fail to take into account the rich history of resistance 
around food, land and agriculture in Venezuela is to miss the 
ways in which persisting structures and institutions built in the 
past – and resistance to them – are shaping what is transpiring at 
present. It also risks perceiving current efforts toward food sov-
ereignty as originating solely from, and orchestrated mainly by, 
the state as opposed to emerging from an interactive relationship 
between the state and society, grounded in decades of resistance 
and social movement-building alongside and in response to state-
building processes. The point is that while it is the interaction 
between state and societal actors that determines the character, 
pace and trajectory of food sovereignty construction, it is usually 
the persistent and pervasive social mobilizations and demands 
from below by a variety of social groups that get food sovereignty 
onto the official agenda, and keep it there. While definitely not a 
sufficient condition for food sovereignty construction, this is a 
fundamentally necessary one for the incorporation of food sov-
ereignty into the official state agenda. 

An illustration of the above point is when, in 2010, a farmer 
leader of a cooperative in the agricultural state of Yaracuy was 
asked by a researcher whether he agreed with the wording per-
taining to food sovereignty in the national constitution. “Do we 
agree with it?!”, he replied. “We’re the ones who fought to get it 
in there in the first place!”, “we” being the peasant movement of 
which he was part.5 This serves as a vivid reminder that food sov-
ereignty is only enshrined in national policy as a result of decades 
of struggle on the part of social movements, which continue to 
be key protagonists of food sovereignty construction under the 
Bolivarian Revolution. A similar scenario exists in other countries 
where food sovereignty has been adopted into state policy (e.g., 
see Giunta 2014 and Godek 2015 on the role of social movements 
in pushing for the adoption and subsequent implementation of 
food sovereignty policies in Ecuador and Nicaragua, respec-
tively). This connects to a point made by Gaventa and McGee – 
partly in dialogue with the idea of “political opportunity struc-
ture” in explaining state and societal actors’ role in contentious 

                                                 
5 Personal communication, July 2010, Urachiche, Yaracuy. 
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politics (Tarrow 2011) – that “This historical view challenges the 
idea of political opportunities as openings created from above to 
which activists merely respond. Rather … the process is more 
cyclical in nature” (Gaventa and McGee 2010: 14). They add that 
“What appears a new political opportunity may in fact have been 
shaped by previous collective mobilization and action” – or, as 
Gamson and Meyer put it, “opportunities open the way for po-
litical action, but movements make opportunities” (Gaventa and 
McGee 2010: 14). Indeed, a historical lens can help us understand 
and appreciate the much longer trajectory of which current food 
sovereignty efforts are a part, and the critical role of social move-
ments in having shaped, and in continuing to shape, this trajec-
tory in an interactive relationship with the state. 

From what has been elaborated thus far, one can begin to see 
how Venezuela’s food politics have been shaped by patterns ex-
tending from the past, such as oil exploitation, urban poverty and 
waves of social unrest. Furthermore, there are a number of ques-
tions that begin to emerge that require systematic historical anal-
ysis. Why did the Venezuelan government adopt food sover-
eignty as a national policy in 1999? This implies not taking as 
unproblematic the general assumption that it was the logical man-
ifestation in food policy of the Bolivarian Revolution that got 
started that year. What kinds of food policy and politics (includ-
ing cheap food, and food provisioning in times of crisis) emerged 
historically, why, and with what implications for contemporary 
food politics? How and why have relevant social structures and 
institutions partly shaped the degree of autonomy and capacity – 
or political agency – of traditionally marginalized social classes, 
and how have the latter in turn reshaped social structures and 
institutions? These questions and related ones point to the im-
portance of applying a historical lens to food sovereignty con-
struction in Venezuela. Tilly (2006: 417) cautions that “explana-
tory political science can hardly get anywhere without relying on 
careful historical analysis”. The remainder of this section will ex-
plore what this practically means for food sovereignty research. 

To begin, what is meant by a historical lens? Is it simply a mat-
ter of looking back into the past? Collier and Mazzuca emphasize 
that, “The distinctive feature of history is time – a focus on the 
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temporal dimensions of political occurrences and processes” 
(2006: 473, emphasis in original). They thus put forward four key 
ideas with respect to time in politics. First is history as period, which 
refers to understanding political phenomena in socially defined 
intervals of time. Second is history as conjuncture, which refers to “a 
temporal coincidence of a potentially limitless number of forces, 
actors, structures, and events” (Collier and Mazzuca 2006: 473). 
Third is the importance of the timing with which political phe-
nomena occur, and fourth is the idea of change over time. Abrams 
(1982: xvi) similarly underscores the centrality of time to histori-
cal analysis: “It was not so much the relevance of history that 
sociologists failed to see as the relevance of time … the fact that 
history happens in time”. He further elaborates that fundamental 
to historical analysis is a “problematic of structuring” – that is, 
attempts to understand the multifaceted relationship between 
structure and agency, which is “something that is continuously 
constructed in time. It makes the continuous process of construc-
tion the focal concern of social analysis” (Abrams 1982: 16). 

From these perspectives, one can begin to appreciate history 
as having just as much to do with the present and future as it does 
with the past. Or, as Hobsbawm (1972: 16) put it, history can be 
understood as “the unity of past, present and future”. This im-
plies moving beyond the stale treatment of history as background 
or as context, to a much more dynamic perspective on the ways 
in which history is shaping the present and future. Abrams thus 
cautions against approaches in which history is relegated to a 
chapter on historical background, which can often leave the rest 
of the analysis quite ahistorical, instead calling for a more inte-
grated approach: 

Doing justice to the reality of history is not a matter of noting 
the way in which the past provides a background to the pre-
sent; it is a matter of treating what people do in the present as 
a struggle to create a future out of the past, of seeing that the 
past is not just the womb of the present but the only raw ma-
terial out of which the present can be constructed. (1982: 8, em-
phasis in original) 

There are several more general points worth underscoring with 
regards to constructing a historical lens, before getting back to 
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the specifics of Venezuela. One has to do with how we under-
stand and analyze events. Just as our understanding of history 
should not be relegated to the past, neither should the events 
comprising history. Jackson (2006) makes two important points 
regarding this. First is that events can – and should – be consid-
ered part of history from the moment they happen. This is a point 
which will be returned to below. Second, even when an event has 
occurred in the past, how it is understood, recalled, and analyzed 
is a continual process extending into the present. Thus, according 
to Jackson, there is often “a methodological disposition to focus 
on events as discrete happenings taking place outside of the pro-
cess of conceptualizing them…” whereas 

 the irreducible historicity of events suggests an alternative way to 
proceed: instead of working with events as presumptively stable 
entities, we should focus on the ongoing dynamic process of 
eventing whereby the contours of an event are produced and re-
produced… (2006: 498, emphasis in original) 

Jackson describes “eventing” as a form of social negotiation, 
which can also be likened to Tilly’s (2002: 116) notion of “con-
tentious conversation”, which “proceeds through incessant im-
provisation within limits set by the previous histories and rela-
tions of particular interlocutors”. This brings us to the last general 
point here, which has to do with the highly imperfect and con-
tested nature of historical knowledge itself. Hobsbawm (1972: 3) 
reminds us that “what is officially defined as ‘the past’ clearly is 
and must be a particular selection from the infinity of what is 
remembered or capable of being remembered”. 

Following the last point above, a study of national-level food 
sovereignty construction cannot tackle the complete history of a 
given country relevant to the study of contemporary food sover-
eignty initiatives there. Rather, a historical lens will by necessity 
need to be selective, focusing in on certain key questions, such as 
those posed earlier in this section. Here the work of Edelman and 
Leon (2013) may be instructive. In their case for greater historical 
analysis of contemporary global land grabbing, they argue for the 
importance of: (1) an understanding of interconnected historical 
cycles, shaped by both regional and global dynamics of capital 
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accumulation; (2) a “baseline” understanding of how pre-existing 
conditions (prior to the current land rush) may be shaping current 
patterns; and (3) an understanding of the present as being part of 
history. While specifically responding to the body of literature on 
land grabbing, these points readily translate over to the need for 
deeper historical analysis of food sovereignty construction. The 
first point is that: 

 land grabbing tends to occur in cycles, or waves, depending on 
historically specific regional and global dynamics of capital accu-
mulation. Each new cycle has had to take into account and is 
profoundly shaped by pre-existing social formations and local 
and regional particularities. (Edelman and Leon 2013: 1697) 

This is relevant to food politics in Venezuela in that recent 
challenges – shortages, food price spikes, inflation – are nothing 
new and have been seen cyclically, through an interplay between 
global and national economic processes, since the country’s shift 
to a petroleum economy from the 1930s onward (Gouveia 1997, 
Lander and Fierro 1996, Maya 2003). Along with the emergence 
of the oil economy came a relationship between the steady de-
cline of the autonomy and capacity for domestic food production 
on the one hand, and the increasing reliance on cheap imported 
food items on the other hand, in order to feed an increasingly 
urbanized, non-farming population. This was facilitated by a 
steady flow of revenue from oil exports and the availability of 
cheap food made possible through subsidized overproduction in 
the U.S. beginning in the 1950s (Carbonell and Rothman 1977). 
Thus, the double attraction of a high global demand for oil and 
the availability of cheap industrially produced food on the global 
market contributed to Venezuela’s national food system being in-
serted firmly into the global political economy. Such terms of in-
sertion render countries like Venezuela vulnerable to oil and food 
price fluctuations, partly caused by available surplus food supply, 
stronger control by private corporations on global-national food 
supply/pricing and/or domestic inflation (Lander 2014). 

The second point relates to a tendency in the land grab litera-
ture to attribute to land grabs effects which “might plausibly have 
predated today’s land deals, might have other causes or might 
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have happened anyway” (Edelman and Leon 2013: 1698). There-
fore, “[i]nformation on land uses and livelihoods that existed be-
fore the implementation of a land deal is essential for assessing 
any transaction’s short or medium-term impact” (Edelman and 
Leon 2013: 1698). As related to food sovereignty construction in 
Venezuela, this point is connected to the prior one in terms of 
recognizing the ways in which patterns persisting from the past 
are continuing to shape food politics, and to condition the con-
struction of food sovereignty. Thus, as argued above, to take 
1999 as the starting point for analysis of food sovereignty efforts 
under the Bolivarian Revolution is to miss the ways in which 
longer-term historical patterns are supporting and/or hindering 
the advancement of food sovereignty. As already emphasized, a 
key factor here is the orientation of the Venezuelan economy 
around petroleum and the ensuing implications for labor, de-
mographics, food provisioning and general patterns of accumu-
lation. To understand how these patterns have persisted over 
time, it is helpful to examine the role of institutions, as “both 
formal organizations and informal rules and procedures that 
structure conduct” (Thelen and Steinmo 1992: 1). Roseberry 
(1983: 123) explains that during the first phase of Venezuela’s 
petroleum industry development, from 1920 to 1936, “the devel-
opment of economically important state institutions was an as-
pect of the growth of the state”. While these institutions evolved 
and morphed over the years, they continued to reinforce a system 
that, on the one hand, prioritized petroleum production at the 
expense of other industries, including agriculture, while, on the 
other hand, supporting capital-intensive modes of production for 
what remained of the country’s agriculture sector (Roseberry 
1983). Enríquez (2013) explains that within the Bolivarian Revo-
lution, the clash of old power represented by the country’s elites 
and new power represented by popular movements can be seen 
both within and across institutions of the state, and that deeply 
entrenched power relations that continue to be institutionalized 
to varying degrees remain among the greatest barriers to the ad-
vancement of food sovereignty. 
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The third point has to do with “viewing contemporary pro-
cesses as the history – conceptually and methodologically speak-
ing – of the present” (Edelman and Leon 2013: 1698). This point 
is fundamental to food sovereignty construction in that it is pre-
cisely about trying to change the course of history – that is, the 
cycles that have up to the present driven hunger and poverty – 
and to build something new. Or, to borrow from Marx (2008: 
15), people are indeed “making history” (in attempting to put 
food sovereignty into practice), while at the same time “they do 
not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circum-
stances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly 
encountered, given and transmitted from the past”. Key to this 
process is the above-mentioned interplay between structure and 
agency. In the case of Venezuela, there are certainly some major 
structural barriers, both national and globally, standing in the way 
of food sovereignty. This is part of what makes Venezuela such 
an important case to examine. These structures, however, do not 
predetermine the outcomes of food sovereignty efforts, even if 
they shape them in important ways.  

Relevant here is the work of Figueroa (2015: 505), who sees 
the seeds for food sovereignty being sown in the spaces where 
capitalism has not fully penetrated, in the acts of subsistence and 
survival of “everyday life”, which she describes as “an ongoing, 
living process [that] is continually ‘leaking out the sides’, so to 
speak, of capitalist structures; its ‘residue’ confounding the at-
tempts of abstraction and alienation to contain it”. She argues 
that people’s “everyday life” practices around food, often born 
out of techniques for survival under capitalism, contain the seeds 
for transcending capitalism’s grip on the food system and other 
realms of life, and the seeds for building contextually meaningful 
forms of food sovereignty. While Figueroa draws her research 
from Chicago’s South Side neighborhood, her insights bear res-
onance for Venezuela, where nearly 90 percent of the population 
are urban dwellers, the majority descended from those displaced 
from the countryside in past decades. It is thus particularly rele-
vant to Venezuela when she asks: 

 what does it mean to preserve ‘traditional’ ways of life, or ‘peas-
ant spaces’, in a situation where people are far removed from any 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 83PDF page: 83PDF page: 83PDF page: 83

  63 

kind of referents for what these mean in practice, and where they 
may not have any immediate knowledge, experience, or even de-
sire to engage with them? In a global metropolis, the diversity of 
experiences that exist within even a limited local context can im-
ply very different meanings of food sovereignty for various com-
munities. (Figueroa 2015: 499) 

These insights can help us to appreciate that there are in fact 
diverse histories within the historical narrative of food sover-
eignty in Venezuela, and that out of these diverse histories 
emerge equally diverse contextually specific articulations of food 
sovereignty. This can also help us to appreciate, and to empiri-
cally investigate, how some of the solutions coming from the 
grassroots level, which are often left out of the analysis, may in 
fact be providing important building blocks for food sovereignty 
that are not inconsequential. An example from Venezuela is a re-
turn to local culinary traditions in the face of recent shortages of 
various industrially processed food staples such as precooked 
corn flour. These practices are in turn being taken up and pro-
moted by social movements, for instance through a popular 
monthly fair in Caracas featuring alternative homemade prod-
ucts. The movements involved see this as a means of confronting 
the “economic war” (guerra económica) they feel is being waged by 
elements of the political opposition, while also carving out greater 
independence from the industrial food system, supporting better 
nutrition, and further deepening and radicalizing national food 
sovereignty efforts. In this example, we can see how current 
structures are conditioning the responses emerging with respect 
to food sovereignty construction, while these responses also hold 
possibility for transforming current structures. 

In summary, the structures both hindering and supporting 
food sovereignty construction in Venezuela are to be taken seri-
ously, and key among these are the structures, both global and 
domestic, upholding Venezuela’s petroleum-based economy and 
associated food importation complex. And yet, through both rec-
ord high and record low oil prices since 1999, the government 
has steadily invested in food and agriculture programs, in a radical 
break from pre-1999, and both social movements and citizen 
groups have continued their efforts toward food sovereignty. An 
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understanding of agency, and the interplay between structure and 
agency as mediated by institutions (Thelen and Steinmo 1992), 
thus becomes critically important to the analysis. What are the 
ways in which agency is being exerted by various actors of both 
society and state, within, through, against and/or outside of ex-
isting structures? This gets into the question of strategies for ef-
fecting change, which brings us into the next prong of the HRI 
framework, relational. 

2.4 Food sovereignty construction as process: a 
relational approach 

A second common trend in the literature is related to the first in 
not situating present food sovereignty efforts as being in motion 
through time, but here the issue has more to do with not looking 
forward than not looking back. That is, it has to do with a ten-
dency to view present food sovereignty efforts as more of a final 
outcome than as a particular snapshot in time that could go in 
any number of directions. The second prong of the HRI frame-
work, relational, thus builds upon the first, historical, in that it also 
starts from an understanding of food sovereignty construction as 
unfolding in time. This particular lens looks at the ways in which 
the very meanings of food sovereignty and approaches toward it 
are dynamically being shaped – and mutually shaping each other 
– in the process of its construction. Since there is no predeter-
mined path for food sovereignty, it must be defined and articu-
lated as it is being constructed, through processes that are open-
ended, iterative, creative and contentious. What would food sov-
ereignty actually look like for Venezuela? What is the vision? 
What are the respective roles of state and societal forces in this 
vision? Of urban and rural populations? What model(s) of agri-
culture form the basis of food sovereignty? What are the roles 
and meanings attached to food in this process? Is food sover-
eignty considered a means of “feeding the revolution” or a revo-
lution within the revolution – or both? How transformative in 
nature is the vision of food sovereignty for Venezuela? How 
much of a break from the current system does it imply? And how 
to get there? 
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There is of course no single answer to these questions, and 
responses will vary greatly depending upon who is asked. Even 
among those who support food sovereignty in principle, it takes 
on a variety of meanings, with different perspectives on how to 
build it, and these perspectives are in ongoing dialogue and ten-
sion with one another. Thus, in Venezuela, and elsewhere, there 
is no singular, unified vision or project for food sovereignty, but 
rather multiple, overlapping, and often competing efforts. Per-
haps this explains, at least partly, Bernstein’s (2014) observation 
that studies of food sovereignty in Venezuela have varied signif-
icantly to date. Much depends on how food sovereignty is being 
defined, what is being observed and through which analytical 
lenses. For instance, in his study of Venezuela’s state-run agricul-
tural enterprises, Kappeler (2013) finds that they are based on 
large-scale, industrial production and organized hierarchically, 
with producers viewed more as factory workers than as campesinos 
(peasants). He thus argues that “Although official rhetoric rarely 
if ever acknowledges the divergence of reality on the ground from 
the peasant line of La Vía Campesina, in practical terms, the 
model of agriculture created by the government represents a dis-
tinct form of food sovereignty” (Kappeler 2013: 16), characteriz-
ing the latter as a form of “Fordist Neopopulism” (Kappeler 
2013: 17). 

Kappeler generates some critically important insights into the 
challenging dynamics of state involvement in food sovereignty 
construction in his analysis of an under-examined approach to 
food sovereignty construction in Venezuela. However, his char-
acterization of the state-run enterprises as the approach to food 
sovereignty reflective of the food sovereignty pursued by the Ven-
ezuelan state under the Bolivarian Revolutionary government im-
plies, perhaps unintentionally, that there is a singular stand-alone 
approach by the Venezuelan state towards radical food system 
transformation. Yet the state-run enterprise initiative is one of 
many competing approaches being adopted by the government, 
approaches which differ quite fundamentally, and which tend to 
be dynamically altered over time. An illustration of this can be 
found in Kappeler’s explanation that the promotion of state-run 
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agricultural enterprises was partly sparked in response to the lim-
itations faced by a prior push by the government for farmer-run 
cooperatives earlier on in the agrarian reform process. This initi-
ative, he explains, largely failed to reach its desired aims due to 
challenges including barriers in knowledge and technology trans-
fer, economic unviability, and an inability of the government to 
attract and retain sufficient participants, together with a lack of 
alignment between the interests of the government and those of 
participants. This combination of factors, according to Kappeler, 
is among the reasons behind the shift toward agricultural enter-
prises entailing more direct oversight of state actors (see also Page 
2010, Clark 2010). And yet it bears emphasis that these enter-
prises exist alongside the persisting state-supported cooperatives, 
and together with a host of urban and peri-urban farming initia-
tives, as well as other forms of food production taking place via 
citizen-run social institutions, each of which is supported through 
multiple, and in some cases clashing, government initiatives. 
Thus, Venezuela’s state-run enterprises may be better seen as an 
expression, at a given moment in time, of competing approaches 
and paradigms that are a logical manifestation of a contested 
state. The point raised above builds on the fundamental assump-
tion of this study about the need to differentiate, empirically and 
analytically, between food sovereignty and efforts towards it. 

The dynamics at play behind clashing government-supported 
initiatives around food and agriculture in Venezuela are captured 
well in another recent food sovereignty-related study of Vene-
zuela, by Enríquez and Newman (2016). Interestingly, they assert 
that the government’s food sovereignty agenda has in fact given 
way to a new agenda of “nationalist food security” from 2010 
onward. They argue that this is evidenced in part by continued 
reliance upon food imports, along with a preference toward 
sourcing from large-scale operations for food that is purchased 
domestically, for the government-run food programs. They sum-
marize the main reasons they see behind “the national state’s in-
ability to attain food sovereignty” as “a lack of agency-level ca-
pacity, inter-agency conflict, and the persistence of the old 
property structure” (Enríquez and Newman 2016: 621). While 
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these structures and institutions are indeed fundamentally im-
portant constraining and hindering factors in efforts toward food 
sovereignty, the conclusion around a “nationalist food security” 
agenda can be misplaced. Several questions are raised by this ar-
gument. First are fundamental questions about the concept of 
food sovereignty itself. Is food sovereignty best understood as a 
state of being that can be attained, or does such a conceptualiza-
tion reduce it from the complex and dynamic process, or set of 
processes, that others have argued it to be (Edelman et al. 2014, 
Iles and Montenegro de Wit 2015, McKay et al. 2014, Shattuck et 
al. 2015), and hence serve to reduce its transformative potential? 
McKay at al. (2014: 1177) have argued, for instance, that “Food 
sovereignty cannot be conceived of as a finite outcome; it is a 
political space and terrain of struggle around control over food 
systems”. Furthermore, does the implication that food sover-
eignty is a condition to be attained by the national state risk in-
visibilizing the inherently key role of non-state actors in food sov-
ereignty construction? We will come back to this shortly.  

Regarding the point on the perceived agenda shift by the Ven-
ezuelan government from food sovereignty to food security, 
Enríquez and Newman (2016) raise important issues that get to 
the heart of debates around food sovereignty. For instance, what 
place, if any, do food imports and long-distance trade have in 
food sovereignty construction? This is a matter indeed worth crit-
ical interrogation, as some have already begun to do (e.g., Burnett 
and Murphy 2014, Edelman et al. 2014). However, similar to the 
points raised above with regard to Kappeler’s study, it bears ask-
ing whether strategies such as food importation indeed represent 
a unidirectional shift on the part of the government (i.e., away 
from food sovereignty and toward food security) or if this might 
be perceived as one of several competing strategies, including 
what Marcano Marin and Ellner (2015, no page) describe as 
“pragmatic” approaches, on the part of the government given in 
the face of current circumstances such as intensifying food short-
ages at the particular moment in time. That there is an ongoing 
policy for food importation, continued from the past, by the gov-
ernment is one thing. Which policy direction it is dynamically 
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moving towards or away from is another. I argue that it is prob-
lematic to conclude that government policies are moving away 
from food sovereignty towards more conventional nationalist 
food security when a mix of approaches can be observed – some 
of which reflect an effort to break away from the pre-1999 past 
towards food sovereignty, however uneven, slow, partial and 
non-unilinear the direction of the process has been. In this sense, 
Venezuela precisely fits the category of traditionally food-deficit 
countries that are pressured to embark on importation of cheap 
food to partially meet their food needs – that in turn face difficult 
dilemmas in food system transformations, and pose complicated 
challenges for food sovereignty advocates, as explained by Edel-
man et al. (2014). I also argue that it is problematic to conclude 
that there is any unified policy of the government when it comes 
to food and agriculture, as opposed to multiple and competing 
policies, as Enríquez and Newman’s findings would appear to 
support. 

Another important question raised by the study of Enríquez 
and Newman (2016) is the extent to which food security and food 
sovereignty are mutually exclusive, in theory and/or in practice, 
if indeed they are. In the Venezuelan context, for instance, the 
two are often seen going hand-in-hand in public policies, dis-
course and practice – as seen, for example, with the national Or-
ganic Law of Food Security and Sovereignty of 2008, in which 
both concepts are embedded. This interplay between food secu-
rity and food sovereignty seen in Venezuela and elsewhere (see, 
for instance, Godek 2015 on the case of Nicaragua) connects to 
broader theoretical debates around the relationships between the 
two concepts. While there has been a tendency in these debates 
to paint the two as oppositional to each other (e.g., Schanbacher 
2010), some scholars are beginning to make a case for moving 
away from a dichotomous take (e.g., Clapp 2014, Edelman 2014, 
Jarosz 2014, Murphy 2014). Clapp (2014), for instance, argues 
that the two concepts serve distinct functions and that food se-
curity is a more open-ended concept than the characterizations 
often attributed to it in the food sovereignty literature, making a 
plea to move beyond binaries. In a similar vein, Edelman (2014: 
967) adds that, “in its origins and its contemporary expressions, 
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‘food sovereignty’ intersects considerably and sometimes even 
converges with ‘food security’. Both have been protean concepts, 
frequently imprecise, always contested and in ongoing processes 
of semantic and political evolution”. Given these more expansive 
ways of thinking on food security and food sovereignty, perhaps 
rather than analyzing whether one approach has displaced an-
other in a given context, it might be more useful to examine the 
extent to which these two approaches are clashing, converging 
and mutually shaping each other. This is where a relational lens 
can be helpful for moving beyond binaries and appreciating food 
sovereignty construction as consisting of competing elements 
that coproduce and co-shape each other in dynamic ways. 

A relational lens can also help us to appreciate the unfolding 
nature of food sovereignty construction and not to miss or dis-
count efforts toward it that do not fit a certain mold. As Shattuck 
et al. explain, building upon calls for relational approaches to 
food sovereignty by Iles and Montenegro de Wit (2015) and 
Figueroa (2015):6  

 A more relational approach to sovereignty moves away from an 
ideal, typified notion of what food sovereignty is or is not, focus-
ing instead on how efforts to build food sovereignty change the 

                                                 
6 This study builds upon several important prior studies that have called 
for a relational approach to understanding food sovereignty construc-
tion. Iles and Montenegro (2013: 2) describe the concept of sovereignty 
embedded in food sovereignty as “an intrinsically relational concept, 
only taking on meaning in relation to other processes, functions, and 
forms – not least, other sovereign units”. This is particularly relevant, 
they argue, for understanding and analyzing food sovereignty construc-
tion across multiple scales, which they further explore in an equally in-
sightful subsequent piece (Iles and Montenegro de Wit 2015). Figueroa 
calls for “a relational conception of food as a nexus of multiple, inter-
secting social-historical processes” (Figueroa 2015: 498). She adds: 

Thinking about food relationally is useful not only for an analysis of 
what went into its physical production, but also for the production 
of meaning through food practices, and their capacity to produce 
and reproduce social relations in general through the lived experi-
ence of obtaining, preparing, and consuming food. (502) 
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ways in which power is structured and experienced in people’s 
everyday lives. This allows us to see that food sovereignty does 
not have to – and will not – look the same everywhere … these 
differences are the product of local history, identity, cultural 
memory, and political moments. (Shattuck et al. 2015: 427) 

Key here is approaching food sovereignty as process as opposed 
to outcome. It is too soon to draw any conclusions on what food 
sovereignty does or does not look like for Venezuela, as this is 
being actively debated and shaped, without any pre-determined 
pathway, by the many actors involved. Indeed, the jury is very 
much out on the future trajectories of the food sovereignty ef-
forts currently underway in Venezuela, and here is it argued that 
it is the processes shaping these trajectories as we speak that are 
in fact most interesting and instructive to learn from. 

So, what does it mean to apply a relational lens to food sover-
eignty construction? According to Emirbayer (1997: 281) in 
‘Manifesto for a relational sociology’, a relational lens depicts so-
cial reality “in dynamic, continuous, and processual terms” and 
“sees relations between terms or units as pre-eminently dynamic 
in nature, as unfolding, ongoing processes rather than as static 
ties among inert substances” (Emirbayer 1997: 289). Further-
more, he adds that from a relational perspective, “the very terms 
or units involved in a transaction derive their meaning, signifi-
cance, and identity from the (changing) functional roles they play 
within that transaction. The latter, seen as a dynamic, unfolding 
process, becomes the primary unit of analysis…” (Emirbayer 
1997: 287). 

It is important to underscore that relational here refers not 
only to relationships among the actors engaged in food sover-
eignty (which will be further addressed in the next section, on an 
interactive lens), but also to relationships among the very con-
cepts, paradigms and approaches comprising food sovereignty 
construction. With a dynamically evolving concept such as food 
sovereignty, the ideas and meanings attached to it are co-evolving 
and co-constituting each other. This notion is captured by Som-
ers (1995: 136), who argues that “the most important definitional 
shift in an historical sociology of concept formation is away from 
thinking about a concept as a singular categorical expression to 
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regarding concepts as embedded in complex relational networks 
that are both intersubjective and public…”. She adds that “What 
appear to be autonomous categories defined by their attributes 
are reconceived more accurately as historically shifting sets of re-
lationships that are contingently stabilized” (Somers 1995: 136). 

This perspective is relevant to food sovereignty on a number 
of levels. First, food sovereignty as a concept and an idea has 
been and continues to be shaped through its interactions with 
other concepts and ideas. Going back to food security and food 
sovereignty, the two concepts derive much of their meaning from 
their relationship to each other. Food sovereignty as it is known 
today arose in large part in response to the perceived failures of 
food security approaches (Patel 2009) and thus has been deeply 
shaped by perceptions of what food security is and is not. The 
relationship between the two is more complex than one simply 
being a critique of the other, however, in that elements of food 
security have been reflected in the various definitions of food 
sovereignty from early on (Edelman 2014), particularly in the 
most widely recognized definition from 2007.7 And, on the flip 

                                                 
7 According to Clapp (2014: 207), 

The 1996 World Food Summit expanded the definition of food se-
curity, and with the addition of the word “social” in 2001, remains 
the most widely used and authoritative definition of the concept to-
day: “Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physi-
cal, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious 
food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an ac-
tive and healthy life” (FAO 2001). The Food and Agriculture Or-
ganization (FAO) now also frequently refers to four pillars of food 
security: availability, access, utilization, and stability, when explain-
ing the concept (FAO 2008). 

The most widely recognized definition of food sovereignty, coming out 
of the Nyéléni Food Sovereignty Forum of 2007, is: “the right of peo-
ples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through eco-
logically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their 
own food and agriculture systems” (Nyéléni 2007a, no page). This basic 
definition is excerpted from a longer, more detailed definition of food 
sovereignty contained in the ‘Declaration of Nyéléni’ (Nyéléni 2007a). 
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side, with the emergence of food sovereignty, discourse around 
food security would never be quite the same. Patel (2009) points 
out that the broadened definition of food security (to include is-
sues of nutrition, social control and public health) adopted at the 
1996 World Food Summit was in fact influenced by the simulta-
neous launching of food sovereignty there by La Via Campesina. 
The influence of food sovereignty has similarly permeated food 
security dialogues from the UN Committee on Word Food Secu-
rity to national anti-hunger initiatives. Thus, as others have 
pointed out (Clapp 2014, Edelman 2014) and as mentioned 
above, there is considerable give-and-take and mutual influence 
between food security and food sovereignty as concepts. Both 
concepts are in motion, as Edelman (2014) reminds us, and their 
respective trajectories are largely influenced by the dynamic ten-
sion that exists between them. A binary approach to food security 
and food sovereignty, then, does not do justice to either concept 
or to the multifaceted relationship between them. A relational ap-
proach, on the other hand, helps us to appreciate the ways in 
which the two concepts are historically linked and not only coex-
ist but coproduce each other. 

Just as a relational lens is helpful for examining the ways in 
which food sovereignty is simultaneously shaping and being 
shaped by other related concepts, it can also be helpful for exam-
ining how food sovereignty itself is a composite of different con-
cepts, paradigms and approaches, which interact dynamically, 
pushing its ongoing evolution. The various elements embedded 
within and comprising food sovereignty are perhaps best cap-
tured in the 6 pillars of food sovereignty developed at the Nyéléni 2007 
Forum for Food Sovereignty, in Sélingué, Mali. Nyéléni was a 
defining moment in the evolution and articulation of the concept 
by transnational social movements and their allies, and it was 
there that the most widely referenced definition of food sover-
eignty (see note 6) was developed, along with a broader frame-
work that includes the following six main pillars (Nyéléni 2007b): 

  
Food sovereignty … 
 

i. focuses on food for people 
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ii. values food providers 
iii. localizes food systems 
iv. puts control locally 
v. builds knowledge and skills 
vi. works with nature 

 

While these pillars are not to be taken rigidly and certainly 
should not be mistaken for a checklist, they serve as helpful 
guideposts for analysis into the multiple dimensions of food sov-
ereignty, as conceived of by transnational social movements. For 
the purposes of research into food sovereignty construction, they 
might be thought of as “arenas of interaction”, defined by Alimi 
et al. (2015: 56) as “sites and frameworks of interchanges, com-
munication, bargaining, and negotiation”. Take, for example, the 
first pillar of food sovereignty, focuses on food for people, which af-
firms the right of all people to healthy, culturally appropriate food 
and that food be treated first and foremost as a life-sustaining 
resource and not simply as a commodity for profit (Nyéléni 
2007b). This is an arena in which Venezuela has seen some nota-
ble advances, but also one riddled with tensions and contradic-
tions. Through substantial government investment in food access 
and feeding programs, a national survey in 2013 found that over 
96 percent of the population was regularly eating 3–4 meals a day, 
an extraordinary accomplishment, as recognized by the FAO 
(Agencia Venezolana de Noticias 2013).8 However, as a member 
of the GMO-Free Venezuela campaign put it, “This same food 
system that’s been applauded by the FAO has a horrific ecologi-
cal footprint … and health consequences too”.9 This comment 
touches upon a number of issues, including the type and quality 
of food and the processes involved from farm to plate. This, 
then, raises fundamental questions with regard to food for people – 
what food and from where? And does it matter? On one end of 
the spectrum are those who might argue that what matters most 

                                                 
8 This percentage has likely gone down in the face of recent food short-
ages, although conclusive data is not yet available at the time of writing 
(see Schiavoni and Camacaro 2016). 

9 Interview, Caracas, 21 July 2015. 
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is a readily available supply of cheap food that is universally ac-
cessible to the whole of the population. In this paradigm, the 
right to food might be equated with “the right to calories” 
(Valente 2014: 156). On the other end of the spectrum is a more 
multidimensional paradigm of food as a nexus of nutrition, cul-
ture and ecology, and as a vehicle for broader transformation. 

In Venezuela, both of these paradigms – characterized by 
McMichael (2009: 147) as “food from nowhere” versus “food 
from somewhere” – are at play. The former appears to be the 
paradigm underlying many of Venezuela’s government food pro-
grams, which continue to rely in large part upon food produced 
through the industrial food system, both imported and domesti-
cally sourced, in order to make affordable food available to Ven-
ezuela’s largely urban population. The latter is what is being ad-
vocated among many of Venezuela’s social movements, together 
with some from within the government, who are working toward 
a more transformative approach to food, as a means of reclaiming 
Venezuela’s agricultural and culinary traditions, enhancing public 
health, building bridges across the urban-rural divide, and chal-
lenging corporate control of the food supply. This second ap-
proach involves a critique of the former. For instance, some point 
out that the industrially processed foods pervasive in the Vene-
zuelan diet have been implicated in fueling Venezuela’s mounting 
public health concerns, with a third of the population overweight 
or obese (Briceño-Iragorry et al. 2012). As one government rep-
resentative involved in food sovereignty efforts reflected, “The 
food we’re importing is not healthy, unfortunately”.10  

The institutional design of Venezuela’s food programs around 
cheap, industrially processed foods has also come under fire by 
food sovereignty activists for perpetuating the commodification 
of food. They point to the growing business of buying subsidized 
food and reselling it on the domestic parallel market and/or 
smuggling subsidized food across the Colombian border, where 
it can be resold at much higher prices. Such practices, which the 
government has been struggling to curb, are implicated in con-
tributing to the shortages, while also further fueled by them (Mills 

                                                 
10 Interview, Caracas, 22 July 2015. 
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and Camacaro 2015). The GMO-Free Venezuela representative 
adds that a distinction must be made that Venezuela is far from 
experiencing an overall food shortage, but is in fact experiencing 
shortages of particular processed food items: “One thing I’ll tell 
you is that people aren’t lining up for cassava”. The same foods 
that people are lining up for, she explains – for example, pre-
cooked corn flour, margarine, mayonnaise and refined sugar – are 
foods produced through the industrial food system that are in 
fact bad for the environment, bad for human health and against 
the interests of food sovereignty. Some activists are therefore 
calling for a wholesale shift away from industrial foods as they 
promote alternatives. And yet the same actors who are calling for 
a paradigm shift around food and food provisioning also support, 
in principle, the government’s efforts to make food universally 
accessible as a basic human right through a host of feeding and 
food access programs. The demand is not to do away with these 
programs, but to move away from the dependency on industrially 
processed “food from nowhere” (McMichael 2009: 147) upon 
which they are currently based. In a scenario that largely mirrors 
the above-mentioned interplay between food security and food 
sovereignty, there is the question of how to ensure that people 
eat sufficiently and to do so in a way that addresses issues such as 
public health, sustainability and autonomy. This would likely in-
volve not displacing one paradigm with another, but identifying 
the points of synergy between the two. 

Through this brief discussion of the first pillar of food sover-
eignty as an “arena of interaction”, we can see the ways in which 
a wide range of competing paradigms and approaches are inter-
acting dynamically to shape food sovereignty construction. We 
can also appreciate the ways in which food sovereignty construc-
tion is a composite of many different processes. Understanding 
such processes, and the elements constituting them, is key to 
moving “from static to dynamic analysis” (McAdam et al. 2001: 
12), as part of a relational lens to food sovereignty construction. 
This will also be picked up in the next section on an interactive 
lens. A key point here is that a relational lens helps us to be critical 
about the categories of analysis used in food sovereignty studies 
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(and beyond), reflecting on how the meanings of certain analyti-
cal categories change as history marches forward. Finally, a rela-
tional lens, as Hart (2006: 21–22) acknowledges: 

 differs fundamentally from one that deploys ideal types, or that 

posits different ‘cases’ as local variants of a more general phe-

nomenon. Instead of comparing pre-existing objects, events, 
places, or identities, the focus is on how they are constituted in 
relation to one another through power-laden practices in the 
multiple, interconnected arenas of everyday life. Clarifying these 
connections and mutual processes of constitution – as well as 
slippages, openings, and contradictions – helps to generate new 
understandings of the possibilities for social change. 

2.5 State-society relations in food sovereignty 
construction: an interactive approach 

The third and final tendency in the recent food sovereignty liter-
ature addressed here is not – or not sufficiently – disaggregating 
the actors involved in food sovereignty construction and exam-
ining the interactions among them. This has to do with the posi-
tioning of the state vis-à-vis society in food sovereignty studies. 
Until recently, the more dominant view in the literature had been 
a society-centric view that emphasized the role of non-state ac-
tors in pushing for food sovereignty, without addressing the stra-
tegic role of the state in facilitating efforts toward food sover-
eignty beyond localized, scattered initiatives, however concrete, 
inspiring and fascinating these are. If food sovereignty is to mean 
a wholesale transformation of the food system, benefitting social 
classes and groups beyond the organized ranks of social move-
ments, then the role of the state becomes key. As scholars have 
increasingly begun to pursue the involvement of the state in food 
sovereignty construction, however, much of this emerging litera-
ture has tended toward being state-centric. There is a tendency of 
assigning too great a role to the state in determining whether food 
sovereignty construction will push forward or not, and if so, to 
what extent, and with what character and trajectory. This ten-
dency has at least two problematic implications. First is that the 
role of non-state actors is not significant enough to bring more 
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prominently into the analysis. Second is that non-state actors can 
be lumped together with the state as a single actor just because 
they fall under the same broad political project – e.g., lumping the 
social movements who identify with the Bolivarian Revolution 
together with the Venezuelan state. The latter is to conflate state-
society interaction with state action. 

The limitations of a state-centered approach can be seen in the 
analysis of sustainable agriculture in Venezuela. This is a particu-
larly paradoxical area within Venezuelan food sovereignty efforts, 
as sustainable agriculture is explicitly promoted by law, whereas 
its actual promotion and implementation by state agencies is 
much more uneven. As documented by Enríquez (2013) and 
Enríquez and Newman (2016), while the state has invested heav-
ily in agriculture in recent years, the credit, technical support and 
inputs provided to producers are simultaneously supporting both 
industrial agriculture and agroecological practices, partly depend-
ing upon the agencies involved, which are sometimes in direct 
conflict on the matter. One example is the simultaneous promo-
tion and distribution of synthetic and biological fertilizers and 
pesticides, which are associated with significantly divergent mod-
els of production. Furthermore, Enríquez (2013) and Enríquez 
and Newman (2016) have found that these conflicting forms of 
support remain skewed more toward industrial agriculture than 
agroecology. From such accounts alone, one could conclude that 
the state commands the course of food sovereignty initiatives, 
privileging industrial agriculture over agroecology. However, 
what these and other accounts do not include are the significant 
openings created through the Bolivarian Revolution for move-
ments for sustainable agriculture and agroecology coming from 
below. That is, there are movements that had been working on 
these issues long before 1999, that, though they might have a crit-
ical stance on certain state policies, feel that their work has been 
able to advance in significant ways with greater institutional sup-
port/collaboration from the state through the Bolivarian Revo-
lution (Nuñez 2007, Paget-Clarke 2008). These movements, in 
turn, are influencing state policies and actions, in dialectical rela-
tionship with state actors. 
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Venezuela’s broad movement for sustainable agriculture and 
agroecology – comprised of a range of both formal and informal 
local and national organizations and institutions – is relatively au-
tonomous from the state Bolivarian government, even when in-
dividually and collectively those within this movement consider 
themselves part of the Bolivarian Revolution. These are among 
the most vocal critics of state support for industrial agriculture, 
which they see as being contrary to the interests of food sover-
eignty. One point of critique, for example, is the nationalization 
of the country’s largest agricultural input chain, AgroIsleña in 
2010, which the state continues to run under the name AgroPa-
tria, but, which according to an agroecology activist, “is no more 
than a chavista AgroIslena” (Schiavoni 2014: 21). The same activist 
added that such practices undermine the more innovative efforts 
supported by the state, such as financing for farmer-led research 
projects that build upon locally held knowledge (Schiavoni 2014: 
21). The state-centric emphasis in the scholarly literature has re-
sulted in scant studies that have examined the ways in which such 
movements have grown in number and in political power, serving 
as an important counterforce to the entrenched power structures 
upholding industrial agriculture. 

In situations where there are competing currents within the 
state, either between or within ideological camps, resulting partly 
in policy initiatives that run counter to food sovereignty princi-
ples, relatively autonomous social movements can be a radicaliz-
ing force from below that can directly frustrate conservative po-
litical swings. This could be seen in a recent three-year struggle 
over the country’s national seed law. In 2013, as the Venezuelan 
National Assembly was about to pass a new seed law that would 
have paved the way for the legalization of genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs) in the country, social movements came to-
gether from across the urban-rural divide under the banner of 
Venezuela Libre De Transgénicos (GMO-Free Venezuela) and 
succeeded in grinding the process to a halt. They then launched 
a participatory, bottom-up national process of popular constitu-
ent debate to develop an alternative seed law (see Mills and 
Camacaro 2013 and Camacaro et al. 2016a for detailed accounts). 
The result two years into the process was a proposed seed law 
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that was radically different from that which had been nearly 
passed two years prior. The new proposed law garnered major 
support among civil society, and among a growing number of 
state actors as well, ultimately resulting in its passage in December 
2015 by the outgoing chavista-majority National Assembly, after 
intense deliberation and debate (Camacaro et al. 2016a). Compo-
nents of the law include a ban on both domestic production and 
importation of transgenic seeds; restrictions against patenting of 
plant genetic material; and special protections for locally pro-
duced seeds of Venezuela’s Indigenous, Afro-descendant and 
peasant farming communities. 

The struggle over the seed law demonstrates that the efforts 
of GMO-Free Venezuela are no less influential in shaping state 
policies than any number of state institutions involved in food 
sovereignty matters. Furthermore, this society-driven campaign 
at once worked both through and outside of the mechanisms of 
the state, and in collaboration with certain state actors and in an-
tagonism with others. Such important dynamics are all but invis-
ibilized with a state-centered lens. Similarly, were they to be ana-
lyzed through a society-centered lens, the important openings 
from within the state for the advancement of this radical grass-
roots policy agenda could just as easily be overlooked. 

That social movements for agroecology, against GMOs and 
for a progressive seed law have significantly influenced state ac-
tion and state-society interaction – and thus, national policy dy-
namics – pinpoints the importance of not missing the role of so-
cial forces from below in one’s analysis, as well as of not lumping 
social movement actors with the state even when they are in the 
same political project. It also encourages us not to conflate state 
action with state-society interaction. To limit one’s lens to the 
role of the state, then, is to miss important pieces of the picture. 
As emphasized by Migdal (1994: 2), “there is no getting around 
the mutuality of state-society interactions: Societies affect states 
as much as, or possibly more than, states affect societies”. 

This is where an interactive lens becomes an important frame-
work of analysis for gaining an understanding of how state and 
societal forces are mutually shaping each other (Fox 1993, 
Gaventa and McGee 2010). Indeed, analyzing food sovereignty 
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construction through such a lens is important for understanding 
how political power is distributed, contested and transformed in 
and in relation to the food system, and how the food system in 
turn shapes broader societal processes, such as capital accumula-
tion, as well as state formation, and vice versa. Given the discus-
sion above, and following Kohli and Vivienne (1994: 294) in di-
alogue with Migdal, there are three related fundamental 
assumptions that are important here – namely, that it is critical to 
disaggregate the state; that the boundaries between the state and 
society are generally blurred; and that it is more useful to think of 
a recursive interaction between state and society that is the mu-
tually transforming nature of state-society relations. Relevant 
here is Fox’s “interactive approach” to state-society relations 
which he developed to study Mexico’s public food distribution 
system in the 1980s. The approach “builds on the strength of 
both society- and state-centered approaches, while attempting to 
compensate for their limitations” (Fox 1993: 21–22). Fox argues 
that “state action is the result of a reciprocal cause and effect re-
lationship between changes in the balance of power within the 
state and the shifts in the balance of power within society. 
Through conflict, each is transformed” (Fox 1993: 22). In at-
tempting to assess the factors contributing to the unexpected rel-
atively successful outcomes of a state-supported food program, 
Fox found that neither state-centered nor society-centered ap-
proaches could adequately explain the dynamics at play. Instead, 
the outcomes could best be explained through focusing on the 
“interaction between state and society, the institutions that medi-
ate such interaction, and the factors that account for how those 
institutions are in turn transformed” (Fox 1993: 39). Employing 
such an approach, Fox argued that certain openings from above 
facilitated by reformist actors within the state were met with mo-
bilization by societal actors from below that “shifted the bound-
aries of what was politically possible” (Fox 1993: 39), yielding un-
expected outcomes that empowered rural communities. 

This study adopts Fox’s (1993: 11–12) definition of the state, 
namely, “compris(ing) the ensemble of political, social, eco-
nomic, and coercive institutions that exercise ‘public’ authority in 
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a given territory”. Such a take ascribes neither to a purely We-
berian view of the state as autonomous from societal forces nor 
to a purely Marxist view of the state an instrument of class power, 
instead seeing state and social forces as mutually shaping one an-
other. Furthermore, the state is seen not as a monolithic entity 
that acts in a unified way all the time, but as a heterogeneous and 
contested space. Two key categories of actors here are “social ac-
tors” or “societal actors”, defined as “groups of people who iden-
tify common interests and share ideas about how to pursue 
them” (Fox 1993: 23), and “state actors”, defined as “groups of 
officials whose actions push or pull in the same political direc-
tion” (Fox 1993: 29). 

The challenges and opportunities perceived by different state 
and societal actors put them together, tactically or strategically, in 
relation to a particular reform or political project for system-wide 
change. While unified state actors’ ranks can lead to state action 
toward desirable reforms, splits among the various factions of 
state actors can also facilitate the emergence of favorable changes 
in the “political opportunity structure” that can then enhance the 
autonomy and capacity of claim-makers from below to demand 
claims and rights, and/or forge and expand alliances with some 
groups within the state (Tarrow 2011). Bridging objectively or 
subjectively allied state and societal actors are what Fox calls “in-
stitutional access routes” (Fox 1993: 31). In the case of Venezuela 
these include formal and informal institutional channels through 
which similarly oriented state and societal actors get in touch 
with, negotiate with, support or pressure each other, and/or plan 
together on how to bring them closer to their common goals. 
Sharing the same vision of the Bolivarian Revolution, or a shared 
disdain for traditional bourgeois classes, or being jointly located 
in a particular food policy or agroecology initiative are examples 
of such access routes. In Fox’s analysis, institutions are seen as 
playing a key role in mediating the relations between state and 
societal actors, and thus serve as focal sites of his analysis, very 
much in consonance with the historical institutionalism take of 
Thelen and Steinmo (1992) described above. In particular, Fox 
(1993: 217) emphasizes the creation of community food councils 
in rural Mexico in providing 
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 a new, two-way institutional access route that connected state 
and societal actors. From above, state reformists structured new 
patterns of representation within rural society. From below, 
these new opportunities for participation became autonomous 
channels for interest articulation that in turn left their imprint on 
the state. 

As I have elaborated elsewhere (Schiavoni 2015), the community 
food councils described by Fox share certain parallels with citi-
zen-led bodies in Venezuela that are increasingly taking up mat-
ters of food and agriculture. The building blocks of such efforts 
are communal councils, local citizen-run bodies that set their own 
priorities and budgets, interface with the government and chan-
nel state resources into community development projects. Sup-
ported by the Communal Council Law of 2006, there are upwards 
of 44,900 communal councils throughout the country as of the 
time of writing.11 A major thrust of the Bolivarian Revolution in 
recent years, coming both from above and below, is a push for 
the formation of comunas by the linking together of communal 
councils across a shared territory.12 The stated goal behind the 
construction of comunas is to facilitate a greater transfer of power 
from the state to citizens, toward the furthering of “participatory 
democracy”, in which citizens play a more direct role in govern-
ance. As of May 2016, there were over 1500 comunas officially reg-
istered with the government, with additional ones under con-
struction (Ministerio del Poder Popular para las Comunas y los 
Movimientos Sociales 2016). Occupying a key space at the inter-
section of state and society, the organized citizens who comprise 
the comunas have emerged as important new actors in food sover-
eignty efforts. Many of them are taking food sovereignty matters 
into their own hands in a distinct departure from the approaches 
of various state agencies, while continuing to interact with these 

                                                 
11 Representative of Fundacomunal, Caracas, personal communication, 
23 July 2015. 

12 For a background on the construction of comunas in Venezuela, some 
of the top-level internal discussions about this and an effort to locate it 
more broadly in the literature, see Foster (2015). 
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agencies, mutually influencing each other in the process 
(Schiavoni 2015). 

Leach and Scoones (2007: 7) remind us, however, that “it is 
evident that many instances of citizen engagement take place out-
side these institutionally-orchestrated spaces through more spon-
taneous forms of mobilization”. This resonates with the Vene-
zuelan context, in which community councils and comunas serve 
as only part, albeit an important part, of a much broader patch-
work of citizen-led efforts in Venezuela that is shaping the con-
struction of food sovereignty in dynamic and contentious ways. 
Other critical pieces of this patchwork are the many social move-
ments involved in food sovereignty activism in Venezuela, which, 
as mentioned above, played a decisive role in getting food sover-
eignty onto the state’s agenda in the first place, through years of 
prior mobilization. These movements are themselves quite het-
erogeneous and operate with varying degrees of closeness to, or 
distance from, the state, while still influencing the state’s engage-
ment in food sovereignty construction in important ways. Some 
of these movements intersect significantly with the comunas, while 
others do not. Some of them are largely aligned with state poli-
cies, while others are largely critical of them, even if they continue 
to identify with the broader vision of the Bolivarian Revolution. 

Given the nuanced and diverse positioning of societal actors, 
including social movements, vis-à-vis the state, and their mix of 
inside and outside strategies, it is suggested here that some addi-
tional analytical tools are needed to complement those presented 
thus far, for a deeper understanding of how these movements 
function and what their roles are in food sovereignty construc-
tion, particularly in relation to the state. A number of scholars 
have already made some helpful analytical bridges between the 
sort of state-society frameworks presented thus far and the 
frameworks coming out of social movement theory. Leach and 
Scoones (2007: 15), for instance, suggest an “integrated perspec-
tive on mobilization” that 

 in turn suggests a more integrated perspective on citizenship: one 
that understands socially and spatially located nature of the ‘mo-
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bilising citizen’, engaged in a dynamic, networked political inter-
actions, drawing on a variety of resources, becoming part of 
shifting forms of social solidarity and identification. 

Gaventa and McGee (2010: 11) argue, with respect to state-soci-
ety relations and social movement theory, that 

 there is a need to bring these two approaches together: it is pre-
cisely by looking at how and under what conditions policy-fo-
cused collective action and social movements emerge that we can 
also gain insights into when and how organized citizen action can 
bring about national policy change as well. 

Gaventa and McGee (2010: 26) provide a helpful framework for 
such an integrated analysis, drawing from classic social move-
ment theorists such as Tarrow, Tilly and McAdam, looking, for 
example, at the ways in which political openings are both created 
and seized by social movements; at mobilizing structures; and at 
the framing of claims as “an intrinsically contentious and dynamic 
process”. Such analytical tools are helpful for further interrogat-
ing the role of social movements vis-à-vis state-society relations 
in the construction of food sovereignty. 

Going back to the state, state actors then become the other 
critical set of players in an interactive perspective to state-society 
relations. The emergence of a state-society synergy or mutually reinforc-
ing interaction (Evans 1997, Fox 1993, Migdal et al. 1994), however, 
does not guarantee that the desired system change or reforms, 
such as food sovereignty, can be pushed or constructed to a great 
extent or intended character, pace and direction. This is because 
such political interaction occurs in the context of the limits im-
posed, or possibilities allowed, by pre-existing social structures 
and relevant institutions. This is even more so and even more 
complicated in settings where remnants of an old regime con-
tinue to be entrenched in the midst of emerging enclaves of a new 
regime, as with the Bolivarian Revolution (e.g., see Enríquez 
2013). 

Furthermore, state actors, and by implication, the societal ac-
tors they are allied to, face the difficult challenge of the double 
imperative of facilitating capital accumulation on the one hand 
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and maintaining a historically determined minimum level of po-
litical legitimacy on the other hand (O’Connor 1973). In largely 
capitalist-oriented societies, the state will always be dependent on 
how and how well capital accumulation proceeds because it is 
partly or largely dependent on the revenues generated by such 
processes. This is even more so in settings where the state has 
nationalized key industries, and in the context of the left-turn na-
tional governments, the strategy around “neoextractivism” (Arsel 
et al. 2014, Petras and Veltmeyer 2014). Capital accumulation is, 
and must, always be paired with legitimation – which Fox (1993: 
30–31) defines as “the creation and renewal of the conditions for 
social peace – that is, the containment of most conflict within 
‘proper channels’”. He further explains that legitimacy “refers to 
a political system’s renewable lease on power, which depends on 
its appearing to function better than plausible alternatives…” 
(Fox 1993: 31). 

 
State actors’ location at the various levels of the state may also 

contribute to their accessibility (or vulnerability) vis-à-vis claim-
makers from below. Migdal’s categories are useful in this sense 
where he explains that four levels are important to note: the 
trenches, the dispersed field offices, the agency’s central office, 
and the commanding heights (executive leadership) (Migdal 1994: 
16). In the context of political transformation within which social 
movements in Latin America operate, specifically from struggles 
against clientelism and bossism to struggles for rights, Harvey 
(1998: 8–9) explains that, “When movements no longer petition 
the government for favors but demand respect for rights, the 
practices inevitably change, even if the authorities attempt to re-
assert vertical lines of clientelistic control”. Following 
Foweraker’s work on Mexico, Harvey (1998: 23) also notes that: 

 The hallmark of Mexican popular movements is not their radical 
autonomy from the political system, but their institutionalism… 
This trend does not mean that movements only seek incorpora-
tion into the existing rules. Foweraker saw them, instead, as in-
stitutionalist and non-conformist. They negotiate in order to get 
demands met, but they also mobilize and challenge the way they 
are treated by state authorities. 
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This is an important conceptual angle for food sovereignty re-
search, particularly in Venezuela and other Latin American coun-
tries that have similar political histories. 

2.6 Toward a historical, relational and interactive 
approach to food sovereignty research 

This contribution has pointed to several proposed directions for-
ward for the rapidly growing field of food sovereignty research, 
brought together under the historical-relational-interactive, or HRI, 
framework. As the concept of food sovereignty and the move-
ments connected to it are in a dynamic state of evolution, so too 
is our understanding of them. A key question becomes how to 
study such a moving target. Perhaps most fundamentally, it is im-
portant to have clarity as to what we are studying. If we set out 
in search of food sovereignty in a given context, we are bound 
not to find it. Furthermore, we risk overlooking the struggles and 
initiatives underway that are providing the very fabric out of 
which food sovereignty is being, or might be, constructed. 

This could not be better exemplified than in the case of Ven-
ezuela. What can be seen in the country at the time of this writing 
– shortages of basic items, high inflation and an especially tense 
political climate – might look as far away from food sovereignty 
as imaginable. And yet, this moment of crisis is providing fertile 
ground for seeds of deeper transformation toward food sover-
eignty, as unprecedented numbers of Venezuelans are growing 
their own food, saving and exchanging seeds, bartering with their 
neighbors, and seeking out alternatives in order to feed them-
selves and their families (Schiavoni and Camacaro 2016). Social 
movements are seizing the moment to push for a radicalization 
of national food sovereignty efforts, including advancing pro-
posals that had been long in the making before the current crisis. 
One such proposal is the above-mentioned new seed law, which 
is now undergoing a process of comunalización, or grassroots dif-
fusion, as movements seek to push forward its implementation 
as rapidly as possible in the face of industry-backed opposition. 
Simultaneously, movements are working to forge concrete solu-
tions to confront the current bottleneck in food distribution. An 
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example is the Feria Conuquera, a highly popular monthly market 
in Caracas featuring homemade and artisanal alternatives to the 
items missing from supermarket shelves. Another example born 
out of the crisis is Plan Pueblo a Pueblo, a people-to-people ef-
fort to forge direct links between rural and urban communities, 
through the vehicle of the comunas. In little over a year since its 
inception, Plan Pueblo a Pueblo is now reaching upwards of 
40,000 urban inhabitants with affordable fresh food, with other 
communities looking to get involved. The government has also 
launched a series of new initiatives, from a new Ministry of Urban 
Agriculture to promote and consolidate urban food production 
to an emergency door-to-door grocery delivery effort in partner-
ship with community organizations. Some of the government re-
sponses are being embraced by food sovereignty activists (albeit 
to differing degrees), while others have come under criticism as 
perpetuating a broken system, generating much debate and dis-
cussion over what food sovereignty means and looks like and 
how to get there. 

How can academics, as well as activists and policymakers, 
make sense of these recent developments? Here HRI can help 
bring us to a deeper understanding of the current conjuncture 
and future possibilities. A historical lens sheds light into how 
Venezuela’s food system got into the precarious place that it is 
and how food politics connect to the broader politics of the 
country. A relational lens can help us to tease out and analyze the 
many responses to the present crisis, from those serving to rein-
force the current system to those representing a radical break 
from it, and to identify where the greatest points of synergy and 
tension – and possibilities for convergence – may lie. An interac-
tive lens can help us to appreciate the interdependency between 
state and societal actors required for any meaningful shift out of 
the current system. As one grassroots food sovereignty activist 
wrote reflecting upon the present challenges, “This has shown us 
the urgent task of deepening and radicalizing this process in our 
own hands and not leaving the fate of this country in the hands 
of bureaucrats”.13 At the same time, she and others are calling 

                                                 
13 Personal communication via email, 7 December 2015. 
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upon the state to fulfill its obligations in the implementation of 
the new seed law, as an urgent step forward toward food sover-
eignty, among other demands upon the state. They are under no 
illusion that they can go it alone. Furthermore, an HRI perspec-
tive can help us to see the current conjuncture facing Venezuela 
for what it is – the current conjuncture. How Venezuela’s food 
politics will further unfold is anyone’s guess. But here too an HRI 
approach can be helpful for analysis of the possibilities and limits 
of food sovereignty construction in Venezuela and for consider-
ing under what conditions the current crisis could serve as a cat-
alyst for a deepening of food sovereignty efforts. Might there be 
a radicalization of the interaction between pro-reform state actors 
and social mobilizations from below in such a way as to impact 
the overall balance of forces within the state and in society in 
favor of a deepened food sovereignty agenda representing a sig-
nificant break from the current system? 

The current crisis facing Venezuela’s food politics brings us to 
an immediate sub-context, which is a tumultuous moment facing 
Latin America’s left- turn countries, of which Venezuela has been 
an important reference point. As many of the left-turn govern-
ments are also among the first to have adopted national food sov-
ereignty policies, the implications for food sovereignty construc-
tion in this moment of shifting political dynamics are significant. 
Here an HRI perspective may be helpful for looking at some of 
these other national contexts (both in other countries where food 
sovereignty is officially on the agenda and in those where it is not) 
as well as regional food sovereignty construction efforts such as 
those of the 11-member ALBA (Bolivarian Alliance for the Peo-
ples of Our America) founded by Venezuela and Cuba. On the 
flip side, while Venezuela has served as an apt and timely example 
to illustrate an HRI approach to food sovereignty research, the 
relevance of HRI spans well beyond this particular national case 
and beyond Latin America to other contexts. In many ways, the 
current situation seen in Venezuela, particularly the apparent fail-
ures of its deeply entrenched food import and distribution com-
plex to meet the needs of the population, serves as a microcosm 
of the broader global food system, as exemplified in the food 
price crisis of 2007–2008 and onward. Since then, there has been 
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a flurry of new proposals on the global front, from those serving 
to uphold and strengthen current global food and agriculture ar-
chitecture, to those pushing for radically different approaches, in-
cluding a centering of human rights. What are the competing par-
adigms and approaches underlying these proposals, where did 
they come from, and how are different actors positioned in rela-
tion to them, and in relation to each other? Similar questions 
might be asked in any national, or even subnational, context in 
the wake of the food price crisis, and the ongoing structural fail-
ures of the dominant global food system. 

It is hoped that scholars elsewhere will take up an HRI ap-
proach and apply it to their respective contexts, in the process 
further refining it and developing other complementary tools and 
frameworks. Especially as food sovereignty movements continue 
to expand into new contexts, there is infinite room for further 
research. For example, how can a historical approach be em-
ployed to challenge dominant origin stories of food sovereignty 
efforts in a given context that may omit important pieces of his-
tory and key elements and actors? While Edelman (2014) has 
done important work on this from a global perspective, relatively 
little has been done in national and subnational contexts (with 
important exceptions, such as Godek 2015). Furthermore, how 
can comparative historical methods most effectively be brought 
to bear in attempts to historicize food sovereignty? The work of 
Philip McMichael, particularly his incorporated comparison ap-
proach (McMichael 1990) may be instructive here.14 With regards 
to a relational approach, once we have a deeper understanding of 
the competing paradigms and approaches shaping food sover-
eignty construction in a given context, what tools can help us 
identify points of synergy and tension, and thus potential for con-
vergence? Here the work of Holt-Giménez and Shattuck (2011), 
in their assessment of the political tendencies of food move-
ments, provides a helpful entry point. So too do recent studies of 
convergence among movements, including those by Brent et al. 

                                                 
14 See also McMichael’s (2014) ‘Historicizing food sovereignty’ for addi-
tional helpful insights into historicization. 
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(2015) and Tramel (2016) in the U.S. and global contexts, respec-
tively. For an interactive approach, further tools are needed for 
more intricately situating the role of capital in state-society rela-
tions, and here McKay (2018) offers a helpful framework in his 
“state-society-capital nexus”. Connected to this is the need for 
deeper analyses of class as related to the diverse actors involved 
in food sovereignty efforts. Important recent work in this area 
has been done by Henderson (2016), in his class analysis of food 
sovereignty movements in Ecuador and Mexico, along with ear-
lier work such as that of Borras et al. (2008) on the class dynamics 
of transnational agrarian movements. 

 
These are some suggested starting points for future research, 

but the list is endless. If this piece were to be boiled down into a 
single message it would be that the dynamism of our research 
must strive to match pace with the dynamism of food sovereignty 
efforts themselves. In Venezuela as with elsewhere, nothing is 
predetermined in the attempted construction of food sover-
eignty. Unexpected outcomes are par for the course. For re-
searchers of food sovereignty, this is perhaps the greatest chal-
lenge – and the greatest thrill – of the work at hand. 
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Chapter 3 applies the HRI framework to food politics in Vene-
zuela. Empirically, the chapter is based on fieldwork from 2015 
to 2018, connecting the present conjuncture to little-examined 
events during the periods of colonization and modernization. 
The analysis further examines dynamic interactions of state and 
society over time, placing greater emphasis on the role of private 
capital. And the chapter examines various social responses to pre-
sent challenges, both in relation to one another and in relation to 
similar efforts at other moments in history.  

A call for papers from the newly forming Emancipatory Rural 
Politics Initiative (ERPI) in 2017 was the impetus for an earlier 
version of this chapter. ERPI is “focused on the social and polit-
ical processes in rural spaces that are generating alternatives to 
regressive, authoritarian politics”.1 While the framing of “author-
itarian populism” that is a main thrust of ERPI has frequently 
been applied to Venezuela and the Bolivarian Revolution, many 
such characterizations have been based on a mix of faulty as-
sumptions and narrow understandings of democracy that have 
obscured rather than elucidated Venezuela’s highly nuanced 
state-society dynamics (see Koerner (2017a) for an excellent 

                                                 
1 See https://www.iss.nl/en/research/networks/emancipatory-rural-
politics-initiative-erpi. We are very grateful to the team of ERPI for 
supporting this work. 

 Prologue to Chapter 3 
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overview of such). My Venezuelan collaborator, Ana Felicien, as-
tutely noted, however, that many of the aspects of authoritarian 
populism laid out in the ERPI framing paper (Scoones et al. 2017) 
applied to recent resurgences of rightwing elements in Venezuela 
and the tactics they were employing in a moment of mounting 
crisis. Furthermore, many of the responses coming from the 
grassroots were powerful examples of emancipatory rural (and 
rural-urban) politics that merited greater exposure and analysis. 
Approached in this light, engagement in ERPI would be an op-
portunity to confront some of the many misperceptions around 
Venezuela while bringing in new perspectives that were being lit-
tle heard. Sufficiently convinced, I embarked on this project with 
Ana and a third collaborator, Liccia Romero. 

A first step in the research process was to inventory the dom-
inant narratives surrounding Venezuela at the current conjunc-
ture – on overall politics and on food politics in particular – not-
ing common threads. A dominant metanarrative clearly emerged, 
which we analyzed, elucidating both the assumptions upon which 
the metanarrative was based, as well as the holes it contained and 
the social realities it concealed. From there, we dove into histor-
ical documentation, teasing out little-known parts of Venezuela’s 
history that contained important insights into the present. For 
example, examination of the 1936 Law of Immigration and Col-
onization, among other key elements of Venezuela’s agricultural 
modernization period, highlighted dynamics of race and racism 
deeply embedded in Venezuela’s food politics that continue to 
play out into the present. A closer examination of the moderni-
zation process also shed important light into the industrial bias 
that continues to be pervasive in the Venezuelan agrifood system, 
including under the Bolivarian Revolution, a phenomenon fre-
quently noted but little contextualized in much of the literature 
on Venezuela. We also examined other cases from other mo-
ments in history, from the economic blockade facing Chile under 
Allende to the survival programs of the Black Panther Party in 
the U.S., that share some striking parallels with the challenges 
facing present-day Venezuela and similarly hold some key les-
sons. For the sections on the current conjuncture, we drew from 
each of our respective investigations in the field, complemented 
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by lived experiences.2 We also drew from secondary data and 
conducted several additional interviews with both government 
officials and social movement actors to gather specific pieces of 
information necessary for the project. Given the amount of ma-
terial we attempted to condense into a single paper, a good deal 
of thought and discussion went into matters of organization and 
content flow, facilitated by the use of a white board, butcher pa-
per, elaborate assemblages of adhesive notes and google docu-
ments.  

The collaboration with Ana and Liccia would turn out to be a 
major highlight of my research experience. Both researchers 
straddle the worlds of activism and scholarship, and work very 
much at the intersection of the two, engaged in research that is 
praxis-based and action-oriented. Ana is a researcher at el IVIC 
(the national research institute that hosted me), is a national 
leader in the movement around the Seed Law, and works with 
urban and rural farmers and Indigenous communities on seed 
saving and exchange, agroecology, climate change adaptation and 
mitigation, and other food sovereignty-related efforts. Liccia is a 
professor at Universidad de los Andes (University of the Andes) 
who works with farmer-to-farmer networks on conservation and 
propagation of traditional crop varieties as well as efforts directly 
linking producers and consumers on the rescue of traditional 
crops, efforts which have been recognized by Slow Food Inter-
national. As activists, women and Afro-Venezuelans, theirs does 
not fit the typical profile of Venezuelan intellectuals whose voices 
tend to make it to the exterior, even as they have critically im-
portant perspectives to offer. Camped out in Ana’s family’s apart-
ment as we worked around the clock together, the experience of 
doing this project with her and Liccia not only exponentially 
deepened my understanding of Venezuelan history and politics, 
but also exposed me to a new approach to scholarship – one that 

                                                 
2 Over the course of this project alone, matters of everyday survival 
such as transportation and food procurement and preparation grew in-
creasingly difficult and complicated, impacting our daily schedules as 
we vividly lived through what we were writing about.  
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is unapologetically anti-patriarchal, anti-racist, decolonizing, hor-
izontal, reflexive and bottom-up.  I appreciated the refreshingly 
supportive atmosphere that was fostered together through recog-
nizing, valuing and making room for the many hats we wear and 
roles we play, including often-invisibilized care work and emo-
tional labor. Through this experience, I came to realize and ap-
preciate that another form of scholarship, and another academia, 
is possible.  

The piece that Ana, Liccia and I produced together was posted 
as an ERPI working paper in early 2018 in its raw and unedited 
form.3 The original piece was largely targeted to the group of self-
identified scholar activists present at the ERPI conference on 
“authoritarian populism and the rural world” held in The Hague 
in March of 2018. That paper was then picked up by Monthly Re-
view, which featured a shortened, lightly revised version of it as 
the “Review of the Month” in its June 2018 issue.4 The following 
chapter is a further reworking of the original paper that has ben-
efited from additional review and revision. A difference from the 
original paper is that the framing of authoritarian populism has 
been removed, as it is a theme not central to the overall study, 
while the lens of food used in the original paper has been further 
developed. The ordering of the piece has also been reworked 
somewhat, in line with the revised analytical framework. Use of 
the first-person plural reflects that this is a co-authored work. 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 Felicien, A., Schiavoni, C.M. and L. Romero (2018) ‘Food Politics in a 
Time of Crisis: Corporate Power vs. Popular Power in the Shifting Rela-
tions of State, Society and Capital in Venezuela’s Food System’ Emanci-
patory Rural Politics Initiative Conference Paper No. 9. The Hague: ISS. 

4 Felicien, A., Schiavoni, C. M. and L. Romero (2018) ‘The Politics of 
Food in Venezuela’, Monthly Review 70(2): 1-19. 
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Abstract 

This chapter applies a historical, relational and interactive framework to 
the agrifood politics of the current conjuncture in Venezuela, together 
with a focus on questions of power understood through an analytical lens 
of food. We begin by digging into the past in order to shed light into the 
challenges and opportunities at present, examining a) the ways in which 
food, through its material and symbolic power, has served as a vehicle for 
processes of social differentiation along lines of race, class and gender – 
processes which continue to evolve into the present; b) the interplay of 
global-level and national-level food politics and the ways in which these 
connect to and play out at the level of everyday life; and c) how the con-
tours of the Venezuelan food system have been shaped by the pushes and 
pulls of state, society and capital over time, in a delicate balance of forces 
characterized by both deep tensions and deep ties. The fragility of this 
balance came to the fore in recent years, particularly from 2013 onward, 
in the form of food shortages, food lines and purported food riots. This 
chapter aims to shed light into such developments with a particular interest 
in implications for food sovereignty construction. Starting from the prem-
ise that food sovereignty construction cannot be separated from the 
broader food politics of which it is part, this piece examines food politics 
over time in Venezuela – the role of food in politics and the politics of 
food – addressing the questions: What do food politics tell us about broader forms, 
organizations and relations of power in Venezuela today? And with what implications 
for food sovereignty construction? By focusing on food politics as a key area in 
which the country’s broader politics are playing out, a multitude of issues 
can be better understood.  

 

3 Food politics in Venezuela 
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3.1 Introduction 

Over the period of 2013-2014, what appeared to be temporary shortages 
of key staple food items in Venezuela, endured periodically over past dec-
ades, took a different turn. Rather than dissipating over time, the shortages 
intensified and became increasingly sustained, manifested in the form of 
long lines outside of supermarkets that captured headlines across the 
globe. As the shortages persisted into 2017, a particular mainstream nar-
rative surrounding them crystalized. The lines, according to the narrative, 
were the result of overall scarcity facing the nation due to misguided so-
cialist-oriented policies over the course of the Bolivarian Revolution, 
which had been propped up by high oil prices and the charismatic appeal 
of former president Hugo Chávez Frías. Amid the perfect storm of the 
death of Chávez in 2013, the collapse in global oil prices in 2014, and the 
government’s misguided policies, Venezuela had steadily slid into a state 
of economic and political disintegration, with food and other necessities 
growing scarce, sparking social unrest as people took to the streets.   

However, this dominant narrative does not capture the complexities of 
what is happening in Venezuela today. There are significant holes in the 
account, which raise important questions: who are “the people” at the cen-
ter of such analysis? What, if any, are the different impacts of present chal-
lenges on various sectors of society? Where and how does the role of cap-
ital figure into the state-society dynamics surrounding the shortages? This 
chapter aims to shed light into these and other questions regarding the 
events of the current conjuncture in Venezuela, with a particular interest 
in implications for food sovereignty construction. Starting from the prem-
ise that food sovereignty construction cannot be separated from the 
broader food politics of which it is part, this piece examines food politics 
over time in Venezuela – the role of food in politics and the politics of 
food – addressing the questions: What do food politics tell us about broader forms, 
organizations and relations of power in Venezuela today? And with what implications 
for food sovereignty construction? By focusing on food politics as a key area in 
which the country’s broader politics are playing out—particularly by look-
ing at recent shortages and food lines, as well as what have been presented 
as “food riots”—a multitude of issues can be better understood.  

This chapter picks up where the last one left off by applying the HRI 
framework to the agrifood politics of the current conjuncture in Vene-
zuela, complemented by an analytical lens of food, as will be described 
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next. Through analysis of historical documentation, we begin by digging 
into the past in order to shed light into the challenges and opportunities 
at present. We then critically examine the events of the current conjunc-
ture, both challenging and complicating the dominant narratives surround-
ing it, drawing from empirical evidence gathered over fieldwork from 2015 
through 2018. In taking such an approach, our objectives are multifold. 
First, a historical lens helps us to understand how the events of today came 
to be, tracing historical continuities from past to present. We do this in 
order to address the above-mentioned tendency in the literature of ahis-
torical or insufficiently historical narratives, as described in Chapter 2, in 
which both the present-day problems of the agrifood system and efforts 
toward food systems transformation are traced no further back than the 
start of the Bolivarian Revolution in 1999. Instead, we argue that to un-
derstand what is currently transpiring, it is necessary to look much farther 
back, from the period of colonization onward, to identify historical pat-
terns conditioning the present. In this sense, our perspective on the cur-
rent crisis facing Venezuela’s agrifood system is similar to McMichael and 
Schneider’s (2011: 120) take on the global food price crisis of 2007-2008: 
“While official approaches are concerned with proximate sources of the 
crisis, food sovereignty understands the crisis as historical and systemic”. 
Relatedly, we argue that many of the responses seen today, particularly 
those coming from the grassroots, can be understood as present manifes-
tations of historical legacies of resistance. 

If a historical lens helps us to trace historical continuities playing out in 
current Venezuelan agrifood politics, an interactive lens helps us to under-
stand them in relation to the pushes and pulls of diverse state and societal 
forces over time. Recalling the previous chapter, among the functions of 
an interactive lens is the disaggregation of the broad categories of state and 
society. Here we take a deeper look into society while disaggregating the state 
is a focus of the next chapter), including a focus on class differentiation 
and on what Cannon (2008: 731-732) has described as a “class/race fu-
sion” with “deep roots in the country’s history”. This brings us to a second 
objective of this chapter, which is to address what we argue to be an eras-
ure of key actors and identities in narratives of the current conjuncture by 
explicitly looking at how questions of race, class and gender converge 
around food. In examining the intimate connections between food and 
processes of social differentiation and identity formation forged over time, 
we demonstrate the ways in which differences and disparities seen in the 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 118PDF page: 118PDF page: 118PDF page: 118

98  

 

agrifood system are both reflective and co-constitutive of broader societal 
fissures that are playing out at present. And third, while many analyses on 
the current conjuncture in Venezuela tend to be centered on the govern-
ment and state, we highlight the central role of capital and its relations 
with the state in conditioning the present circumstances, and therefore as 
key to understanding state-society relations. 

Finally, a relational lens is applied to the current conjuncture in order 
to analyze the multiple responses rapidly unfolding at present in relation 
to the challenges out of which they have arisen, in relation to each other, 
and in relation to broader visions of/efforts toward food sovereignty in 
Venezuela under the Bolivarian Revolution. A particularly helpful tool to 
facilitate such analysis is provided by Fraser (2017: 38), who, building upon 
Polanyi’s “double movement”, describes a “triple movement” among po-
litical forces of social protection, marketization, and emancipation (i.e., the 
overcoming of domination), in which “each can ally, in principle, with ei-
ther of the other two poles against the third”. The implication is that a key 
determinant for the advancement of food sovereignty as an emancipatory 
pursuit is how efforts toward food sovereignty align with, incorporate, 
counteract or otherwise interact with a variety of other efforts. In a mo-
ment of flux and uncertainty facing Venezuela’s agrifood system and the 
politics surrounding it, there is also possibility for new alignments, as will 
be further explored below. Such an interest of this piece situates it within 
a growing body of work on emancipatory rural politics (Scoones et al. 2017) – 
or emancipatory rural-urban politics in the case of Venezuela – to which this 
piece aims to contribute. 

3.1.1 Food as an analytical lens  

Uniting the various strands of this analysis is our use of food as an analyt-
ical lens. Following Figueroa’s conception of food as “an ensemble of rela-
tions, a kind of nexus in and through which social processes at varied spatial 
and temporal scales converge and interact” (Figueroa 2015: 502, emphasis 
in original), we identify three areas of focus: 1) the multiple dimensions and 
functions of food; 2) the use of food as a tool of subjugation and control and, conversely, 
as a tool of resistance; and 3) food as a nexus of both micro-level and macro-level 
processes.  First is an eye to the multiple dimensions and functions of food, 
particularly what McMichael (2000: 21) describes as food’s “material and 
symbolic functions” or what Slocum (2013: 28) describes as food’s “ma-
terial-semiotic” nature. These two main facets of food interact to shape 
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social identities and divisions in a variety of ways. As Mintz and Du Bois 
(2002: 109) have noted, “Like all culturally defined material substances 
used in the creation and maintenance of social relationships, food serves 
both to solidify group membership and to set groups apart”. This brings 
us to our second focus area, the use of food as a tool of subjugation and 
control and, conversely, as a tool of resistance. Both the material and sym-
bolic functions of food may be drawn upon for the exertion of control 
over a given population, in forms both overt and subtle, including through 
what Friedmann (1995: 26) has described as “a shifting balance between 
coercion and consent, both in the constitution and reconstitution of desire 
for specific foods, and in the availability of those foods”. At the same time, 
and in a relational manner, food may be “at the center of a liberatory 
agenda” (White 2017: 33), as exemplified in the concept of food sover-
eignty and in the movements advancing it. Food has thus been used over 
time as a tool of both subjugation and resistance, the pushes and pulls of 
which help to shape the broad contours of agrifood politics over time in 
a given context.  

The third and final focus area is food as a nexus of both micro-level 
and macro-level processes. A realm in which these processes converge is 
that of everyday life, manifested through what Figueroa (2015: 498) de-
scribes as “everyday food practices” or what Friedmann (1995: 26) de-
scribes as “social relations of consumption”, a parallel concept to social 
relations of production, “based in the daily life experiences of preparing, 
sharing, and taking meals”. The realm of everyday life is often subject to 
control and coercion, for instance, “when people’s lives are disrupted so 
they cannot continue to use land, to work, and in other ways to live as they 
did before” (Friedmann 1995: 27) at the same time that it is a particularly 
fertile ground for alternative-building. Such dynamics are captured well by 
Figueroa (2015: 502), who describes how “banal acts of daily subsistence” 
at once “reflect and reproduce capitalist social relations, express their con-
tradictions, and contain the seeds of their overcoming”. A similar view is 
shared by White (2018), whose “collective agency and community resili-
ence” framework builds upon the work on “everyday strategies of re-
sistance” (e.g., Scott 2008, Kerkvliet 2005) to identify not only disruptive 
but also constructive forms of resistance coming out of the realm of the eve-
ryday. This includes ways in which communities “adjust, withstand, and 
absorb disturbance [and] reorganize while undergoing change” (White 
2018: 8). Figueroa’s (2015) and White’s (2018) complementary works are 
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returned to below to help us unpack community responses to the chal-
lenges at present. 

A helpful tool for situating the food practices of everyday life within 
broader global processes and relations (namely, the flow of commodities, 
associated processes of capital accumulation and counter-movements to 
these), is “food regime analysis” developed by Harriet Friedmann and 
Philip McMichael (see, e.g., Friedmann and McMichael 1989; Friedmann 
2005; McMichael 2009; Friedmann 2016; McMichael 2016). Food regime 
analysis periodizes the history of the past century and a half, examining 
food politics within relatively stable periods of capital accumulation gov-
erned by particular (implicit) sets of rules and relations, as well as looking 
at periods of transition and instability. In doing so, it offers insights into 
current processes of political, social and ecological transformation as well. 
McMichael (2016: 650) explains that “‘food regime’ is not a theoretical 
construct” but “a world-historical method. It is a way of organizing our 
understanding of significant shifts in global power relations through the 
agri-food lens”. We draw from food regime analysis to situate develop-
ments in Venezuela within a broader world-historical context, analyzing 
how patterns established over time – from Spanish colonization, when 
Venezuela was a source of raw goods for luxury items such as coffee and 
chocolate for Europe, through the early decades of democratization and 
nation-building, when demand for imported foods by an increasingly ur-
ban population was met with an abundance of cheap wheat and durable 
goods from the U.S., through mass privatization of food provisioning in-
frastructure at the start of the neoliberal era – continue to play a role in 
shaping food politics to this day.1 

Drawing inspiration from Friedmann and McMichael, we examine agri-
food politics across periods, looking at four main periods that culminate 
in the present conjuncture. The first, and longest, period extends from the 

                                                 
1 For an insightful glimpse into some of the lively debates surrounding food re-
gime analysis, including the role of social movements in agrifood politics across 
and between each of the regimes, and particularly at present; the extent to which 
agriculture has already been absorbed into global circuits of capital and the degree 
to which such processes are or are not reversable; and whether or not a third 
food regime is emerging/has already emerged, and if so what its defining charac-
teristics are, see the ‘Bernstein-McMichael-Friedmann Dialogue on Food Re-
gimes’ in Journal of Peasant Studies (volume 43, issue 3). 
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early sixteenth through early twentieth centuries, covering colonization 
through early independence, which saw a continuation of many of the pat-
terns of production and consumption established under colonization. The 
latter part of this period overlaps with the first food regime which “combined 
colonial tropical imports to Europe with basic grains and livestock imports 
from settler colonies, provisioning emerging European industrial classes, 
and underwriting the British ‘workshop of the world’” (McMichael 2009: 
141). The patterns of this period would be shaken up with the rise of Ven-
ezuela’s oil industry in the 1920s, giving way to a period of modernization 
from the 1930s-1970s. The latter half of this period overlaps with the second 
food regime, which “re-routed flows of (surplus) food from the United States 
to its informal empire of postcolonial states on strategic perimeters of the 
Cold War” while “[f]ood aid subsidised wages, encouraging selective Third 
World industrialization” (McMichael 2009: 141). The 1980s ushered in a 
period of neoliberal reform, together with mounting social unrest, leading 
to the rise of the Bolivarian Revolution in 1998 and the presidency of 
Hugo Chávez Frías from 1999 through 2012. While Friedmann and 
McMichael have diverging perspectives on whether a third food regime 
has emerged/is emerging, and if so, what its defining features are (Fried-
mann 2016), this period overlaps with McMichael’s characterization of a 
current corporate food regime as “a private regime of global trade managed by 
transnational corporations” to which food sovereignty movements have 
arisen in opposition (McMichael 2016: 664). We find the corporate food regime 
helpful for understanding the conditions leading up to and persisting into 
the Bolivarian Revolution, as will be described further on. Finally, 2013 
onward into the present (2019 at the time of writing) is considered the 
current conjuncture, characterized by shortages, economic crisis and con-
ditions ripe for both rupture and transformation of Venezuela’s agrifood 
system.  

The sections to follow are organized chronologically by period, with an 
eye to the interaction of material and symbolic functions of food vis-à-vis 
social relations of production and consumption, particularly along lines of 
race, class and gender; the interplay of macro- and micro-level processes; 
and the shifting relations of state, society and capital over time. Across 
each period, special attention is given to corn, Venezuela’s top-consumed 
staple food, given its particular material and symbolic importance across 
Venezuelan diet, culture, economics and politics. In identifying corn as 
emblematic of social and political life, we are far from the first to do so. 
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Warman (2003) has written what is perhaps the most comprehensive work 
of this genre from a world-historical perspective, while numerous ac-
counts have used corn as a lens through which to trace the past and pre-
sent politics of Mexico, as the crop’s center of origin (e.g., Lind and Bar-
ham 2004; Fitting 2006; Baker 2012). Here, however, corn does not form 
the centerpiece of our analysis but is part of a broader focus on food and 
the power relations surrounding it. On one level, the politics of food in 
Venezuela serve as a fascinating microcosm through which to understand 
the broader politics of the country. But more than being demonstrative of 
broader politics, they are in fact a key element in them. 

3.2  Colonial period and continuation of colonial patterns 
of production and consumption 

Venezuela’s main link to the first food regime was in the export of raw tropical 
goods to Europe, contributing to what would become longstanding com-
modity circuits and divisions of labor established through colonization. 
Although Venezuela did not have a particularly prominent role at the onset 
of colonization – according to Wilpert (2005, no page) “it was generally 
considered a backwater because the Spaniards did not believe Venezuela 
had much mineral wealth” – it would later play a key role in struggles for 
independence throughout the region. Even into independence, however, 
the patterns established under colonization would leave an indelible mark 
upon Venezuela’s food system and beyond. This section introduces these 
patterns, including the establishment of an extractive agroexportation 
complex; mutually reinforcing processes of dietary differentiation and so-
cial differentiation; and the use of food as a means of both subjugation 
and resistance.  

Venezuela’s “extractive engine”, as characterized by Lombardi (2003), 
dates back to Spanish colonization from the 16th into the 19th centuries. 
During this period, a “tropical plantation economy based on slave labor” 
gave rise to a powerful agroexportation complex through which primarily 
cacao and later coffee were supplied to Europe and Mexico (Andrews 
1985: 12).2 A main feature of this system was what Ríos de Hernández and 

                                                 
2 The phenomenon of “monoexportation” in Venezuela did not begin with pe-
troleum, but with the colonial agroexport complex. In 1775, 75 percent of the 
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Prato (1990) describe as the “plantation-conuco binomial”, in which familial 
and communal plots called conucos served as a source of subsistence for the 
enslaved and later low-wage labor forces of the haciendas of the colonial 
elite (see also Carvallo and Rios 1984, Hernández 2008, Rojas-López 2012, 
Ramos Guédez 2005). The conucos of the haciendas represented a melding 
of Indigenous and African crops and growing practices, in a common 
though underrecognized trend throughout the Americas (Carney 2013). 
While composition varied by location, conucos generally consisted of a di-
verse polyculture including tubers, legumes, fruits and vegetables (Lovera 
1988). Out of these, the two most important staple crops were corn and 
cassava. While both crops were prepared in diverse manners, a popular 
form of corn preparation was the arepa, a patty prepared from a dough 
made of finely ground corn, while cassava was often consumed in the form 
of a type of dry flatbread known as casabe (Amodio 2017). Preparation of 
each was largely managed by women.  

In 1830, Venezuela was among the first countries in the region to 
achieve independence, followed by the abolishment of slavery by 1854, 
both developments a product of popular rebellion. As noted by Andrews 
(1985), however, most social and economic patterns established under col-
onization were little altered. The plantation economy lasted for another 
century following independence, while commerce with the exterior 
switched hands from the Spanish crown to a commercial bourgeoisie de-
scended from English, Germans, Dutch, French, and Italians, among oth-
ers.3 This group ran trading companies known as casas comerciales, which 
mediated relations between the haciendas and international agricultural 
commodity circuits (Banko 2010).   

Across this period, the plantation-conuco binomial underpinning the 
plantation economy gave rise to patterns of dietary differentiation, with 
those who labored on the plantations feeding themselves through their 
own production, while the colonial elite (and later, the European-de-
scended bourgeoisie) continued with culinary patterns brought over from 

                                                 

total value of exports was from cacao (Vitale 2002) and in 1897-1898, coffee 
represented 83 percent of exports (Lezama and Hernandez 2006). 

 
3 I.e., those originating from countries who had been allies against the colonial 
rule of the Spanish. The Dutch, for instance, had been the main suppliers of arms 
to the independence movement. 
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Europe, relying in part on imported goods. This dietary differentiation was 
intricately linked with questions of identity and domination, serving to 
maintain European descendants as distinct from and superior to the rest 
of the Indigenous, Afro-descendant and mestizo majority. One means 
through which this was done was the “monstrification” of Indigenous 
foods, in the words of Amodio (2017: 27, translated). Such sentiments are 
reflected, for instance, in the remark attributed to Spanish general Pablo 
Morillo that he could “handle anything on this earth except for those 
wretched corn cakes they call arepas, that have only been made for stom-
achs of blacks and ostriches” (Quintero Saravia 2017, translated). The col-
onizers’ disdain for Indigenous food and food practices, however, was 
paradoxically coupled with a dependency on them. Indigenous knowledge 
proved essential for the adaptation of European crops to tropical agroe-
cosystems, and food from conucos served as a vital source of sustenance, 
particularly during times of war. Indigenous foods also facilitated transat-
lantic trade, with accounts of Indigenous women being brought onboard 
trade ships to make arepas, while casabe was prized for its durability over 
long periods at sea (Amodio 2017). Over time, Indigenous foods increas-
ingly made their way into the everyday diets of the European descendants 
living in Venezuela, albeit selectively and conditionally. Cassava was largely 
rejected for its negative connotations as a root crop, while corn was 
adopted, but on the understanding that it was inferior to wheat, which was 
upheld as being associated with civilization and progress (Amodio 2017). 

Dietary differentiation was not altogether imposed from above, how-
ever. Amodio (2017) stresses that there was also resistance to European 
foods and food practices from below, for example, the leader of an Indig-
enous uprising of 1871, Túpac Katari, calling on his people to reject Span-
ish foods and culture, particularly white bread. This brings us to another 
important historical angle. As recognized by numerous accounts (e.g., Ro-
driguez 2001, Rojas 2009, Tiapa 2014), the Indigenous peoples, African 
descendants, and mestizos comprising the majority of Venezuelans over 
time have a rich history of rebellion, from Afro-descendant and Indige-
nous uprisings (including when a group of enslaved, formerly enslaved and 
Indigenous peoples stood up to the most powerful trading body of the 
agroexport complex in the 1730s), to more covert forms of resistance. 
Such resistance from below was pivotal to the fall of colonization, as for-
merly enslaved, Indigenous and mestizo peoples played a key role in the 
struggles led by independence leader Simon Bolivar, once he caught on to 
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their importance (Vargas Arenas and Sanoja 2017), continuing into peas-
ant struggles over land post-Independence, and later flowing into struggles 
of guerillas, students, workers and women, among other “others”, during 
the period of modernization (Ciccariello-Maher 2013), which we come to 
next. 

 

3.3 Modernization period 

Following the longstanding patterns initiated under colonization centered 
around the plantation economy and the plantation-conuco binomial, Vene-
zuela’s food system would undergo a major reordering with the rise of its 
petroleum industry in the 1920s, as an exodus from the countryside and 
influx into cities spurred a turn to imports just as the U.S. was seeking new 
markets for its agricultural surpluses. At the same time, what remained of 
Venezuela’s agricultural sector underwent a rapid process of moderniza-
tion spurred by a confluence of national policy measures and broader ge-
opolitical developments that will be described in this section. Such events 
arguably placed Venezuela thick in the midst of the second food regime (1950s-
1970s), as Venezuela’s growing dependency on cheap surplus wheat and 
durable goods imported from the U.S. served to prop up U.S. hegemony 
at the same time that Venezuela came to embody the model of agro-in-
dustrialization characteristic of so-called “development states” at this time 
by “adopting Green Revolution technologies, and instituting land reform 
to dampen peasant unrest and extend market relations into the country-
side” (McMichael 2009: 141). Through the course of these changes, the 
dietary differentiation established under colonization would at once be re-
inforced and reshaped, including through the emergence of a middle class, 
drawn largely along lines of race, as part of the modernization process.  

In 1929, the U.S. stock market crash and associated crash in agricultural 
commodity prices together with the rise of petroleum in Venezuela as an 
export commodity spelled the end of the agroexportation period, as sev-
eral new patterns rapidly emerged (Banko 2010, Ríos de Hernández and 
Prato 1990). One was a flight of capital out of agriculture and into the 
emerging petroleum industry, with petroleum concessions going mostly to 
the same wealthy families of the agroexportation complex (McBeth 1983). 
Along with the flight of capital out of rural areas was a flight of people, 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 126PDF page: 126PDF page: 126PDF page: 126

106  

 

through mutually reinforcing processes of proletarianization and urbani-
zation, as rural inhabitants sought waged labor in growing commercial and 
services industries in urban hubs (Suárez and Torrealba 1980, Papail and 
Picquet 1989). These new urban workers, however, were met with insuf-
ficient sources of employment and infrastructure, leading to a subsequent 
surge in urban poverty (Araujo 2013, Wilpert 2006, Osorio 1985). While 
the development of the petroleum sector further concentrated wealth and 
fostered a “surplus population” of urban poor, it also gave rise to a middle 
class of professional workers who populated the sector. In response to 
these changes, the families behind the former agroexport complex were 
able to take advantage of its existing infrastructure, an inflow of oil dollars, 
and the newly acquired purchasing power of Venezuela’s emerging middle 
class to shift from exportation to importation, giving rise over time into a 
powerful agrifood importation and distribution complex inextricably 
linked with petroleum extraction (Ríos de Hernández and Prato 1990).  

Petroleum thus served as an energetic surplus to break the plantation-
conuco binomial, rupturing existing patterns of production and consump-
tion. A key development filling this void came in the late 1930s, with the 
introduction of Venezuela’s agricultural modernization program, sup-
ported through petroleum dollars and based on the premise of import 
substitution of highly consumed foods in growing urban centers. Such a 
program grew out of a convergence of internal and external needs and 
interests. The country was just coming out of nearly three decades of dic-
tatorship by military general Juan Vicente Gómez, from 1908-1935 (fol-
lowed by a period of transition under the rule of Gómez’s minister of de-
fense López Contreras from 1935-1941). It was under the rule of Gómez 
that Venezuela had risen to be the world’s largest exporter of petroleum 
and abandoned its agriculture sector, and by 1935, the country was a net 
food importer (Salas 2015a). Securing an adequate food supply for the 
population was a pressing need by this point, as it would be for successive 
political regimes that vied for power over this politically turbulent century. 
There was thus an interest in revamping the agricultural sector in such a 
way that a lack of manpower in the countryside could be compensated by 
modern technology along with the infusion of a new and “improved” rural 
workforce. This period was also in the run-up to the Green Revolution 
that would soon be sweeping Latin America and much of the Global 
South, as part of an anti-communist Cold War strategy among the U.S. 
and allies (Cleaver 1972, Perkins 1997, Patel 2013).  Relations between the 
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U.S. and Venezuela had tightened over the course of the Gómez dictator-
ship, making Venezuela fertile ground for the arrival of the Green Revo-
lution. Salas (2015a: 67) explains that, “Gómez became the first Venezue-
lan ruler not wholly dependent on internal forces to retain power. Under 
his rule, Washington absorbed Venezuela into its sphere of influence”. 

The Green Revolution was personally ushered into Venezuela by U.S. 
“missionary capitalist” to Latin America, Nelson Rockefeller (Rivas 2002). 
As the site of Standard Oil’s most profitable regional affiliate, Venezuela 
held a special place in the interests of Rockefeller, who made it his home 
away from home, establishing his own personal hacienda there (Rivas 2002, 
Hamilton 2011). Rockefeller’s vision was to bring U.S.-style industrial 
farming and food distribution systems to Venezuela, in order to address a 
growing food deficit while quelling social unrest and fostering stability 
through capitalist expansion with a social mission. He set about doing so 
through a variety of means from 1939 onward. One was through the cre-
ation of the Venezuelan Basic Economy Corporation (VBEC), a subsidi-
ary of Rockefeller’s International Basic Economy Corporation (IBEC) 
with capitalization from Venezuela-based oil companies and the Venezue-
lan state via the Corporación Venezolana de Fomento (Venezuelan De-
velopment Corporation). A main thrust of VBEC was the introduction of 
U.S.-style supermarkets into Venezuela, via the supermarket chain CADA 
(short for Compañía Anónima Distribuidora de Alimentos, or Wholesale 
Food Company), supplying the capital area and the commissaries of pe-
troleum extraction zones. CADA was rolled out in the hope, according to 
Hamilton (2011: 1), that supermarkets “would transform Venezuela from 
a petroleum-dependent autarky with a restive peasantry into a reliable U.S. 
ally with a diversified economy and a solidly middle-class electorate”. 

While CADA supermarkets were heavily reliant upon goods imported 
from the U.S. (comprising upwards of 80 percent of CADA’s stock in 
1949 (Hamilton 2011)), Rockefeller’s vision was to develop a modernized 
domestic supply chain. VBEC thus established Productora Agropecuaria 
Compañía Anónima (Agricultural Products Company, PACA), which set 
up a number of large-scale industrial farms throughout the country show-
casing hybrid seeds, agrochemicals and agricultural machinery (Rivas 
2002). Advised by technicians from the Rockefeller Foundation, U.S. ex-
tension agencies and the United Fruit Company, these were intended to 
serve as replicable models but encountered many problems, both in the 
attempt to apply a one-size-fits-all model to Venezuela’s diverse tropical 
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agroecosystems and in the failure to recognize the key role of large gov-
ernment subsidies in the apparent success of industrial agriculture in the 
U.S. (Rivas 2002). Rockefeller also launched the similarly ill-fated Pes-
querías Caribe Compañía Anónima (Caribbean Fisheries Company), 
PESCA, as well as a number of reconstituted milk production plants that 
were more successful in transforming Venezuela’s milk sector (Rivas 
2002). 

In addition to the for-profit VBEC, Rockefeller also ran the non-profit 
American International Association, or AIA. AIA worked hand-in-hand 
with the Venezuelan government, via the Instituto Agraria Nacional (Na-
tional Agrarian Institute) to implement market-based agrarian reform, 
through which rural inhabitants received parcels of land from the govern-
ment and credit and technical support for farm modernization through 
AIA (Rivas 2002). This included support for the “agricultural colonies” of 
the modernization period, described next. Oriented around a technologi-
cal package of specialized machinery, “improved” seeds, and agrichemical 
inputs, Venezuela’s agricultural sector came to be the most highly mecha-
nized of all of Latin America by 1950 (Rodríguez Rojas 2009). Such ef-
forts, however, yielded mixed results at best in bolstering the domestic 
food supply, and Venezuela remained a net food importer. Furthermore, 
the modernization process served to increase dependency upon the U.S. 
as the main supplier, not only of food, but also of agricultural supplies to 
Venezuela. Such technological dependency, which continues into the pre-
sent, helps to explain why there was an increase in importation during the 
modernization period, despite its import substitution premise (Ríos de 
Hernández and Prato 1990).  

While Rockefeller played a pivotal role in Venezuela’s agricultural mod-
ernization process, Rivas (2002: 137) stresses that it is “unclear how much 
credit Rockefeller can be given for a modernization process that was al-
ready under way and greatly encouraged by public policy”. One such pol-
icy was the Law of Immigration and Colonization of 1936. Characterized 
by a melding of ‘high modernism’ represented by industrial production 
and white supremacy, manifested in blanqueamiento or ‘whitening’ efforts, 
this law facilitated the entrance of white Europeans into Venezuela, spe-
cifically, in the words of then-Agricultural Minister (and coffee plantation 
owner) Alberto Adriani, for Venezuela to “...diversify its agriculture; de-
velop new industries and perfect existing ones; and contribute to the im-
provement of its race and the elevation of its culture…” (Ramos 
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Rodríguez 2010: 94). Towards these ends, the Law supported the for-
mation of aptly named “agricultural colonies” (colonias agrícolas) of Euro-
pean immigrants on some of the country’s most productive agricultural 
land, several of which, including the well-known Colonia Turén, exist into 
the present (Kritz 1975, Ramos Rodríguez 2010).  

The agricultural colonization policies, and the broader push for both 
agricultural modernization and whitening of which they were part, were 
picked up by Pérez Jiménez, who ruled by dictatorship from 1952-1958.4 
Inspired by Adriani’s writings on racial superiority and economic develop-
ment, Pérez Jiménez spoke of the necessity of ‘mixing our race’ with that 
of the Europeans in order to instill in Venezuelans a ‘spirit of work,’ lest 
they remain a ‘backwards people’ (Blanco Muñoz, 1983: 67-69). Approxi-
mately one million immigrants, the majority of them Europeans, entered 
Venezuela under Pérez Jiménez’s reign (Kritz 1975). While such policies 
ended with the fall of the dictatorship in 1958, their influence would en-
dure. Significantly, they contributed to the growth of an overwhelmingly 
white Venezuelan middle class, including a rural white middle class of pro-
ducers engaged in capital-intensive practices. The latter is represented by 
the influential confederation of mid- and large-scale producers, Confeder-
ación de Asociaciones de Productores Agropecuarios (Conferderation of 
Associations of Agricultural Producers, FEDEAGRO), to which we will 
return. 

If the agricultural colonies harkened back to Venezuela’s colonial past, 
so too did the establishment of supermarkets, in the form of the above-
mentioned CADA supermarket chain, which contributed to the processes 
of dietary differentiation extending from colonization. Established in 

                                                 
4 As mentioned above, this was a tumultuous period in Venezuelan politics, with 
coups and coup attempts commonplace. In 1948, a coup was carried out against 
president Rómulo Gallegos of the Acción Democrática (AD) party by a group of 
military officers. Among these was Marcos Pérez Jiménez, who ruled by dicta-
torship from 1952-1958. While there is no single explanation attributed to the 
coup that gave rise to the dictatorship, it is believed that the moderately progres-
sive leanings of the AD and concerns over greater state involvement in the oil 
industry, sparked in part by Mexico’s nationalization of its oil industry over this 
period, riled some business interests both inside and outside of the country. 
While the role of the U.S. government in the coup remains debated, Salas (2015a: 
86) explains that “Pérez Jiménez and the United States quickly found common 
ground on the matter of oil policy and anticommunism”. 
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1948, CADA grew to be the largest private commercial retailer in Vene-
zuela by the 1970s (Rivas 2002), over time joined by a number of other 
chains. The absolutely pivotal impact of the arrival of the supermarket to 
Venezuela, particularly in the realm of everyday life, cannot be overstated. 
Further solidifying the connections between food consumption, identity, 
and social status, supermarkets served as a vehicle for the newly emerging 
middle class to have a taste of food elitism, literally and figuratively. The 
expansion of supermarkets facilitated the expansion of U.S.-based food 
multinationals such as Quaker and General Foods in Venezuela as well 
(Rivas 2002). By now, the middle and upper classes were eating diets quite 
similar to those of their northern neighbors, from Pepsi Cola to Kellogg’s 
Corn Flakes, which remained largely out of reach of the poor. The rein-
forcement of social divisions and inequalities represented by supermarkets 
was not lost on the broader population. By the 1960s, CADA supermar-
kets were among the targets of Venezuela’s growing guerilla movements, 
with a spate of reported attacks, including bombings, carried out between 
1962 and 1965 (Rivas 2002, Hamilton 2011). Hamilton (2011: 31) de-
scribes one particular incident in which “guerilla fighters hijacked one of 
the firm's trucks, took the truck up to a hillside hideout, and distributed 
the food Robin Hood-style”. A CADA representative remarked at the 
time that, “‘there must have been one helluva banquet in the barrio that 
evening,’ as the truck was filled with a ‘sufficient supply of wines’ and im-
ported foods” (Hamilton 2011: 31). Rivas (2002) adds that there was an 
effort over time for CADA to extend into poorer areas. Other supermar-
ket chains would follow suit, although they continued to be concentrated 
in wealthier areas, and access to the imported goods they contained would 
remain heavily skewed towards to the middle and upper classes.  

Another development that occurred over this period was the integra-
tion of wheat into the Venezuelan diet across socioeconomic strata in ur-
ban areas. Since colonial times, wheat had been reserved for consumption 
by the European and European-descended elite. This pattern was initially 
maintained through the process of agricultural colonization, as the influx 
of European immigrants was accompanied by an influx of wheat from the 
U.S., giving rise to a baking industry supplying French- and Italian-style 
white bread, largely reserved for the middle and upper classes (Carbonell 
and Rothman 1977). From 1958 onward, however, a steady supply of 
cheap wheat from the U.S. facilitated the purchase and consumption of 
wheat-based products by the majority of society for the first time. Wheat 
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soon became commonplace in the diet of urban Venezuelans of all in-
comes, eventually overtaking the place of corn as the top-consumed staple 
grain by the early 1960s (Carbonell and Rothman 1977).  

The phenomenon of imported U.S. wheat outcompeting traditionally 
consumed staples was not unique to Venezuela at this time, but rather was 
part of a broader trend throughout much of the Global South, identified 
by Friedmann and McMichael (1989) as a defining feature of the second food 
regime. One condition distinguishing Venezuela, however, was that while 
the U.S. food aid program, via Public Law 480 (PL 480), was the main 
mechanism through which the U.S. reached new markets for its wheat and 
other agricultural surpluses, Venezuela received only negligible amounts 
of wheat through PL 480, as it already had strong trade ties with the U.S. 
by this point (Carbonell and Rothman 1977).  Import of U.S. wheat into 
Venezuela was instead facilitated by the Venezuelan state through trade 
mechanisms such as “import duty exemptions, preferential exchange rates, 
preferential credit facilities for the wheat industry, and lastly the direct sub-
sidy” (Carbonell and Rothman 1977: 313). In addition to preferential trade 
arrangements, Carbonell and Rothman (1977: 311) attribute the rapid 
adoption of wheat into the diet of urban Venezuelans to both the “con-
venience factor” compared to corn-based dishes which took longer to pre-
pare, making wheat conducive to busy urban lifestyles, as well as “the pres-
tige elements associated with wheat in Venezuela” as “the conquerer’s 
food and later the food of the dominant urban classes of landowners, ad-
ministrators and merchants”.5   

While wheat would remain a fixture in the Venezuelan diet to this day, 
its reign over corn as the top-consumed carbohydrate of Venezuelans was 
short-lived, lasting only until 1966, when corn overtook wheat in the form 
of harina precocida de maiz, or ‘precooked corn flour’, introduced just several 
years earlier (Carbonell and Rothman 1977). Precooked corn flour repre-
sented a striking melding of food patterns in that, as a white and ultra-
refined version of corn, precooked corn flour was essentially as close to 
the wheat flour that Venezuelans had grown accustomed to as corn could 

                                                 
5 Carbonell and Rothman (1977) add, however, that the spread of wheat in Ven-
ezuela was not even. The high levels of wheat consumption recorded in this pe-
riod were largely limited to urban areas – home to nearly 80 percent of the pop-
ulation by this time – while rural populations continued to rely on corn, cassava 
and other roots crops as their main carbohydrates. 
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get. It also represented a melding of notions of modernity and tradition, 
as it was for the most part destined for the arepa, the above-mentioned 
corn patty dating back to pre-colonial times, while revolutionizing its prep-
aration. The introduction of precooked corn flour as a product of the 
modernization process had reverberations across the agrifood system, 
changing patterns of production, processing, and consumption of corn 
that had gone largely unaltered for generations.  

On the production end, corn was extracted from the conuco and inserted 
into industrial monoculture production, dependent on certified commer-
cial seed varieties of multinationals such as Pioneer and Cargill (Vielma et 
al. 2005) and increasingly homogenized, to the extent that commercial hy-
brid white corn comprised an estimated 95 percent of the corn grown in 
Venezuela by 1992 (FAO 1994). No less dramatic were the changes to the 
processing of corn for precooked corn flour, in which the kernel is “de-
hulled, degermed, precooked, dried, flaked, and milled” (Peña-Rosas et al. 
2014: 2). In the process, its more nutritional outer layers are removed and 
used separately for industrial animal feed (Peña-Rosas et al. 2014, Gwirtz 
and Garcia-Casal 2014, Ranum et al. 2014), yielding a nutritionally poor 
substance lacking in vitamins and minerals that then requires fortification 
to meet basic nutrition standards (Ablan and Abreu 1999, Garcia-Casal 
and Layrisse 2002). This phenomenon, in which original nutrients are re-
moved while others are artificially added, can be understood as a form of 
“nutritionism” or “nutritional reductionism”, as described by Scrinis 
(2012), a practice under fire by health advocates today (Patel et al. 2015). 
Until this time the arepa had been prepared in essentially the same way 
since pre-colonial times (with the exception of the introduction of the 
pilón, a type of wooden mortar, by enslaved Africans during colonization). 
Preparation mainly took place at home, largely managed by women, while 
pre-prepared homemade dough was also vended on the streets by women 
known as areperas. The introduction of precooked corn flour dramatically 
reduced its preparation time, making it integral to processes of proletari-
anization and urbanization, and in little time, this became the principal 
staple of Venezuela’s poor working class (Garcia-Casal and Layrisse 2002). 

The homogenizing effects of the rise of precooked corn flour in Ven-
ezuela cannot be overstated. Within four decades, it would come to rep-
resent 88 percent of all corn consumed in the country (Abreu and Ablan 
2004). Through the modernization process, the basis of the Venezuelan 
diet shifted from a wide variety dishes produced through the diversity of 
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the conuco to arepas of homogenous taste, texture and appearance, made 
from industrially grown and processed white corn. Such phenomena share 
some striking parallels with the rise of industrially processed white bread 
in the U.S. from 1890-1930, through which bread was transformed from 
“brownish, heterogenous and unruly” to “white, sliced and modern” as a 
materialization of concerns over purity, hygiene, and sanitation that “were 
irrevocably entangled with larger anxieties about racial purity” (Bobrow-
Strain 2013: 266-267). Similar trends can be seen in the transition from 
arepas made from whole dried corn kernels prepared in the home to those 
made from industrially produced precooked corn flour. Through this tran-
sition, processes ranging from seed management to food handling were 
stripped from the Afro-Indigenous majority who had been feeding itself, 
justified by racially laden discourses around “hygiene” and “quality con-
trol” in which whiteness was equated with purity. Particularly strong was 
the gender dimension, as the site of the processing of corn for arepas 
shifted from the home, controlled mainly by women, into commercial en-
terprises controlled mainly by men.  

From the first commercialization of precooked corn flour into the pre-
sent, there is one brand, Harina P.A.N., that has become synonymous with 
it, to the point that it is used interchangeably with the generic term “harina 
precocida”, in a phenomenon known as trademark vulgarization (Vallenilla 
2009). Harina P.A.N. is such a household term that little consideration is 
given to the power of the dual acronym and homonym contained in its 
name. As an acronym, P.A.N. stands for Productos Alimenticios Nacion-
ales, National Food Products, while P.A.N. is a homonym of pan, meaning 
bread. Despite the humble origins portrayed in Harina P.A.N.’s marketing 
campaigns, the family behind this brand, the Mendoza Fleury, comes from 
a long lineage tracing back to the colonial elite, appearing among the fam-
ilies associated with the casas comerciales, and later the petroleum conces-
sions, and related to the first president of the First Republic of Venezuela, 
Cristóbal Mendoza (McBeth 1983, Araujo 1968). Today they are among 
the most powerful families in the country and are best known as the own-
ers of Empresas Polar, the consortium responsible for supplying the most 
widely consumed foods and beverages in Venezuela, particularly arepas and 
beer. These two are directly linked, in fact, as precooked corn flour 
emerged as a byproduct of the corn that was being used as an ingredient 
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in Polar’s beer (Vielma 1998). Polar is the largest private company in Ven-
ezuela, with transnational linkages including serving as Venezuelan sub-
sidiary of PepsiCo, and with its products reaching global markets.  

With the release of Harina P.A.N. into the Venezuelan market in the 
early 1960s, Polar employed a well-crafted marketing strategy penetrating 
both public and private spaces, including the most intimate spaces of eve-
ryday life. A key initial target was Venezuelan women, again paralleling the 
spread of industrial white bread in the U.S., in which women’s “lives, hab-
its, and desires represented the most important battlefield” and in which 
the housewife was seen as “either a competitor or a customer” (Bobrow-
Strain 2013: 272-274). Among Polar’s strategies was employing the slogan 
“Se acabó la piladera”, loosely, “The days of the pilón are over,” referring 
back to technology used over generations by Afro-Indigenous women, 
and portraying the pilón as drudgerous and backwards in its ads. This was 
complemented by a more “grassroots” strategy of training thousands of 
women to go into neighborhoods to teach other women how to make 
arepas from Harina P.A.N. (Caldeira and Tovar 2013). Polar’s strategies 
targeting women varied by class, including specific “bottom of the pyra-
mid” (BOP) marketing strategies targeting poor women (Ozegovic 2011, 
Ireland 2008). Polar’s targeting of women is also reflected in the iconic 
image of a woman’s face on the packaging of Harina P.A.N., a sort of 
Venezuelan version of Aunt Jemima, in a trend not uncommon to food 
marketing (Roberts 1994). With Afro-Indigenous features and her hair 
wrapped in a kerchief, she appears the idealized embodiment of an arepera, 
a user of the pilón that Polar had deemed an antique of the past, her fea-
tures standing in stark contrast to the whiteness of the flour contained 
within the package.  

Another strategy facilitating the penetration of Harina P.A.N. into the 
everyday lives of Venezuelans across class was the evoking of nationalism, 
in which Harina P.A.N was equated with the arepa, which was equated with 
Venezuela and venezolanidad. Such a strategy, for instance, has long been 
employed in Polar’s sponsorship of key cultural events, especially baseball 
games, where its beer and arepas go hand-in-hand. This connects to a num-
ber of observations made by Ichijo and Ranta (2016: 61) on food and na-
tionalism, including how perceptions of food impact how we view our-
selves and our national identities; how food can serve as an important 
means of “concretizing” national identities; and how “[t]his has in turn 
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helped to construct and reproduce food images, tastes and qualities as be-
longing to or originating from a particular national setting”. With its com-
bination of use of popular imagery reflecting the majority of the popula-
tion and evoking of national identity, Harina P.A.N. might be thought of 
as a charismatic food, to borrow from Kimura’s (2013: 19) conception of 
“charismatic nutrients” whose cachet “depends on sociopolitical networks 
built around them”. Through such means, Polar has over time positioned 
its Harina P.A.N. as the “brand of birth of all Venezuelans” (Torelli 2013). 
Given the ubiquity it would come to have in Venezuelan households, this 
might not be a far-off claim. 

3.4 Neoliberal reform and the rise of the Bolivarian 
Revolution  

If a goal  the domestic and foreign powers that promoted the moderniza-
tion process was the conversion of Venezuela into a “reliable U.S. ally 
with...a solid middle-class electorate” (Hamilton 2011:1), by many ac-
counts, these efforts were successful, with Venezuela in the late twentieth 
century commonly regarded as “one of the developing world’s success 
stories, an oil-rich democracy that was seen as a model for economic 
growth and political stability in the region” (Anderson 2017, no page). 
Salas (2015b: 46) has reflected, however, that “Oil never fully transformed 
Venezuela, but rather it created the illusion of modernity in a country 
where high levels of inequality persisted”. The inequalities and associated 
societal tensions fostered through the colonization and modernization pe-
riods would intensify into the start of the neoliberal era. A particularly tell-
ing moment was when structural adjustment policies served as the final 
straw for an increasingly fed up population, leading to the Caracazo, when, 
as described in Chapter 2, hundreds of thousands of people descended 
from Caracas’s hillside barrios into the center of the capital in a massive 
popular uprising that rapidly spread across the country (e.g., see Nuñez 
Nuñez 1990; Maya 2003; Hardy 2007; Ciccariello-Maher 2013a).  

Inequities around food were among the immediate causes of the Cara-
cazo, as the poor endured long lines to access basic goods, while middle-
class retailers hoarded these goods to speculate on rising prices in the face 
of inflation, and the elite carried on with their day-to-day food habits 
through largely uninterrupted access to luxury import items (Battaglini 
2011), with striking parallels to the present. Directly prior to and following 
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the Caracazo, headlines such as ‘Prices of Sugar, Cereals, and Oils Go Up’ 
and ‘Distressed Multitudes in Search of Food’ abounded in the national 
press (Battaglini 2011, translated), while the New York Times (1989a) re-
ported “shortages of items like coffee, salt, flour, cooking oil and other 
basic products”. This reflected growing tensions around food access, dis-
proportionately impacting the poor, signaling that Venezuela’s high mod-
ernist food system based on importation, industrial agriculture, and super-
markets, as championed by Rockefeller, was not in fact serving the 
interests of the majority (Nuñez Nuñez 1990). Taking stock of the food 
system at this time, Llambí and Gouveia (1994: 72) identify as key struc-
tural problems:  

oil rent-induced non-competitiveness in domestic production; the promi-
nence of oligopolistic markets—particularly in the agro-food sector—and 
inherited from the import-substitution; and a highly skewed income distri-
bution also inherited from the ISI era. 

If the modernization era had failed to deliver on promises of addressing 
key societal problems, the following period of neoliberal reform would 
only exacerbate them. The immediate sub-context of the Caracazo was a 
wave of neoliberal reforms in the wake of the Latin American debt crisis, 
as Venezuela and many of its neighbors followed the path of a Washington 
Consensus-based model of development, involving cuts in public expendi-
ture and increased privatization (Gouveia 1997; Lander and Fierro1996; 
Llambí and Gouveia 1994). Such measures continued into the 1990s, with 
World Bank-prescribed reforms in agricultural trade, financing and do-
mestic pricing, including the removal of import restrictions; the transfer 
of public agricultural funds from public institutions into private banks; and 
the deregulation of food, farm and input prices, with limited exceptions 
(Llambí and Gouveia 1994). Additional reforms took place in the form of 
privatization throughout the food system, including in the areas of storage 
and commercialization, technology and plant health and sanitation 
(Llambí and Gouveia 1994). As the public sector retreated, multinational 
food corporations that already had a presence in the country such as Nes-
tle came to play a more dominant role in Venezuela’s food system 
(Gouveia 1997).  

Such developments are precisely those which McMichael (2009, 2016) 
describes as having paved the way for a current corporate food regime that 
privileges corporate interests in agrifood ordering. In contrast to previous 
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food regimes constructed around hegemony of states, argues McMichael 
(2009: 649), “the food regime under neoliberalism institutionalizes a heg-
emonic relation whereby states serve capital” and “corporate rights have 
been elevated over the sovereign rights of states and their citizens”. Within 
these dynamics, he describes a tension between “food from nowhere” de-
livered through the regime versus “food from somewhere” (i.e., grounded 
in place, culture and ecology) promoted by counter-movements. McMi-
chael’s corporate food regime is helpful for understanding the state of Vene-
zuela’s food system leading into the Bolivarian Revolution in the 1990s, 
by which time the country was importing upwards of 80 percent of its 
food (FAO 2002) through a powerful private food importation and distri-
bution complex controlled in an oligopolistic fashion (Ríos de Hernández 
and Prato 1990; Curcio Curcio 2017). Having developed an early depend-
ency on “food from nowhere” as a byproduct of oil exploitation, Vene-
zuela of the 1990s could be considered a posterchild of the corporate food 
regime. On a similar vein, the tension between “food from nowhere” and 
“food from somewhere” has been a central tension in food sovereignty 
efforts over the course of the Bolivarian Revolution, as we will come to 
next. 

 In 1997, Gouveia wrote that the neoliberal reforms:   

[have] led to a rapid deterioration of the social sector and of non-financial 
sectors such as agriculture. Poverty estimates range from 50 per cent to 80 
per cent; the basic food basket costs about 75 per cent of average incomes, 
and agriculture’s rate of growth continues to decline with few exceptions. 
(Gouveia 1997: 233) 

Not only was more than half of the population living in poverty in at 
this time, but approximately a quarter were living in extreme poverty 
(Weisbrot 2008). The Caracazo and ongoing social unrest that continued 
into the 1990s in many ways signaled the visibility of the long-invisibilized 
excluded majority, giving light to an ongoing tension between the further-
ing of patterns of accumulation among a small elite, on the one hand, and 
the coalescing of popular unrest among the vast majority of the popula-
tion, on the other. Vargas Arenas and Sanoja (2017: 113, translated) situate 
the Caracazo as part of a trajectory directly connecting rebellions of the 
past to those of the present, emphasizing that these developments “did 
not arise in a capricious manner”. On the contrary, they: 
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resulted from class struggle, from the resistance and multiple social rebel-
lions that began to be forged in the sixteenth century against the colonial 
government of the Spanish, expressed today as a necessary process to set-
tle the historical debt that the national State has with the socially, culturally 
and economically excluded majority of the population.  

The rise of Chávez and the Bolivarian Revolution can be understood as a 
direct continuation of the Caracazo, through which “the popular sectors 
… came to assume their own political representation” (Sanoja and Vargas 
Arenas 2004: 32, translated). It was an attempt by the descendants of those 
who had been “othered” over the course of colonization and subsequent 
periods to break from historical patterns of inequality by challenging the 
power structures that had been upholding them. 

If a goal of the Bolivarian Revolution was to restore legitimacy by set-
tling historical debt, a first line of order was to confront the inequalities 
around food facing the population. This implied the dual, if at times di-
vergent, tasks of addressing the immediate material needs of the more than 
half of the population living in hunger and poverty, largely urban, while 
working to shift the historical patterns that had forged deep divides in 
Venezuela’s agrifood system. The importance of food and agriculture was 
reflected in Venezuela’s new national constitution, drafted through a par-
ticipatory constituent assembly process and passed by popular referendum 
in 1999, which guarantees the food security of the population, “through 
the promotion of sustainable agriculture as a strategic basis for integrated 
rural development” (Ministerio de Comunicación e Información 1999). 
This provision of the constitution is significant in that it recognizes a re-
valuing of agriculture and a revaluing of long-neglected rural communities 
as going hand-in-hand, and, in specifying promotion of sustainable agri-
culture, it clears some room for movements away from the Green Revo-
lution paradigm that long dominated national agricultural policy.  

In response to this popular mandate, since 1999 a variety of state-spon-
sored initiatives have been carried out, in tandem with citizen efforts, un-
der the banner of food sovereignty (soberanía alimentaria or soberanía agroalimen-
taria). Fundamental to these have been processes of agrarian reform, 
particularly those carried out in the decade of 2003-2012. In contrast to 
the agrarian reform under the modernization period, which exacerbated 
differentiation in the countryside, giving rise to various forms of “petty-
capitalist farming” (Llambí 1988), the most recent reform process was ex-
plicitly aimed at valuing and recognizing the peasants and landless rural 
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workers of Afro-Indigenous origins marginalized under past state policies. 
This involved a holistic approach in which redistribution of land was com-
plemented by a wide variety of supportive programs including in educa-
tion, housing, healthcare, and media/communications (Wilpert 2006, 
Lavelle 2013, Enríquez 2013, Dávila 2014). Fishing communities benefited 
from similar programs, along with the banning of industrial trawling off 
the Venezuelan coast (Sharma 2011; Schiavoni and Camacaro 2009).  

Complementing rural initiatives have been a range of largely urban-
based food access programs, reaching schools, workplaces, and house-
holds (Alayón López 2016). Equally important to food sovereignty efforts 
have been diverse forms of popular organization, from territorially-based 
communal councils and comunas to sectorally-based farmers and fishers 
councils, among others. Supported through a series of popular power (poder 
popular) laws, such forms of organization, considered cornerstones of the 
Bolivarian Revolution, have contributed to broadening direct popular par-
ticipation in the food system (McKay et al. 2014). Together, these state-
led and citizen-led efforts have formed an intricate web of agrifood system 
initiatives that has been woven and re-woven over the course of the Boli-
varian Revolution, reflecting shifting political conditions.  

Such initiatives have seen important gains and limitations. Among the 
most notable outcomes to date was the surpassing of the first Millennium 
Development Goal of cutting hunger in half in advance of 2015, as recog-
nized on a number of occasions by the United Nations Food and Agricul-
ture Organization (FAO 2013, 2015). Over 2008-2011, hunger was re-
duced to an average of 3.1 percent of the population, while Venezuelans 
on average were consuming 121 percent of the baseline daily calories rec-
ommended by the FAO for an adequate diet (FAO 2017) – gains largely 
attributed to the above-mentioned food distribution programs, as well as 
an increase in purchasing power among the poor that broadened access to 
supermarkets and other food outlets.  

There are significant limitations, however, in the degree of systemic trans-
formation achieved through such efforts, limitations which have become 
increasingly apparent at present, as will be elaborated upon below. The 
crux of the issue is that many of the advances in fighting hunger came 
from a reinforcement of the agro-import complex, not from alternatives to 
it. The efforts toward agrarian reform in the countryside, while also receiv-
ing significant investment (Dávila 2014), were happening on largely paral-
lel tracks. While some important inroads were made in connecting the two, 
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there was far from a rupture of the powers long controlling the agrifood 
system.  Thus, more feeding programs meant more food importation, 
which meant increased consolidation of the agrifood import complex and 
its “food from nowhere”, reinforced through multiple mechanisms of the 
state. Among these mechanisms is the granting of dollars to private (and, 
to a lesser degree, public) enterprises, at highly subsidized rates, for the 
import of food and other goods deemed essential. These dollars are from 
petroleum revenues, from which Venezuela derives 95 percent of its for-
eign exchange—the same revenues that are funding social programs. This 
means that dollars from the state, while going into many social programs, 
have also been flowing into the private agrifood import complex over the 
course of the Bolivarian Revolution, amounting to major subsidies for the 
most powerful companies (Gavazut 2014). For those benefiting from 
these arrangements, both directly and indirectly, there is little incentive to 
alter this system. 

The agrarian policies and programs under the Bolivarian Revolution 
thus represent a mixture of tendencies running the gambit from those 
more transformative to those reinforcing the industrial food system. This 
is reflected in the government’s mix of approaches regarding corn produc-
tion and processing, as well as in its often tenuous though not entirely 
antagonistic relationship to Polar. Among the strategies of the agrarian 
reform process has been the forging of partnerships between state institu-
tions and farming communities focused on corn production. These part-
nerships are mainly around national-level planning and coordination of 
corn production coupled with public financing, with a portion directed 
toward agroecological production, primarily by cooperatives on former 
latifundio lands recovered through agrarian reform. There have also been 
some efforts in processing, including the establishment of twelve state-run 
corn flour plants and the nationalization of several private plants that had 
been engaged in illegal practices. Such efforts in processing, however, have 
yet to reach a significant scale of production. In fact, a combination of 
insufficient capacity on the part of the state to absorb production along 
with national preference for Harina P.A.N has resulted in some govern-
ment-supported cooperatives directly supplying white corn to Polar. An-
other form of support from the Bolivarian government to Polar is in the 
above-mentioned provision of dollars for importation at highly subsidized 
rates, of which Polar is among the top recipients (Gavazut 2014). Such 
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linkages are being further solidified in the present conjuncture, as dis-
cussed next. 

Thus, while the Bolivarian Revolution has made some incremental in-
roads into corn flour production, Polar continues to maintain relative he-
gemony, both materially and symbolically. At present, Polar controls an 
estimated 50-60 percent of Venezuela’s supply of precooked corn flour, 
the most-consumed staple food of Venezuelans, and particularly of the 
poor (Schipani 2017, Curcio 2016). Such a degree of control has been fa-
cilitated through a combination of vertical concentration, strategic linkages 
with the state and a multi-pronged marketing approach. On the produc-
tion end, Polar’s Fundación Danac, with a germplasm collection of more 
than 600 corn varieties, has come to control much of the genetic base of 
Venezuela’s certified corn seeds, with much influence over research and 
seed certification (Chassaigne-Ricciulli et al. 2012, Chassaigne 2010, Bas-
tidas et al. 2015, Fundación Danac 2017, Diario Qué Pasa 2014). Polar (via 
its subsidiary REMAVENCA) also has direct links with corn producers 
via contract farming arrangements, as well as links with large-scale pro-
ducer groups that form part of FEDEAGRO (Vielma et al. 2005).  

On the distribution end, Polar’s connections in the retail sector run 
deep. In addition to having been a main shareholder of the CADA super-
market chain, Polar played a leading role in the spread of hypermarkets in 
Venezuela when it partnered with Dutch firm SHV to launch Venezuela’s 
largest hypermarket chain, Makro, in 1992. And finally, a key component 
in maintaining its dominance over the market is a broad-based marketing 
campaign reaching multiple segments of society, from traditional ap-
proaches like billboards, tv and print media, to the sponsorship of cultural 
events, to playing a leading role in research and publishing through the its 
Fundación Polar, to a prestigious award for scientists (el Premio Polar), to 
forms of “corporate social responsibility” that have garnered it interna-
tional attention (Schipani 2017). Perhaps most telling of the sheer extent 
of the penetration of Polar into the everyday of Venezuelans is the com-
mon equation of its products, most of all of its Harina P.A.N., with food 
itself. That is, the idea that without Polar’s products, there is no food. This 
phenomenon has not been lost on Polar, which maintains the ability to 
keep its products off of the shelves just as readily as its ability to keep them 
on—a point to which we will return. 
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3.5 Contemporary period: food as control 

Over the course of the history presented thus far, several interrelated sets 
of cross-cutting processes bear highlighting. First, we have examined the 
ways in which food, through its material and symbolic power, has served 
as a vehicle for processes of social differentiation along lines of race, class 
and gender – processes which continue to evolve into the present. Second, 
we have examined the interplay of global-level and national-level food pol-
itics and the ways in which these connect to and play out at the level of 
everyday life. And finally, we have seen how the contours of the Venezue-
lan food system have been shaped by the pushes and pulls of state, society 
and capital over time, in a delicate balance of forces characterized by both 
deep tensions and deep ties. The fragility of this balance came to the fore 
in recent years, particularly from 2013 onward, in the form of the above-
mentioned food lines that became emblematic of present-day Venezuela, 
followed by purported “food riots” that were over time combining with 
more organized “pro-democracy” protests, as part of a global surge of 
popular uprisings against authoritarian regimes. This combination of fac-
tors has come to mark what is widely regarded as the current conjunctural 
crisis of Venezuela’s food system, as part of a broader political and eco-
nomic crisis facing the nation.  

In this section, we move into the contemporary period, taking a deeper 
look at its dynamics, particularly the dynamics of the shortages and street 
protests characterized as food riots, challenging the dominant narratives 
surrounding them. That the Venezuelan food system is in crisis today is 
hardly debatable. The question is how did it get there. McMichael (2009: 
139) has argued that, “Contradictory relations within food regimes pro-
duce crisis, transformation, and transition to successor regimes”. Looking 
back over the decade leading into 2013, in terms of contradictory relations 
we see what might be characterized as “the corporate food regime meets Boli-
varian-style food sovereignty construction”. That is, we have seen a food 
system deeply entrenched in the corporate food regime and efforts to change 
this through returning the means of production to the broader populace. 
The latter, however, have had significant limitations, and, as argued in the 
Chapter 5, many of these efforts have been more focused on building al-
ternatives than on dismantling pre-existing power structures. This has left 
the dominant agro-import complex largely intact and in the hands of the 
elite who oppose the government and the Bolivarian Revolution, fostering 
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a scenario wherein food can be weaponized toward political ends—the 
very antithesis of food sovereignty.  

This section explores such dynamics, focusing on the theme of food as 
control. In doing so, we will dig into the narratives on scarcity, arguing that, 
far from a situation of overall food scarcity in Venezuela, what exists is a 
“selective scarcity” in the form of an absence of key staple food items 
upon which Venezuela’s poor working class had come to depend. We also 
look at the dynamics of the purported food riots, arguing that while the 
street protests have been presented in mainstream narratives as a direct 
outcome and extension of the food lines, those in the lines and those on 
the streets are for the most part distinct groups, representing different sec-
tors of society with different political interests. Furthermore, the nature of 
the protests departs significantly from typical features of food riots past 
and present (e.g., see Patel and McMichael 2009, Holt-Giménez et al. 2009, 
Thompson 1971), as we will explore below. 

We start with the food lines, looking at their composition, their loca-
tion, and what products are being sought. In terms of composition, those 
in the lines have been overwhelmingly poor working-class women. This 
has taken a toll on everyday life at the household level (Davies 2017; 
Alzuru 2015), as well on everyday life of the popular organization of the 
Bolivarian Revolution, in which women have played a key role (Guédez 
2015). The lines have been largely outside supermarkets, and are to access 
certain specific items that have gone largely missing from supermarket 
shelves. These consist of the most consumed industrially processed foods 
of the Venezuelan food basket, particularly precooked corn flour (Curcio 
Curcio 2017). The selectivity of the missing items – that is, that the items 
missing are those deemed most essential to the population – point to holes 
in narratives on scarcity. For instance, while precooked corn flour has 
gone missing, corn-based porridge has remained available; while milk 
powder has gone missing, fresh dairy products like cheeses have remained 
available, etc.6 

There are a number of additional elements pointing to holes in the scar-
city narrative, three of which we will highlight here. First is that the same 
items missing from shelves have continued to be found in restaurants. 
Second is that, by their own accounting, private food companies including 

                                                 
6 For further first-hand accounts on the shortages, see Pearson 2013, Media 
Roots 2017, and Schiavoni and Camacaro 2016. 
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Polar continued to maintain steady production levels at least through 2015 
(Curcio Curcio 2017). A representative of Polar, in fact, spoke of the re-
cent addition of new products including teas and gelatins to their Vene-
zuelan lines in a 2016 interview.7 Third is that even before widespread 
government responses to the shortages kicked in (as described below), 
corn flour consumption levels among both higher- and lower-income sec-
tors of the population remained steady from 2012-2015 (Curcio Curcio 
2017). Thus, while the shortages have generated tremendous anxiety and 
insecurity, and while accessing certain goods has become more time-con-
suming and complicated, Venezuelans have found ways to access them 
(Curcio Curcio 2017). In addition to enduring the lines, another access 
channel has been through an illicit parallel economy, through which goods 
such as corn flour are sold at prices many times the original cost. While 
individuals have turned such practices into business opportunities, private 
enterprises have done so as well, in the form of both hoarding of goods 
for speculative purposes as well as smuggling them across the Colombian 
border, with regular discoveries of stockpiles serving as further indication 
of goods being intentionally diverted from supermarket shelves (Mills and 
Camacaro 2015). 

Political economist Francisco Dominguez (2016), who lived through 
Chile of the 1970s and whose research includes Venezuela, notes striking 
parallels between present-day Venezuela and Chile under Allende in the 
period prior to the U.S.-backed coup of 1973, as have others (e.g., Curcio 
Curcio 2017, Camacaro and Mills 2015, Harnecker 2016). During this 
time, as Bello (2017: 16) reminds us, U.S. President Richard Nixon, re-
garding Chile, ordered the CIA to “make the economy scream”. This in-
cluded a covert financial blockade along with support for a right-wing 
counterrevolution, manifested in food shortages, lines, stockpiles and 
street protests, among various other forms of disruption that parallel what 
is being seen today in Venezuela. Furthermore, this was done in a context 
of depressed global prices of copper, upon which Chile depended for its 
foreign revenue. The drop in copper prices, together with the “failed so-
cialist policies” of Allende, were ostensibly to blame for Chile’s troubles, 
as reinforced through an international media campaign.  

                                                 
7 See video entitled ‘Declaraciones del director de empresas Polar I’ (‘Declara-
tions of the director of Empresas Polar I’), accessible at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sSmShwmm17U. 
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While the full extent of U.S. involvement in Chile’s counterrevolution 
would not be understood until years later when key documents were de-
classified, there are already ample examples of overt U.S. aggression to-
ward Venezuela to point to, in the form of a string of intensifying eco-
nomic sanctions spanning the Obama and Trump administrations, as well 
as an all-out economic blockade enacted under Trump. These have made 
it extremely difficult for the government to make payments on imports of 
essential goods such as food, medicines and machinery parts and to man-
age its debt (Weisbrot 2017, Harris 2017, Misión Verdad 2017). Trump’s 
former Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, ex-CEO of Exxon Mobil (an off-
shoot of the Rockefellers’ Standard Oil), sums up U.S. policy toward Ven-
ezuela in his statement that: 

We are evaluating all of our policy options as to what can we do to create 
a change of conditions where either Maduro decides he doesn't have a 
future and wants to leave of his own accord or we can return the govern-
ment processes back to their constitution (BBC 2017).  

Another State Department representative, in a press briefing prior to Till-
erson’s Latin American tour, largely focused on Venezuela, was quoted as 
saying: 

The pressure campaign is working. The financial sanctions we have placed 
on the Venezuelan Government has forced it to begin becoming in de-
fault, both on sovereign and PDVSA, its oil company’s debt. And what 
we are seeing because of the bad choices of the Maduro regime is a total 
economic collapse in Venezuela. So our policy is working, our strategy is 
working and we’re going to keep it on the Venezuelans. (U.S. Department 
of State 2018) 

Bello (2017: 16-17) also reminds us, however, that “U.S. intervention 
[in Chile] was successful because it was inserted into an ongoing coun-
terrevolutionary process” that “was largely determined by internal class 
dynamics” and that “the Chilean elites were able to connect with middle-
class sectors terrified by the prospect of poor sectors rising up with their 
agenda of justice and equality”. This reflection could not better capture 
the dynamics in Venezuela as well, which have similarly been characterized 
by the dialectics of revolution and counterrevolution, in which the middle 
class plays a pivotal role.  
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This brings us to another key feature of the present conjuncture, which 
are the street protests characterized as “food riots” in the dominant nar-
ratives, particularly the latest and most intense round of them in 2017, to 
which we now turn. An important piece of context underlying these is that 
while the current food lines began to become a phenomenon in 2013, they 
intensified over time, and are attributed with being a key factor in the 
transfer of control of the National Assembly from chavista majority aligned 
with the Bolivarian Revolution to opposition majority under the MUD 
(Mesa de la Unidad Democrática, Democratic Unity Roundtable) at the 
end of 2015. Among MUD’s campaign strategies was its ‘La Ultima Cola’ 
(‘The Last Line’) commercial, depicting dissatisfied people standing in “the 
last line” they would have to endure – to vote for the MUD, which would 
do away with the food lines once in power.8 Of particular note was the 
working-class appeal of the commercial, with the composition of the peo-
ple in the line reflective of the majority of the population, in contrast to 
the wealthier and whiter base associated with the MUD. It did not take 
long for the MUD to return to this base, however, upon its ascent into the 
Assembly, with the 2nd Vice President of the new National Assembly, 
Freddy Guevara, openly calling for “the people” (i.e., MUD supporters) 
to take to the streets causing mass disruption, “until the only option of the 
dictatorship would be to accept the less traumatic solution” (El Nacional 
Web 2017, translated) – in a striking echoing of Tillerson’s quote above. 

What ensued was an assortment of manifestations, drawing from 
peaceful resistance tactics associated with global social justice movements, 
on the one hand, and acts of violence on the other. Largely limited to the 
wealthiest areas of major cities, these ranged from street barricades and 
vandalism, to picnics and barbecues, to candlelight vigils, to physical as-
saults, to the hurling of “puputovs” of human feces (Gupta and Veron 
2017). But within this seemingly disparate set of tactics was precision on 
certain fronts, including a systematic attack on state-run social programs, 
such as the burning of buses providing subsidized public transportation 
and vandalism of public health facilities (Primicia 2017). Especially strong 
was the attack on the agrifood apparatus of the state, speaking to the ways 
in which both the symbolic and material dimensions of food can at once 
be drawn upon as a means of control. This included arson of the National 

                                                 
8 The ‘Ultima Cola’ (‘Last Line’) commercial can be viewed at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TXeMn2sBqis. 
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Institute of Nutrition, vandalism of laboratories for the production of eco-
logical farming inputs, and multiple burnings of food supplies destined for 
government feeding programs, including one on the magnitude of 40 tons 
of food, as well as the burning of vehicles associated with these programs 
(Alba Ciudad 2017, Blanco 2017, Koerner 2017b, Telesur Tv 2017).  

Also among the burn targets, tragically, were people, specifically those 
seen as fitting the characteristics of chavistas (i.e., poor and brown-skinned). 
The most visible of these burnings was that of Orlando Figuera, a young 
Afro-Venezuelan supermarket worker, whose gruesome burning alive as 
countless onlookers did nothing to intervene, in a scene strikingly Victor 
Hugo-esque9, was captured on video (Grandin 2017). While Orlando did 
not survive his attack, dying shortly after, another burn victim of similar 
demographics, Carlos Ramírez, did, albeit with severe burns covering his 
body. Ramírez described pleading for his life, shouting “Don’t kill me! I’m 
not chavista! Please don’t kill me!”,10 as a group of street protesters brutally 
beat him and set him ablaze (The Prisma 2017). 

 The racial elements of these attacks associated with the violent street 
protests, known as guarimbas, are apparent, and speak to the above-men-
tioned “class/race fusion” deeply embedded in the country’s history (Can-
non 2008: 731). The protesters are for the most part the grandchildren of 
the middle class that emerged over the period of modernization and whit-
ening, with important links to the country’s elite, forming a middle-class-
elite alliance known as “sifrinaje” (López 2015). While this has been largely 
obscured in media accounts, a rare exception is found in a Bloomberg Busi-
nessweek article on the nightlife of the protesters (‘The Manhattan of Ven-
ezuela Parties Against a Backdrop of Crisis’), whose gathering spots in-
cluded upscale rooftop shisha bars, with one protester quoted as saying 
“You protest in the morning, but that doesn’t mean you stop living” 
(Rosati 2011). While the protesters were not homogenous, those featured 
in this article challenge the narratives of desperate masses, while also high-
lighting the differentiated impacts of the protests, in which some managed 
to maintain their everyday lives in relative comfort, while others struggled 
to maintain theirs. Regarding the latter, another form of violence of the 

                                                 
9 See, in particular, chapter 8 of Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables, ‘Billows and Shad-
ows’. 
10 For interview with Ramírez, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNy-
Fap5IhhE. 
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protests, largely invisibilized, was their impacts on daily life of the poorest 
sectors, who did not have the luxury of missing work, for whom basic life 
activities became daily struggles, between transportation shutdowns 
caused by roadblocks and fear of physical violence. Particularly disadvan-
taged were the domestic and service sector workers who had to travel to 
and from the wealthier areas where the guarimbas were concentrated on a 
daily basis. Food access, already difficult from the shortages, lines and van-
dalism against government food programs, was further impeded due to 
the majority of supermarkets being concentrated these wealthier areas.  

The dynamics of the guarimbas and their differentiated impacts reflect a 
continuity from the past, in which the elite looked upon the Afro-Indige-
nous majority with a complex and contradictory combination of subordi-
nation, disdain and dependency. The working-class people in the vicinity 
of the guarimbas were expected by the protesters to continue to serve them, 
while remaining largely invisible, and to the extent that they were visible, 
were looked down upon. This “othering” of the Afro-Indigenous majority 
associated with the Bolivarian Revolution by middle and upper classes of 
the opposition through, for example, use of racist slurs and images, has 
been well documented (e.g., López 2015, Eisen 2014, Ciccariello-Maher 
2016, Cannon 2008). And yet, the elephant in the room was that the in-
volvement of the working-class majority was in fact a missing link for the 
legitimacy of the guarimbas, their absence glaring. This has led some to ask 
“¿Por qué no bajan los cerros?” (“Why don’t the hills come down?”), referring 
to the hillside barrios of Caracas, well-known hotbeds of rebellion, as seen 
during the Caracazo (e.g., Stefanoni 2017). 

Meanwhile, similar dynamics played out in the countryside, where a se-
ries of “farmer protests” were featured in the media. These occurred in 
two main enclaves of agricultural modernization: the Andean region and 
the agricultural colony Colonia Turén of the Plains region. Those in the 
Andes happened concurrently with the urban guarimbas, reproducing their 
tactics and even surpassing their levels of violence, as they blocked the 
transport of produce destined for markets across the country. These were 
led by agricultural intermediaries and mid-scale producers identified as 
gochos, whose identity as “hard-working mountaineers” (Eisen 2014, no 
page) has “never been fully separable from racial superiority” (Ciccariello-
Maher 2016: 57). Meanwhile, in Colonia Turén, hundreds of large-scale 
European-descended farmers held a Tractorazo, or tractor protest, called 
by FEDEAGRO, in May of 2017 in protest of a proposal by Maduro for 
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a constituent assembly process, and demanding more subsidies for indus-
trialized agriculture as a way out of the “agrifood crisis”. While in both 
cases presenting themselves as struggling for the rights of all farmers, both 
the gochos of the Andean guarimbas and the tractor-based farmers of Turén 
were in fact those who control much of the means of production, includ-
ing serving as intermediaries to small-scale producers in the sale of inputs, 
often through speculative practices. In parallel to the dynamics of the ur-
ban guarimbas, small-scale farmers of both the Andean and Plains regions 
refrained from the protests. 

Interestingly, the Tractorazo presented a very similar image to the 
“tractorcades” organized by progressive farm groups in the U.S. in re-
sponse to the farm crisis of the 1980s and on a number of occasions since 
(Roman-Alcalá et al. 2018), even though the contexts of the two diverged 
significantly. This might not be a coincidence, given that within the gua-
rimbas, imagery typically associated with the political left also abounded, as 
magnified by the international press. According to Ciccariello-Maher 
(2016: 49) in his analysis of the 2014 guarimbas that set a precedent for 
those of 2017: “When the Venezuelan right took to the streets under the 
guise of spontaneous popular resistance to an authoritarian regime, it had 
patiently studied the tools, imagery, and social media techniques more of-
ten associated with progressive or leftist causes” to “integrate [its] protests 
seamlessly into the narrative of global revolt and resistance”. 

The image conveyed by the international press has been one of “the 
people” rising in response to a “humanitarian crisis” wrought by an “au-
thoritarian regime”. In reality, however, the violence associated with the 
guarimbas has only served to further isolate the popular sectors from the 
opposition. A look behind the headlines and images shows some glaring 
contradictions, particularly in the description of guarimbas as “food riots”, 
given the class and racial composition of the protesters crying “hambre” 
(“hunger”), described above. Furthermore, a quick glance over social me-
dia, such as the postings of Freddy Guevara, dispels any illusion of protests 
arising organically “from below”. Finally, and crucially, both the targets 
and tactics of the guarimbas are a stark departure from the common char-
acteristics of food riots observed over time, as “one of the oldest forms of 
collective action” (Patel and McMichael 2009: 9).  

To the last point, E.P. Thompson (1971), in his detailed analysis of 18th 
century food riots in Britain, notes that far from being haphazard occur-
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rences, the food riots of this period revealed a sophisticated collective un-
derstanding of economic structures coupled with shared logics of justice 
and fairness, which Thompson described as a sense of “moral economy”. 
For instance, as prices of bread went up beyond that which was deemed 
fair, rather than converge upon bakeries, as the most immediate and obvi-
ous target, crowds focused more on the large millers and other establish-
ments that were involved in the price setting. The goal was not simply to 
access bread for themselves but to demand that fairly priced bread be 
available to the whole of the poor working class. Such logics of justice, 
fairness, and concern over the collective moral economy continue to be 
seen in food riots of the present such as those in response to the food 
price crisis of 2007-2008, which Holt-Giménez et al. (2009) argue are bet-
ter described as “food rebellions”. Some of these actions, argue Patel and 
McMichael (2009:29), can be understood as manifestations of food sover-
eignty, or as movement toward it, whereby “those disenfranchised by the 
food regime seek to become sovereign”. 

The recent guarimbas in Venezuela, with such tactics as the burning of 
food as opposed to a redistribution of it (and food that had specifically 
been destined for the poor), and the burning of people, along with open 
calls for foreign “humanitarian intervention” aligned with the messaging 
of MUD, bear little resemblance to food riots seen elsewhere across the 
globe over history. Arguably much more fitting of a food riot or “food 
rebellion” in the Venezuelan context would be the above-mentioned Cara-
cazo of 1989, as noted by Bello (2009) in his forward to Holt-Giménez et 
al.’s (2009) Food Rebellions book. While the causes of the Caracazo have 
already been discussed above, its consequences, as security forces opened 
fire upon civilians, also bear mentioning. Articles of the New York Times 
archives of this period include accounts of mass graves, people lined up at 
morgues in search of loved ones, imposition of curfews, cutting of civil 
liberties and press freedom and death estimates upwards of 600 people 
(New York Times 1989a; New York Times 1989b; Uhlig 1989), with a 
doctor quoted as saying “no country is prepared for what we have con-
fronted this week” (Uhlig 1989). Interestingly, however, little international 
outcry against government repression was to be found in the media of this 
time, with then-President Andrés Pérez being looked upon sympatheti-
cally for having “inherited a deteriorating economic situation” that neces-
sitated a variety of “tough” measures (New York Times 1989b). Today, in 
contrast, amidst widespread denouncements of government repression 
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regularly featured in the New York Times and elsewhere, a total of 14 deaths 
associated with the 2017 guarimbas have been directly traced to government 
security forces, while 23 have been directly traced to opposition violence 
(Venezuelanalysis 2017). While any acts of violence on the part of the gov-
ernment merit concern, attention and investigation, it bears asking why 
the international outcry has been so great now as opposed to the time of 
the Caracazo and why, as a media watchdog group has noted, “the imper-
fect state of democracy in Venezuela” is a source of such outcry while 
many atrocities in the world today go under-reported (Media Watch 2017, 
no page).  “The answers”, they conclude, “could hardly be more obvious” 
(Media Watch 2017, no page). 

This brings us to petroleum, as a key reason why Venezuela has at-
tracted so much interest, as acknowledged in the media, as well as a central 
part of the dominant narratives surrounding present-day Venezuela, in 
which petroleum is identified as essential to what had made the govern-
ment under Chávez so popular (i.e., high petroleum prices along with his 
charisma) and what has made the government of Maduro less popular (i.e., 
low petroleum prices along with his lack of charisma). We will highlight 
several brief points with regard to this. First, economist Luis Salas demon-
strates that while indeed petroleum prices were on an uptrend for much 
of Chávez’s presidency, the price of petroleum being at or around the of-
ten-referenced USD 100/barrel was an exception as opposed to the norm. 
This occurred in the last stage of Chávez’s presidency, between 2010 and 
2012, whereas the average price per barrel over the course of his presi-
dency was in fact USD 55 (Salas Rodríguez 2016). This happens to be right 
around where the price of petroleum is at the time of writing. Second, 
economist Pasqualina Curcio has demonstrated that the shortages are in 
fact part of a broader trend seen over the course of the Bolivarian Revo-
lution, through both periods of high and low prices of oil, particularly at 
politically heightened moments such as the lead-up to elections (Curcio 
Curcio 2017). Furthermore, the shortages seen at present did not begin in 
2014, when oil prices dropped, but beforehand, in 2013, while oil prices 
were still high.  

All of the above complicates simplistic narratives around present-day 
Venezuela. Something missing from many of these analyses, which tend 
to be centered on the government and state, is the absolutely key role of 
capital and its relations with the state. In employing an interactive lens as 
part of a historical, relational and interactive approach, it is imperative to 
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look at the role of the elite in the current conjuncture, whose power ex-
tends throughout much of the agrifood system and who is using this mo-
ment of “crisis” to further consolidate its power while simultaneously at-
tempting to dismantle the redistributive agrifood policies described above. 
The latter is toward several ends. First, it constitutes a material attack on 
much of the population, disproportionately impacting the poor working 
class, while further frustrating an already frustrated middle class. Second, 
it is an attack on the legitimacy of the government, both internally and 
externally, particularly through discrediting Venezuela’s reputation as a 
global reference in the fight against hunger and in efforts toward food 
sovereignty, as recognized by the UN. 

Within this scenario, three key actors of the elite have deployed a vari-
ety of actions using populist appeal to gain legitimacy while advancing the 
interests of capital. First was the ‘Ultima Cola’ campaign of the MUD to 
gain access to the National Assembly, after which it moved quickly to try 
to dismantle key agrifood policies of the Bolivarian Revolution, including 
agrarian reform laws and food distribution programs. MUD deputies es-
pecially attacked the newly passed Seed Law that had been a product of 
mass grassroots mobilization (see Chapter 4), mocking its recognition of 
the conuco and the seeds of Afro-descendant and Indigenous communities. 
In addition to inciting violence of their base, MUD deputies passed a dec-
laration of “humanitarian crisis” in Venezuela, quickly picked up by the 
international press, along with an appeal to the U.S. for intervention. The 
U.S. government responded with a series of measures including increas-
ingly tight economic sanctions that have ironically hampered the govern-
ment’s ability to respond to the crisis, as mentioned above.  Meanwhile, as 
seen with the Tractorazo, FEDEAGRO has used the shortages as a pre-
text for advancing capital-intensive forms of agriculture, its promotional 
materials employing “campesino” imagery strikingly similar to that of the 
country’s agrarian social movements, while it attempts to roll back their 
gains in agrarian reform.  

In the midst of all this, Lorenzo Mendoza, owner of Polar, has emerged 
a savior figure (e.g., ‘The Billionaire Mogul Fighting to Feed Venezuela's 
Hungry Masses’ (Tomaselli 2017)) within circles of both domestic and 
global elite, receiving both a Financial Times ‘Boldness in Business Award’ 
and Woodrow Wilson ‘Award for Corporate Citizenship’ in 2017 alone. 
In an interview with Financial Times, Mendoza said, “I have lots of families 
depending on me” and spoke of his desire to “bring Venezuela back to 
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prosperity” (Schipani 2017). He also publicly hinted at presidential candi-
dacy on numerous occasions, although did not ultimately run in the 2018 
elections. These events are not isolated but highly interconnected, as seen, 
for instance, in a FEDEAGRO member turned MUD deputy organizing 
a ‘Special Commission for the Study of the Agrifood Crisis’ attended by 
representatives of Polar and FEDEAGRO, and in Mendoza’s regular ap-
pearances in FEDEAGRO assemblies – public manifestations of alliances 
that run deep. 

These elite alliances, however, are not only in opposition to the Boli-
varian government, but are also connected to it in intricate ways. As related 
to food, these are largely centered around the importation complex and 
manifested through a series of interactions, both direct and indirect, and 
both within and outside of the law. Of the dollars of the state designated 
for imports, the vast majority, around 90 percent, go to the private sector, 
for importation of both food and raw materials and also to maintain their 
operations (Salas 2016). Top recipients include the country’s largest na-
tional and transnational food suppliers, such as Cargill, Polar and Nestle 
(Gavazut 2014). Curcio Curcio (2017) has documented that the govern-
ment has consistently given clear priority to the import of food, with dol-
lars allocated for food import growing by 571.7 percent from 2003-2013, 
and with continued prioritization of dollars for food import since the fall 
in oil prices.  

However, despite the private sector receiving steady amounts of dollars 
for import of essential goods, the shortages intensified. While a “flight of 
dollars” (“fuga de dólares”) among the private sector is well known to exist 
(i.e., through investing some portion them offshore and/or exchanging 
them on the domestic parallel market as opposed to using them for their 
stated purpose of importing essential goods), this has been met with in-
sufficient government oversight and enforcement, through a combination 
of corruption and incapacity. Regarding the former, there have been a 
number of highly visible cases of corruption among public officials in col-
lusion with the private sector connected to the food import complex, in 
addition to those which have gone unreported.11 Where there have been 

                                                 
11 A well-known case is that of “Pudreval”, in which several thousand tons of 
imported food that had been destined for government distribution programs 
were found rotting in containers. (see http://www.eluniversal.com/nacional-y-
politica/140420/se-pudrieron-alimentos-valorados-en-bs-10-millones) 
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attempts to mitigate these practices, officials have faced personal attacks, 
including assassination attempts, framing, and defamation, on numerous 
occasions, speaking to the power of the interests involved.12  

The many problems associated with Venezuela’s food import and dis-
tribution complex point to various areas for much-needed reforms, from 
monetary policies to regulatory bodies. The nature of these reforms is sub-
ject to lively heated debate, particularly around contentious topics such as 
exchange rates and price controls, around which there are a variety of anal-
yses and proposals (e.g., Weisbrot 2016, Mallett-Outtrim 2017, Curcio 
2017). These debates are critically important. What we want to emphasize, 
however, in light of our theme, is that the problems highlighted above are 
symptomatic of the fundamental structural problems of a food system 
based on imports and dominated by the interests of capital, through deep 
alliances that have been forged over the course of history. Such conditions 
render Venezuela’s food system susceptible to the use of food as a means 
of control, as seen at present. There are no quick fixes. This points to the 
need for wholesale change of this system, beyond individual reforms, 
which food sovereignty activists have indeed been calling for and working 
toward, building upon a history of resistance. This brings us to the next 
section. 

3.6 Contemporary period: food as resistance (“En guerra 
hay que comer”13) 

We can see from the previous section the central role of food in condi-
tioning the circumstances at present, both materially and symbolically, 
from profound impacts on diets, daily habits and overall sense of security 
to the shaping of domestic and international public perceptions, as the 
shortages serve as a pretext for economic sanctions and calls for regime 
change. Just as food is serving as a mechanism of control, however, it is 
also serving as a powerful tool for resistance. Here we will look the latter, 

                                                 
12 A high-profile example was the physical attack of the superintendent of the 
government agency charged with overseeing flows of goods (SUNDDE) as he 
was overseeing a major campaign against practices of hoarding, smuggling and 
speculation in 2013 (see http://www.eluniversal.com/sucesos/131004/ulti-
mados-tres-sujetos-durante-ataque-a-eduardo-saman). 
13 “In war, one must eat” - reflection of a Venezuelan food sovereignty activist 
on the present conjuncture 
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particularly among working-class communities, both urban and rural, who 
are the hardest hit by the current shortages and other challenges facing 
Venezuela’s food system. Furthermore, present forms of resistance have 
not arisen in a vacuum, nor have they arrived upon a blank slate. Rather, 
they build upon a rich history of the use of food as a tool of resistance 
over time, including, most recently, food sovereignty efforts through the 
Bolivarian Revolution. As part of a historical, relational and interactive ap-
proach, we draw upon a relational lens to understand how these latest 
forms of resistance are articulating with pre-existing efforts to shape future 
trajectories of food sovereignty construction in Venezuela. We also look 
at emerging forms of resistance in relation to one another and in relation 
to similar efforts of the past, both drawing lessons and raising challenging 
new questions arising out of the current context. 

First, if everyday life is the main battleground upon which the difficul-
ties at present are playing out, it is also the frontline of resistance. Here we 
return to the work of Monica White, who has examined how when “Mis-
sissippi sought to starve black residents into compliance with the racial 
hierarchy” in the U.S. Jim Crow era, “mere survival of black agricultural 
cooperatives was a feat of resistance” (White 2018: 67-73). This idea of 
survival as resistance is highly relevant to working-class communities of Ven-
ezuela, as they forge alternative means of survival in the face of key staple 
foods being cut off, while refusing to abandon the political commitment 
to broader societal change that the Bolivarian Revolution represents to 
many of them. The collective nature of these actions, which White (2018) 
frames as a form of “collective agency”, is absolutely essential, as they ex-
tend well beyond the realm of the individual to the collective, expressed 
in forms of mutual support and solidarity, without which daily survival 
might otherwise be impossible. When the shortages began, this was among 
the first lines of defense to be activated, as neighbors, for instance, shared 
and bartered food and other essentials with one another. Thus, while one 
of the responses to the shortages was the above-mentioned “parallel econ-
omy” of contraband goods, another arguably much farther-reaching re-
sponse was what might be called a “parallel solidarity economy” reminis-
cent of Thompson’s (1971) “moral economy” in the focus on collective 
wellbeing. 

Complementing the concept of collective agency, explains White (2018: 
7-8), is that of “community resilience”, focusing on approaches commu-
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nities draw upon to withstand extreme adversity. In the barrios of Vene-
zuela, a key form of community resilience at the onset of the shortages 
was in the activation of survival techniques from the past embedded in 
communities’ collective consciousnesses. These included a reclaiming of 
traditional food preparation techniques, by necessity, as the foods missing 
from supermarket shelves were substituted with foods that remained lo-
cally available through prior efforts toward food sovereignty, like plan-
tains, cassava and sweet potatoes for processed starches, fresh sugarcane 
for refined sugar, etc. Perhaps most emblematic of the early days of the 
shortages was the substitution of corn flour with freshly ground corn for 
the preparation of arepas, as many dusted off their grandmothers’ food 
grinders and put them to use. Another development of this moment was 
unprecedented numbers of urban dwellers growing what they could on 
window sills, patios and in community spaces, adding momentum to what 
had already been a nascent urban agriculture movement. 

Such practices born out of daily survival connect to Figueroa’s (2015) 
argument that it is in the spaces of everyday life where the workings of 
capitalism have yet to fully penetrate that seeds for contextually meaning-
ful food sovereignty are to be found, manifested in everyday practices 
around food. The rapid unfolding of such survival techniques in Vene-
zuela’s barrios speaks to an enduring connection to agrarian life among 
many urban residents, despite waves of agricultural modernization, de-
peasantization, and urbanization. As mentioned earlier, those who mi-
grated from the countryside into cities over the course of the twentieth 
century, the majority into vertical makeshift shantytowns covering the 
hillsides of Caracas, were met with few job opportunities and a lack of 
basic services. Practices brought from the countryside, from rearing poul-
try and other small livestock, to growing fruit and coffee trees, to main-
taining traditional culinary techniques, were among their tools for survival. 
Additionally, some of these urban migrants maintained links to the coun-
tryside though family members remaining there, making periodic visits and 
bringing back supplies such as food, seeds, medicinal plants and building 
materials into the city.  Remnants of their rural origins thus remain strong 
among many of the inhabitants of Venezuela’s urban peripheries. The var-
iations of dishes prepared from one household to another in Caracas’ bar-
rios, for instance, will often reveal families’ distinct geographical origins, 
based on diverse local culinary traditions brought from different rural ar-
eas throughout the country.  
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Long flying below the radar, today such everyday food practices are 
being looked toward as key building blocks of food system transformation 
among working-class urban communities. Similar trends have manifested 
in the countryside, where diets had also been penetrated by industrial 
foods, and where communities have contended not only with food short-
ages, but also with diminished access to industrial inputs including seeds, 
feed and agrichemicals, also subject to both shortages and price specula-
tion. Such conditions have prompted shifts among small-scale producers 
from commercial varieties to traditional varieties of staple foods, as well 
as shifts away from agrichemicals toward agroecological practices, with 
certain parallels to Cuba’s special period, albeit with less formal coordina-
tion. Furthermore, more rural people who had not been directly engaged 
in agriculture have been returning to food production, some pooling land 
and resources into joint efforts.14 Increasingly, urban dwellers have been 
joining such efforts as well, as a growing number of linkages are being 
made across the urban-rural divide to facilitate food provisioning in the 
face of the shortages.  

The surge in interest in alternatives to industrially produced foods and 
revaluing of the countryside have provided openings for organized move-
ments that had already been working toward such transformations, who 
have worked to forge connections between newly emerging grassroots re-
sponses and existing popular organization under the Bolivarian Revolu-
tion. Critically important is the extensive groundwork that had already 
been laid to facilitate such linkages, including existing popular structures, 
legal frameworks, and institutional alliances. Much of this has been acti-
vated as food sovereignty has shifted from what had been a largely political 
goal of the Bolivarian Revolution to one of immediate material urgency. 
As one long-time activist and government official explained, reflecting 
back on the food sovereignty efforts of the revolution, “We had the vision, 
and had many things in place, but what we lacked was urgency... Now we 
have the urgency, we know what we need to do, and have what we need 
to do it.”15  

An example can be seen in the rural Comuna Maizal, a product of both 
the agrarian reform process and the construction of comunas, mentioned 

                                                 
14 Phone interview with food sovereignty activist and former government official based 
in Humocaro, Lara, 10 January, 2018. 

15 Interview, Caracas, 15 January, 2018. 
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above. When the shortages struck, the members of Maizal, comprised of 
1500 families, had already been at work toward food sovereignty since 
2009, particularly in the areas of corn and livestock production, and were 
able to help meet the food needs not only of themselves, but also of sur-
rounding communities, reaching up to 15,000 families (Alba TV 2018).  
Maizal has even picked up where the state left off, reclaiming state-run 
factories that had been abandoned due to shortages and inefficiencies in 
management, and, together with workers, putting them back into produc-
tion to meet local food needs. Another grassroots effort, one rising directly 
out of the conjuncture in 2015 called Plan Pueblo a Pueblo (Plan People 
to People), has built upon the pre-existing organization of the comunas to 
forge direct links between rural producers and urban inhabitants, reaching 
over 40,000 urban working-class families with regular distributions of af-
fordable fresh food within one year of its formation, and over 60,000 fam-
ilies as of early 2018.16 Working directly through the comunas has enabled 
Pueblo a Pueblo to reach a scale largely unparalleled by similar initiatives 
elsewhere, while avoiding common pitfalls of elitism and exclusivity in lo-
cal food activism, as described further in Chapter 5.  

There are other grassroots initiatives, old and new, that, while they 
might not be on the scale of El Maizal or Pueblo a Pueblo, are symbolically 
important for the glimpses into possibilities for transformation they af-
ford. One such example, having emerged in 2014, is the Feria Conuquera, 
a large monthly alternative market in Caracas featuring agroecologically 
produced fresh foods and artisanal versions of many of the products miss-
ing from supermarket shelves. Beyond a market, the Feria serves as a hub 
of education and organizing around food sovereignty as well as function-
ing as a collective bringing together urban, peri-urban and rural food pro-
ducers, herbalists, and artisans of varied backgrounds. What unites them 
all is the common identity of “conuquero/a”, meaning one who works a 
conuco. Recalling the historic importance of the conuco described above, the 
assumption of this identity is seen as a form of resistance, rooted in strug-
gles of the past, and is at once a political stance against the industrial food 
system and a reminder of shared origins. Another initiative is Mano a 
Mano Intercambio Agroecológico (Hand to Hand Agroecological Ex-

                                                 
16

 Personal communication with member of Pueblo a Pueblo coordination team, Ca-

racas, 5 January, 2018. 
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change) based in the Andes since 2010, challenging the control of inter-
mediaries in circuits of distribution by forging direct links between urban 
and rural dwellers around principles of solidarity and horizontality 
(Romero 2012). 

These and other grassroots efforts intersect in a variety of ways as they 
attempt to break cycles of dependency around the import complex while 
working to forge a new food system. A key area of convergence is around 
seeds, as expressed in the Plan Popular de Semillas (People’s Seed Plan), 
an offshoot of the new national Seed Law, which many of these same ac-
tivists themselves had helped to create (see Chapters 4 and 5). As the Law 
was passed right in the midst of the shortages at the end of 2015, including 
shortages of seeds and other inputs, a key focus has been on rapidly im-
plementing it from the grassroots up, with an emphasis on seed produc-
tion for food production, organized around the Plan. The Plan has thus 
served as a centerpiece linking diverse forms of organization, from nucle-
uses of production to seed sovereignty brigades, in various part of the 
country, including the Andes, Plains and Amazon regions, as well as urban 
areas (Romero et al. 2016, Pérez 2016, Venezuela Libre de Transgé-
nicos/Semillas del Pueblo 2019) 

While such grassroots responses were among the first to emerge in the 
face of the crisis, a host of government responses soon followed suit. 
Among the first was a reorganization of public management in prioritiza-
tion of food sovereignty, including the creation of three separate ministries 
out of the Ministry of Agriculture and Land in early 2016. These were the 
Ministry of Urban Agriculture, believed to be the first of its kind globally, 
to support the surge of urban production that had arisen in response to 
the shortages; the Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture to prioritize fish, 
both marine and freshwater, as an alternative source of protein; and the 
Ministry of Productive Agriculture and Land as a continuation of the for-
mer ministry. In reflection of competing production paradigms reflected 
within the state, the Ministry of Productive Agriculture and Land priori-
tizes mid- to large-scale industrial agriculture, while a number of programs 
that had been supporting small-scale farmers were either cut or folded into 
others. At the same time, the Ministry of Urban Agriculture supports a 
diversity of small-scale, agroecologically oriented efforts, rural as well as 
urban and peri-urban.  

There has also been a prioritization of food sovereignty across other 
agencies of the state, including those not explicitly connected to food and 
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agriculture, such as the Ministry of Women and the Ministry of Comunas, 
with the latter overseeing a Communal Growing Plan developed together 
with comunas to coordinate their production efforts around several key 
crops (see, e.g., Rojas 2017). Finally, in July of 2016, the Great Sovereign 
Supply Mission was created as an umbrella body focused on securing na-
tional supplies of food, medicine and other basic goods, from a national 
security perspective. Involving links between public institutions, the mili-
tary and citizen bodies in response to the war-like characteristics of the 
current conjuncture, this new body highlights the elevated presence of the 
military in the agrifood system at present, a point of contention among 
food sovereignty activists. 

Among the government responses to the crisis, that most intimately 
linked with popular organizing and most touching upon everyday life are 
the Comités Locales de Abastecimiento y Producción, Local Provisioning 
and Production Committees, known as CLAPs. CLAPs were initiated in 
2016 as a response to the shortages, as a way of supporting food access, 
starting with the poorest fifth of the population, and now reaching well 
over half. The basic functioning of the CLAPs is that the government pur-
chases food directly from suppliers, both private and public, and coordi-
nates with organized community bodies to distribute mixed food packages 
by household. Communities are responsible for organizing themselves 
into CLAPs, conducting community censuses, and organizing regular 
community distributions, in which the food is sold at subsidized prices in 
units of 12-15 kg.  

Through a massive coordinated push from both above and below, 
CLAPs reached and estimated 2 million families in their first year. Today 
there are more than 30 thousand CLAPs throughout the country with the 
aim of reaching 6 million families with regular distributions, nearly three-
quarters of the population (Radio del Sur 2017, Correo del Orinoco 2018). 
As the flagship food program of the Bolivarian government at present and 
the most visible and tangible response at the current conjuncture, CLAPs 
have received much attention, both positive and negative, sparking exten-
sive debate. Some within the political opposition, for instance, see CLAPs 
as a last gasp of the Maduro government in a populist strategy to maintain 
votes, a perspective reflected in much of the media. CLAPs are also sub-
ject to heated debate in food sovereignty activism circles of the Bolivarian 
Revolution, with some seeing them as a reversal of the transformative vi-
sions that many have been working toward.  
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In critically examining debates around the CLAPs, and in order to re-
flect on the articulation of CLAPs with broader food sovereignty efforts 
and visions, it may be helpful to glean insights from other moments in 
history when similar efforts arose in the context of revolution-counterrev-
olution dialectics. A particularly relevant example are the JAPs of Chile, in 
response to the counterrevolution at the time of Allende, mentioned 
above. The JAPs, short for Juntas de Abastecimiento y Control de Precios, 
Provisioning and Price Control Boards, were community bodies similarly 
responsible for coordinating local distribution of essential goods by house-
hold in response to practices of hoarding and price speculation. A key as-
pect of the JAPs, according to Castro (2014: 3), is that, “Beyond a form of 
organizing the provisioning of the population”, they were “an instance of 
political action from the everyday”. 

This reflection on the JAPs connects to another instance of emergency 
food provisioning in the context of revolution-counterrevolution dialec-
tics, seen in the “survival programs” of the Black Panther Party initiated 
in the late 1960s in cities throughout the U.S., in the face of a systematic 
assault on the Black population (Abu-Jamal 2004, Henyen 2009, Patel 
2012). These included the Free Breakfast for Children Program and a Free 
Food Program distributing bags of goods not unlike those of the CLAPs. 
Panther co-founder Huey P. Newton likened the survival programs to 
“the survival kit of a sailor stranded on a raft”. He added, “It helps him to 
sustain himself until he can get completely out of that situation. So the 
survival programs are not answers or solutions, but they will help us to 
organize the community around a true analysis and understanding of their 
situation” (Newton 1972: 102). While internal debates abounded within 
the Panthers as to how much of their energy to devote to the survival 
programs versus other political work (Abron 1998), Abu-Jamal (2004: 71) 
explains that they were at once an instrument of “political development 
and radicalization of the people” and a means of serving urgent human 
needs in the face of “real poverty and subsistence issues affecting many in 
the community”. 

What can be gleaned from the Panther survival programs and the JAPs 
of Chile is that the balancing of immediate material needs and broader 
transformative work is a tension common to revolutionary projects in the 
face of counterrevolution, and further that the very act of meeting material 
needs can itself be revolutionary when embedded in a broader agenda of 
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transformation. The dual charge confronting the CLAPs of meeting im-
mediate needs while contributing to longer-terms visions is reflected in a 
number of “50-50” conditions characterizing the CLAPs at present, con-
ditions in many ways reflective of the crossroads at which Venezuela’s 
agrifood system lies today. First, according to the national coordinator of 
the CLAPs, 50 percent of the food in the CLAPs is imported, while 50 
percent is domestically produced, conditions at once reflective of the 
country’s historically entrenched food importation complex as well as the 
efforts of recent years to strengthen national production (Ñáñez 2017). A 
second condition has to do with the partnerships between the government 
and the private sector sustaining the CLAPs, in which companies are guar-
anteed access to raw materials in exchange for selling up to half of their 
processed goods to the state. A third condition has to do the CLAPs’ dou-
ble mandate of guaranteeing emergency food provisioning while also 
strengthening communities’ productive capacities, reflected in the ‘A’ and 
‘P’ of the CLAPs. At present, approximately half of the CLAPs are directly 
engaged in production, while half have yet to be (Contrapunto 2017). The 
question of model of production represents yet another layer of tension. 
A fourth “50-50” is reflected in the state-society partnership represented 
in the CLAPs, which came as a proposal from above that has been met by 
massive mobilization from below. In this sense, CLAPs can be understood 
as sites of direct state-society interaction around food, across multiple 
scales, from the local to the national. The tensions inherent in this balance 
of forces go in two main directions. On one end is the risk of the CLAPs 
promoting relations of clientelism between benefiting communities and 
the state, particularly local state officials, and on the other end is the risk 
of CLAPs displacing other forms of popular organization, particularly the 
communal councils and comunas--each possibility a subject of extensive de-
bate in food sovereignty circles. 

In the midst of all these tensions, and while many logistical challenges 
remain (particularly in remoter areas, where distributions are less frequent 
and regular than in urban hubs), CLAPs have yielded tangible results in 
reducing lines and increasing overall security. One national poll in 2016 
(the same year CLAPs were launched) indicated a 57 percent average re-
duction in shortages of goods by household17 and another indicated 58 

                                                 
17 See ‘Monitor País: Baja Índice de Desabastecimiento en Hogares a 57,3%’ 
(‘Country Monitor: Household Shortage Index Lowers by 57.3 Percent’),  
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percent of the population supporting them. 18 Thus, right now, as they are, 
CLAPs are important vehicles for food security in the face of the chal-
lenges of the current conjuncture. The question that interests us here in 
light of the theme of this study is what is the emancipatory potential of 
the CLAPs, or how might they be vehicles not only for food access, but 
also food sovereignty? Here the work of Fraser (2017) can be instructive, re-
calling her above-described “triple movement” framework focused on in-
teractions among political forces of social protection, marketization and 
emancipation. Applied to the CLAPs, their most obvious and immediate 
orientation is that of social protection, but their social protection function 
is directly dependent upon the forces of the market. The continuing or 
strengthening of such an alignment, that is, tipping the balance of any of 
these 50-50 scenarios further in favor of capital, could, following Fraser 
(and following what we have observed of the domination of capital in the 
Venezuelan agrifood system), run counter to emancipation. The alterna-
tive, we argue, is the alignment of the CLAPs with the existing multiple 
fronts of resistance that we have just outlined above – or tipping the bal-
ance of the CLAPs further in the realm of popular power. That is, the 
alignment of CLAPs with the comunas, with efforts like Pueblo a Pueblo 
and the Popular Seed Plan, and with other manifestations of everyday re-
sistance that are taking on a myriad of forms. This is not a one-way chal-
lenge for the CLAPs, however, but also a challenge for movements en-
gaged in more radical political work to get more serious about and engaged 
in the pressing needs of social protection currently confronting the popu-
lation. This is a task to be taken up collectively, with the CLAPs as a key 
vehicle, among others, or as “one expression of one response”, in the 
words of Nicolas Maduro19. This points to a multi-way challenge of overall 
convergence of resistance efforts at the current conjuncture, toward the 
ultimate goal of emancipation.  

                                                 

http://hinterlaces.com/monitor-pais-baja-indice-de-desabastecimiento-en-ho-
gares-a-573/. 

18 See ‘Hinterlaces: 58% de los venezolanos respaldan los Clap’ (‘Hinterlaces: 58 
percent of Venezuelans support the CLAPs’) http://www.avn.info.ve/con-
tenido/hinterlaces-58-venezolanos-respaldan-clap 

19 See ‘Maduro: ¡Los CLAP no son una caja ni una bolsa, carajo! ¡Son pueblo vivo!’ 
(‘Maduro: CLAPs are not a box or a bag, damn it! They are living people!’), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bdg9rJNrUcQ.  

http://hinterlaces.com/monitor-pais-baja-indice-de-desabastecimiento-en-hogares-a-573/
http://hinterlaces.com/monitor-pais-baja-indice-de-desabastecimiento-en-hogares-a-573/
http://hinterlaces.com/monitor-pais-baja-indice-de-desabastecimiento-en-hogares-a-573/
http://hinterlaces.com/monitor-pais-baja-indice-de-desabastecimiento-en-hogares-a-573/
http://www.avn.info.ve/contenido/hinterlaces-58-venezolanos-respaldan-clap
http://www.avn.info.ve/contenido/hinterlaces-58-venezolanos-respaldan-clap
http://www.avn.info.ve/contenido/hinterlaces-58-venezolanos-respaldan-clap
http://www.avn.info.ve/contenido/hinterlaces-58-venezolanos-respaldan-clap
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bdg9rJNrUcQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bdg9rJNrUcQ
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Another caveat of Fraser (2017: 41) is that the triple movement frame-
work does not imply a wholesale rejection of markets in emancipatory 
projects, but “a new synthesis of marketization and social protection”. 
This brings us to a key point, and a key vulnerability facing the Bolivarian 
Revolution, which is that such a synthesis has yet to happen. This places 
grassroots food sovereignty efforts in a vulnerable position vis-a-vis the 
market, particularly in the face of inflation and speculation that, along with 
the shortages, have disrupted access to basic goods such as agricultural 
inputs. This has produced a treadmill-like scenario in which for every re-
sponse, there appears a new attack, and for every attack, a new response. 
Meanwhile, through a mix of complicity and necessity, the state is protect-
ing agribusiness elite against economic vulnerability through such support 
as the provision of primary materials, guaranteed purchase of goods, pro-
vision of subsidized dollars, etc., while movements argue that this is the 
very sort of support that should in theory be going to socio-productive 
projects such as the comunas right now. While this reality reflects certain 
limitations of the state, it also represents certain limitations on the part of 
movements, who, prior to the current conjuncture, had distanced them-
selves somewhat from questions of the market, as if the market (and social 
protection) were something separate and distinct from questions of eman-
cipation. However, while this had been part of the political culture among 
both movements and state actors, the current conjuncture is pushing a 
new way of thinking, as the importance of the market – and of social pro-
tection in the face of destabilization wrought by the market – has become 
painfully apparent. 

In the face of the current conjuncture, there are some signs of new 
syntheses of marketization, social protection and emancipation emerging. 
One example is in the creation of new alternative currencies to facilitate 
local food production, distribution and consumption in the face of short-
ages and inflation, such as “el panal” of the Comuna El Panal in Caracas, 
local currency that is already being taken up horizontally by other grass-
roots efforts outside the comuna (Cambero 2017). Another example is in 
collaborations among comunas like Maizal and efforts like Pueblo a Pueblo 
with CLAPs to maximize joint food distribution capacities, as well as part-
nerships among CLAPs and cooperatives resulting from the agrarian re-
form process in the production of seeds and seedlings to support local 
agricultural efforts. Yet another example is in efforts by the Jesus Rivero 
Bolivarian Workers University to develop technological innovations to 
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substitute costly and increasingly scarce imported machine parts in order 
to address an urgent need for food sovereignty efforts in the realm of local 
processing. These and other rapidly unfolding developments, framed un-
der the banner of “agricultura cero divisas” or “zero-dollar agriculture” 
among Venezuelan social movements, reflect movement toward greater 
economic (and socio-productive) autonomy, identified by White (2018) as 
a key element in a liberatory agenda around food. “Zero-dollar agriculture” 
represents a vision for a radically different food system for Venezuela, 
standing in stark contrast to the dollar-dependent agro-import complex.  

Such developments present unprecedented openings toward food sov-
ereignty construction in Venezuela at the same time that they bring to the 
fore challenging questions for movements to grapple with. First, recalling 
the “50-50” scenarios above, how to address immediate food needs while 
at the same time taking progressive steps away from dependency on the 
corporate agro-import complex? And within this process, how to deal with 
the deeply entrenched tastes for industrially processed foods, such as the 
appeal of “charismatic foods” epitomized by Harina P.A.N., forged over 
time, exemplifying Friedmann’s (1995: 26) description of “a shifting bal-
ance between coercion and consent”? And how can popular organizing 
efforts be oriented around these two interconnected challenges, on multi-
ple fronts, while neither competing with each other nor being co-opted by 
the state? All these questions point to the fact that at the current conjunc-
ture in Venezuela, the urgent tasks of the short-term are defining the con-
tours of broader transformation in the long-term, and that it is within the 
everyday that some of the greatest potential for emancipation exists. 

3.7  Conclusion 

The situation confronting Venezuela today is far more complex than that 
portrayed in the dominant narratives, and it demands more thorough anal-
ysis. Through the lens of food with a focus on questions of power related 
to race, class and gender, new elements emerge that are key to understand-
ing the present conjuncture. These include (1) food as a vehicle for social 
differentiation over time, most fundamentally in the creation and mainte-
nance of an elite, an elite-aligned middle class, and a class of “others”; (2) 
the concentration and consolidation of power in the agrifood system, 
maintained through elite alliances, both within and outside of the state 
structure, and through both overt and hidden forms of power; (3) increas-
ing homogenization, uniformity and controllability of the agrifood system, 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 166PDF page: 166PDF page: 166PDF page: 166

146  

 

from production and importation to consumption, through racialized no-
tions of science and modernity; (4) marketing strategies that forge intimate 
relationships with the public so that specific industrially processed foods 
(described here as “charismatic foods”) pervade everyday life; (5) depend-
ency on monopolized supply channels and on supermarkets for access to 
such products; (6) the disappearance of such products from supermarket 
shelves constituting an attack on everyday life, particularly that of working-
class women; (7) the implication of the government in the products’ dis-
appearance, while the role of private capital remains largely hidden; (8) the 
attempted consolidation of power by the elite through proposals for the 
restoration of the missing products (and of “order” more generally), in 
opposition to state programs and policies, with appeals to the working 
class; (9) a rallying of the middle class, in the name of “the people”, against 
the government and its alliance with the working class by coopting social 
justice imagery while committing racialized acts of violence; and, all the 
while, (10) a further strengthening of state-capital relations, constituting a 
further concentration and consolidation of power in the agrifood system. 

While far from a comprehensive list, these elements reflect emerging 
trends in Venezuela today, stemming from elite alliances long in the mak-
ing. Of particular note are the invisible – or so ubiquitous as to effectively 
be invisible – mechanisms of control in the realm of everyday life that 
facilitate the exertion of dominance over the population, especially the 
working poor. This is particularly true of everyday practices around food. 
Through processes of colonization, modernization and, today, globaliza-
tion, the entire structure of the modern industrial food system – i.e., of-
fering foods appealing to the tastes of the masses (tastes conditioned over 
time), but in a highly controlled and controlling way – can readily be made 
into a tool of control and domination, as in Venezuela today. As Dentico 
(2015: 1) reminds us, in her reflection on nutrition and pathologies of 
power: 

The linkage between food and health is intuitive. As people we can’t sur-
vive without food. What is less obvious is the extent to which those two 
dimensions of every person’s life – the way we eat and our wellbeing – 
mirror the democratic fabric of a society, the tenure of the social pact in 
any given community, and ultimately the degree to which citizenship is 
and can be exercized. 
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Just as food can be a mechanism for the curtailing of basic rights and 
liberties, so too can it be a tool of resistance and emancipation – a point 
generally overlooked in analyses of present-day Venezuela. Not only do 
important drivers of the challenges at present tend to get obscured, but so 
too do the multitude of responses coming from the grassroots, particu-
larly, to borrow the words of White (2011: 13), “less formal, but no less 
important, forms of resistance”. This phenomenon cannot be separated, 
we argue, from the common portrayal of the Venezuelan working class as 
passive victims rather than active agents. The stereotypes and “othering” 
that led to the common perception that the majority of Venezuelans were 
naively following Chávez, with his petrodollars and charisma, invisibilizing 
the agency of those who put – and kept – him in power, are doing the 
same today as they invisibilize, among other things, the unprecedented 
grassroots advances toward food sovereignty manifesting at present. Such 
stereotypes of the poor and poverty are so pervasive that it went seemingly 
unquestioned when a New York Times article on starvation in Venezuela 
(Kohut and Herrera 2017) featured a picture of people eating one of Ven-
ezuelans’ most popular dishes, or when an article in The Guardian entitled 
‘Hunger eats away at Venezuela’s soul as its people struggle to survive’ 
(Graham-Harrison 2017) reported that in the fishing village of Chuao, 
“Diets have shifted back to patterns more familiar to parents and grand-
parents, to fish, root vegetables and bananas” – the type of dish for which 
many a foodie would pay dearly. This paper has aimed to demonstrate how 
a lens of food can be a powerful tool for moving beyond such well-worn 
narratives. 

Returning to the questions posed at the start of this chapter – What do 
food politics tell us about broader forms, organizations and relations of power in Vene-
zuela today? And with what implications for food sovereignty construction? – several 
points stand out. First, we can see the centrality of matters of race and 
class in the dynamics of the present, despite these having been down-
played, if not altogether obscured, in the dominant narratives on Vene-
zuela. Second, we can see some of the ways in which power has been con-
centrated over time, maintained through elite alliances that both transcend 
and permeate distinct political regimes. With respect to the last point, we 
can also see that the transformations under the Bolivarian Revolution have 
been partial at best. This is very much the case regarding the dominant 
agro-import complex, which has been largely unaltered over the course of 
the Bolivarian Revolution, despite nearly two decades of efforts toward 
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food sovereignty. When mainstream narratives speak of the shortages be-
ing evidence of the “failures of socialism”, they are missing the point that 
while a variety of socialist-oriented experiments are indeed underway, 
most notably in the construction of comunas, there is little “socialist” about 
Venezuela’s predominant agrifood system. The shortcomings of efforts 
toward wholesale transformation of the agrifood system to date under-
score the importance of simultaneous, coordinated efforts toward both 
building the new and dismantling the old, a theme revisited in Chapter 5.  

Finally, another important lesson for food sovereignty construction is 
the hard and necessary work of attempting to undo and transform patterns 
of production and consumption have been deeply etched in the everyday 
life of society over time. The shortages of industrially processed food at 
present have been a major boon to traditional foods and food preparation 
techniques and the catalyst for all sorts of alternative food system efforts 
that have been born out of necessity. Such developments could and argu-
ably do constitute important steps toward food sovereignty. But are these 
developments here to stay, or would they recede into the fringes if Harina 
P.A.N. were to become ubiquitous on supermarket shelves again? Until 
the historical legacy of the “monstrification” of Indigenous foods and the 
association of imported and industrially processed foods as being superior 
is addressed, the staying power of the current resurgence of local and tra-
ditional foods and food techniques is far from a given. This constitutes 
one of many fronts of effort on the part of Venezuelan food sovereignty 
movements, as they work to confront the immediate challenges at present 
while continuing to work toward the broader transformation that the chal-
lenges at present call for. 
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Chapter 4 applies the HRI framework to the process behind the passage 
of Venezuela’s progressive new Seed Law passed in 2015, as a concrete 
example of attempted food sovereignty construction. It is the product, 
furthermore, of a collaborative research process involving many of the 
same social movement actors who had been directly involved in the sub-
ject matter of the research. Published as an article in Journal of Peasant Stud-
ies in 2018,1 an anonymous reviewer characterized the piece as “a bold 
cracking open of the elite canon”, adding: 

The fact that the authors represent a cohort of activists, scholars, and folks 
straddling these divides is a deep subversion of traditional intellectual prac-
tice. I am excited to see where this momentum takes us, in terms of asking 
what science is comprised of, who is considered ‘expert’, and what effects 
this organic intellectualism will have on both academic publishing and on 
the real-life work of constructing seed and food sovereignty.2 

The collaboration behind the piece is the result of a convergence of 
several different projects and ideas. In January 2016, within days of the 
Law’s passage, three international allies to the process, William Camacaro, 
Fred Mills and I, rapidly put together an article that was featured on the 
websites of CounterPunch (Camacaro et al. 2016a) and The Ecologist 
(Camacaro et al. 2016b) in order to draw international attention to the 
Law. From there, the three of us had been in discussions about converting 
the piece into an academic journal article and planned to ask Ana Felicien 
if she would join us, given her direct involvement in the process behind 
the Law. When I arrived in Venezuela and raised this with Ana, I learned 
that she and several others (Eisamar Ochoa, Silvana Saturno, Esquisa 

                                                 
1 Felicien, A., Schiavoni, C.M., Ochoa, E., Saturno, S., Omaña, E., Requena, A. 
and W. Camacaro (2018). ‘Exploring the ‘grey areas’ of state-society interaction 
in food sovereignty construction: the battle for Venezuela’s Seed Law’, Journal of 
Peasant Studies, early online release (doi: 10.1080/03066150.2018.1525363). 
2 Quote excerpted from the review of an anonymous reviewer shared with us by 
the editors of Journal of Peasant Studies on 9 July, 2018. 

 Prologue to Chapter 4 
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Omaña and Adrianna Requena) were already planning to write an aca-
demic article on the Law. At the same time, Semillas del Pueblo, a larger 
group of activists behind the Law that Ana and the others were also part 
of, had been talking about conducting a collective “systematization” of the 
events behind the Law’s passage and an evaluation of its initial stages of 
implementation. The group was finding it difficult to make time for this 
in the midst of other pressing priorities, however, such as promoting pub-
lic uptake of the Law while defending it against a series of political attacks. 
Discussions around a possible joint article served as a helpful prompting 
to reprioritize the collective systematization process. The project that en-
sued represented a merging of all three of these plans.  

 Such a merging amounted to far more than the sum of its parts, as the 
team of international researchers benefitted from working with those with 
intimate knowledge of the events that had transpired, while the team of 
Venezuelan researchers benefited from the perspectives and additional an-
alytical lenses of those of us who had been more removed from the pro-
cess, as well our support in the writing process. Furthermore, both teams 
were able to support the Semillas del Pueblo collective in conducting its 
systematization and evaluation process, while at the same time benefitting 
from the rich empirical material that resulted. If there were a downside to 
the merging, it would be that a process involving multiple parties with dif-
ferent priorities, schedules and work styles, and working across two dif-
ferent languages, would not lend itself to typical academic procedures or 
speedy publication. This was acknowledged early on, however, and clear 
priority was given to group process and collective buy-in over timeliness 
in all but the very final stages of article publication, in what might be un-
derstood as a form of slow scholarship (Mountz et al. 2015) or slow knowledge 
(Stirling et al. 2018).3 

 A key moment in our collective process was a day-long workshop held 
at el IVIC in October 2016 among the research team and additional mem-
bers of Semillas de Pueblo, in which a large part of the systematization and 
evaluation was carried out and plans for the article, including analytical 

                                                 
3 Special thanks to Kamal et al. (2015), whose study served as an inspiration in 
collective research and writing processes involving different forms of knowledge 
and knowledge generation, and thanks to Asfia Kamal for personally sharing 
some additional insights with us. 
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framing, were discussed and debated (see Figure 4.1 for an example of an 
output of that day, a visual representation of the “moments” of the Seed 
Law process that would appear in the article). We were also able to take 
advantage of three pre-organized gatherings of Seed Law activists taking 
place in the same time period – in Caracas and in the states of Anzoátegui 
and Mérida – to continue discussions on systematization, evaluation and 
the content of the article. Among the highlights of this stage of the process 
for me personally was the opportunity to “test drive” the HRI framework 
so to speak, by presenting it to a bright group of seasoned researchers and 
activists and soliciting their feedback. While initially an intimidating task, 
it was ultimately validating to see that the framework did seem to resonate 
with many of the researchers and activists, with some even taking it up 
enthusiastically.  

 This was also an important opportunity to receive critical feedback. 
Collaborators suggested that the interactive lens of HRI could be further 
refined to better fit Venezuelan realities. For instance, some felt that the 
work of Fox (1993, 2007), which figures prominently in the HRI framing, 
while helpful to a certain degree, did not adequately capture the blurring 
of state and societal lines under the Bolivarian Revolution. Fox’s concep-
tualization of “state”, “society” and “the state-society interface” as “three 
distinct arenas” (Fox 2005: 70) might apply well to a liberal democratic 
context, but not necessarily to an attempted revolutionary process. This 
led us to return to the literature, drawing more deeply, for instance, from 
the work of Ciccariello-Maher (2007, 2013) on the Bolivarian Revolution 
and of Wolford (2016) and Wolford and French (2016) on the Workers 
Party of Brazil. All in all, however, we found limited analytical frameworks 
to capture the dynamism at hand, noting this as an area for further work. 
A small contribution on our parts was our framing of “gorras multiples” to 
describe the shifting of roles across lines of state and society by the same 
actors, a common phenomenon in recent decades in Venezuela. 

 The following chapter is the article that resulted from collaborative re-
search among Seed Law researchers and activists, reproduced here essen-
tially as published, with minor formatting and stylistic edits. This chapter 
further enhances the HRI framing, and the overall dissertation, by apply-
ing HRI to a particular case study of food sovereignty construction in Ven-
ezuela. In particular, it further fleshes out the interactive lens of HRI in ex-
amining the complex and nuanced state-society dynamics conditioning 
food sovereignty construction under the Bolivarian Revolution. Another 
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added value of this chapter is that it spans the time period both before and 
during the current conjunctural crisis described in the previous chapter, 
giving readers a glimpse into some of the types of advancements toward 
food sovereignty that were underway prior to 2013 that had originally cap-
tured my attention and inspired this study, while at the same time demon-
strating how such efforts have fared and adapted in the face of the cur-
rently unfolding circumstances. A final note is that this chapter does not 
represent a stand-alone project, but rather is part of a broader ongoing 
collaborative effort among activists and researchers both inside and out-
side of Venezuela who are focused on protecting, advancing, documenting 
and analyzing the pioneering piece of food sovereignty-related legislation 
represented by the Ley de Semillas (Seed Law) of 2015. 
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Figure 4.1: Visual representation of the “moments” of the Seed Law process identified dur-
ing group systematization process in October 2016. Credit: Adrianna Requena 
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Abstract 

In late December 2015, amidst plummeting oil prices, highly politicized 
food shortages and an all-around tense political climate in Venezuela, an 
unexpected event took place in the country’s National Assembly just days 
before a major shift in its political leadership. A new seed law was passed, 
with provisions including bans on genetically modified seeds and the pa-
tenting of life forms; recognition of both formal and informal seed sys-
tems; and protections for the seeds of the country’s peasant, Indigenous 
and Afro-descendant communities. The processes behind the Law’s pas-
sage were long, messy, dynamic and contentious, with unanticipated twists 
and turns, betrayals and alliances. This article shares an “intimate perspec-
tive” into these processes, as described by those directly involved in them, 
and as seen through the combined analytical lenses of a historical, rela-
tional and interactive approach to food sovereignty construction. This in-
cludes an exploration of the shifting of roles across state-society lines; the 
interaction of threats and opportunities as catalysts for collective action; 
and incremental shifts in power as social movements engage strategically 
in different types of spaces, including inside, outside, through and between 
formal structures of the state. Such an approach complicates simplified 
narratives around state co-optation of movements on the one hand or ide-
alized depictions of state-society synergy on the other, revealing the many 
shades of gray involved. The aim is to contribute new insights into the 
complexities of state-society relations in the construction of food sover-
eignty, and into bottom-up policy-making processes more generally.1 

                                                 
1 This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in 
Journal of Peasant Studies on 16 November 2018, available online at: 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03066150.2018.1525363 

 

 

4 

Exploring the “gray areas” of state-
society interaction in food sovereignty 
construction: the battle for 
Venezuela’s seed law 
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4.1 Introduction 

In late December 2015, amidst plummeting oil prices, highly politicized 
food shortages, and an all-around tense political climate in Venezuela, an 
unexpected event took place in the country’s National Assembly just days 
before a major shift in its political leadership. A new seed law was passed, 
with provisions including bans on genetically modified (GM) seeds and 
the patenting of life forms; recognition of both formal and informal seed 
systems; and protections for the seeds of the country’s peasant, Indige-
nous and Afro-descendant communities. Agrarian and environmental 
movements from many countries have embraced this law as representing 
a radical break from prevailing global trends in seed legislation and gov-
ernance and an unexpected win in an otherwise bleak political landscape 
(Camacaro et al. 2016a, International Planning Committee (IPC) for Food 
Sovereignty 2018). Such a landscape is characterized by ever-deepening 
corporate capture of the world’s genetic resources, facilitated by a global 
architecture of legislation treating seeds as private property as opposed to 
a commons and upholding the rights of (private) breeders over those of 
farmers (Kloppenburg 2014, Montenegro de Wit 2017a, Peschard 2017, 
Wattnem 2016). Governments whose national laws are not harmonized 
with this global architecture are pressured to modify them toward these 
ends, and increasingly are. Wattnem (2016) points out that intellectual 
property rights laws are but one legal tool for dispossessing farmers of 
control over their seeds, with another being seed certification laws. Both 
are spreading throughout countries of the Global South, facilitating the 
further corporate enclosure of seeds while threatening the rights of farm-
ers to engage in basic practices of seed saving and exchange long funda-
mental to human survival. 

The passage of Venezuela’s new Seed Law is thus seen as counterpos-
ing global trends of deepening corporate control of the world’s genetic 
resources, and the crafting of national and international seed laws and trea-
ties toward these ends. No less extraordinary are the domestic conditions 
in which the Law was passed, marked by economic crisis and deepening 
political polarization, calling into question the future of the country’s po-
litical process known as the Bolivarian Revolution. Such conditions, in 
fact, had contributed to a major shift in Venezuela’s National Assembly 
during elections earlier in December 2015, from a majority aligned with 
the Bolivarian Revolution (chavista) to an opposition majority, for the first 
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time since 1999. The passage of the Seed Law was among the final acts of 
the Bolivarian-majority National Assembly before stepping down. On the 
one hand, the fact that the Law was passed in such circumstances would 
seem to imply that it had been a pressing priority for the outgoing Assem-
bly members. But then why had it taken them so long to pass it? If the 
Seed Law were simply coming from above, why had the government not 
passed it much sooner, and in a friendlier political climate? This is where 
the plot thickens, for the Law would not have been passed – and it very 
nearly wasn’t – had it not been for a groundswell of mobilization from 
below, together with critical openings within the state. The processes be-
hind the Law’s passage were long, messy, dynamic and contentious, with 
unexpected twists and turns, betrayals and alliances. The Law itself repre-
sents an unexpected outcome of a process that had begun with a very dif-
ferent orientation, and that could have resulted in a dramatically different 
law. This article takes a closer look at this process, addressing the common 
question upon the Law’s passage of how did it happen? We also address ques-
tions of timing, given that December 2015 was far from an obvious mo-
ment to push for a radical deepening toward food sovereignty in Vene-
zuela (or was it?). In doing so, we aim to contribute new insights into the 
complexities of state-society interaction in the construction of food sov-
ereignty, particularly with respect to policy-making processes. 

There are several more specific objectives of this piece, building upon 
Schiavoni’s (2017) historical, relational and interactive (HRI) approach to 
food sovereignty construction.2 First, in taking a historical approach, not 
only do we set out to situate the events of the present in relation to those 
of the past, but, following Edelman and Leon (2013: 1698), we approach 
“contemporary processes as the history – conceptually and methodologi-
cally speaking – of the present”. In documenting recent processes around 

                                                 
2 Food sovereignty is broadly defined by transnational social movements as “the right of 

peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically sound 
and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture sys-
tems” (Nyéléni 2007a). Schiavoni (2017) argues for greater analytical distinction between 
food sovereignty as a vision versus food sovereignty construction as the process of at-
tempting to realize that vision. Following Schiavoni, we approach the processes around 
the Seed Law as processes of food sovereignty construction, applying a historical, rela-
tional and interactive (HRI) set of lenses to them. For more on food sovereignty-related 
policy-making, see Godek (2015), Desmarais et al. (2017) and Wittman (2015). 
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the Law’s passage and still-unfolding processes around its attempted im-
plementation, we are generating a historical record of current events, rec-
ognizing them as history in the making. It is hoped that such a record may 
be helpful to future movement-building efforts and related scholarly pur-
suits. In addition to documentation, we are generating analysis in an area 
where much analysis has tended to fall short of capturing the complexities 
at hand, “largely because the analytical categories for ‘actually existing’ po-
litical systems fail to capture important gray areas” (Fox 1994: 180). Such 
gray areas are many in the case of the Seed Law process, especially when 
it comes to the complex state-society relations involved in a “society-
driven campaign [that] at once worked both through and outside of the 
mechanisms of the state, and in collaboration with certain state actors and 
in antagonism with others” (Schiavoni 2017: 21). This is where both rela-
tional and interactive lenses are helpful. In focusing on the process-ori-
ented nature of food sovereignty construction, a relational lens “helps us 
to be critical about the categories of analysis used in food sovereignty stud-
ies (and beyond), reflecting on how the meanings of certain analytical cat-
egories change as history marches forward” (Schiavoni 2017: 19). An in-
teractive lens, furthermore, allows us to disaggregate the murky and often 
overlapping categories of state and society in order to examine the interac-
tions shaping particular policy processes, in this case, the eventual passage 
and ongoing implementation of the Law. 

Employing the HRI framework facilitates what Wolford and French 
(2016: 17) call “an ‘intimate’ perspective” that “allows us to understand 
the processes by which decisions get made and implemented and even 
their reception and impact”. In this case the perspective is particularly in-
timate in that the processes presented herein are described and analyzed 
by those who have been directly engaged in them. This brings us to the 
rather unconventional authorship of this piece, in that it is written primar-
ily by activists who have been among the key protagonists of the Seed Law 
process, most of whom also wear the hats of researchers, together with 
two international allies to the process, also both activists and researchers. 
The empirical material contained within is thus based on the direct expe-
riences of those involved in the movement behind the Law. Beyond those 
who have authored this piece, additional activists involved in the Seed Law 
process have also contributed input. This was achieved through a series of 
workshops held over 2016 in which participants conducted a mapping of 
the events around the Law’s passage and reflected on both challenges and 
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opportunities ahead. Through these workshops, the processes leading up 
to and directly following the Law’s passage were collectively reconstructed, 
in a form of what Jackson (2006: 498) describes as eventing, in which “the 
contours of an event are produced and reproduced” through a dynamic 
process of social negotiation. Through this process, key events were iden-
tified, debated and broken down chronologically into six main moments 
identified by workshop participants, presented below. The identification 
of key moments is an example of approaching “history as period”, in 
which political phenomena are analyzed in socially defined intervals of 
time (Collier and Mazzuca 2006: 473). Additionally, the authors presented 
a variety of proposed theoretical frameworks to workshop participants, 
explained in plain language, which were then discussed and debated in 
terms of their relevance to the Seed Law process. This article is largely a 
reflection of these discussions and debates. 

This contribution thus represents a milestone for the movement be-
hind the Seed Law in that it is the outcome of a collective process of crit-
ical internal reflection. Its collective development and authorship reflect 
the highly collective nature of the processes surrounding the Law. In tak-
ing such an approach, we have two additional aims. One is to present this 
case with the complexity it deserves, in its many shades of gray, particularly 
with regards to the state-society relations involved. In doing so, we chal-
lenge two dominant tendencies in much of the literature on Venezuela’s 
Bolivarian Revolution, and on Latin America’s “left-turn” countries more 
broadly – to paint scenarios in which social movements are largely co-
opted by the state, having fallen prey to clientelism or semi-clientelism, on 
the one hand, or rose-colored scenarios of state-society synergy on the 
other hand. What we’re here to say, and empirically demonstrate, is that 
neither scenario reflects the complexities of our realities, as seen in the 
Seed Law process. A second related aim is to model a still relatively new 
and emerging form of scholarship in which social movements speak for 
themselves and conduct their own historical documentation and analysis 
both as scholars in their own right and in partnership with scholars. In 
doing so, we hope to serve as inspiration to movements elsewhere. In the 
sections to follow, we begin with an elaboration of our theoretical frame-
works, relating them to the Venezuelan context, and specifically the con-
text surrounding the Seed Law, and then employ these frameworks to ex-
plore the key moments of the “battle” over the Seed Law, as identified by 
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those who have been directly engaged in it. We conclude with key lessons 
and areas for further inquiry. 

4.2 State-society interaction, political opportunity and 
gorras multiples in the seed law battle 

A basic premise of this study is that to understand the processes leading 
up to and following the passage of the Seed Law, it is not sufficient to 
center the analysis on the state, nor on society, but on the dynamic inter-
actions, and the often blurred and overlapping lines, between them. Key 
here is Fox’s (1993) interactive approach to state-society relations, an ec-
lectic approach drawing partly from Marxist and partly from Weberian 
traditions to understand state and social forces as mutually shaping one 
another.3 Central to Fox’s analysis are state actors, defined as “groups of 
officials whose actions push or pull in the same political direction” (Fox 
1993: 29) and social actors, defined as “groups of people who identify com-
mon interests and share ideas about how to pursue them” (Fox 1993: 23). 
Influencing the dynamics among them is the dual imperative of the state 
of facilitating capital accumulation on the one hand while maintaining a 
sufficient level of social legitimacy on the other. Fox’s work helps us to 
approach the state as comprised of diverse actors with competing interests 
and ideologies and varying degrees of autonomy and capacity. This, in 
turn, helps us to identify points of synergy between pro-reform state and 
societal actors, as mediated by institutions, which can push the boundaries 
of what is politically possible in a given setting. 

In a similar vein, Migdal et al. (1994: 3), in their description of a “state-
in-society perspective”, stress the need “to disaggregate the state, paying 
special attention to its parts far from what is usually considered the pinna-
cle of power; to recognize the blurred and moving boundaries between 
states and societies; and to view states and societies as mutually transform-
ing”. This is highly relevant to the Venezuelan case, which is complicated 
by a frequent blurring of roles among pro-reform state and societal actors, 
with the wearing of gorras multiples (multiple hats) and the strategic shifting 
of roles across state-society lines being commonplace. This phenomenon 

                                                 
3 This study adopts Fox’s (1993, 11–12) definition of the state, namely, “com-
pris(ing) the ensemble of political, social, economic, and coercive institutions that 
exercise ‘public’ authority in a given territory”. 
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is not unique to Venezuela but seen among the continent’s left-turn coun-
tries, as explored by Wolford (2016) and Wolford and French (2016) in 
the context of Brazil just prior to the ousting of Dilma Rousseff of the 
Workers’ Party (PT). According to Wolford and French (2016: 16): 

 Engagement with the everyday practicalities of governance, whether 
through active participation in state institutions through elected office, 
participatory councils, meetings, or even mobilizations and protest, is cre-
ating new political subjects both within and outside the institutions of the 
state […] Recent decades have seen social movement activists who are 
now part of the state […] and, in turn, state actors are engaging in move-
ment activities, whether in cooperation with outsiders or as members of 
unions themselves. 

 Given these conditions, Wolford (2016: 90) argues for the “need to 
employ a radically new vocabulary that highlights substance and process 
rather than form. In other words, although the Brazilian state clearly exists 
as a unity of public institutions set apart from society, analyzing it as such 
obscures more than it illuminates”. Instead, she argues, “we should focus 
on what state and society do – how groups of people govern (the traditional 
activity of the state) or organize (the traditional activity of social move-
ments) in different ways in different places” (Wolford 2016: 90, emphasis 
added). This relates to the Seed Law battle in that there were moments 
when societal actors assumed roles typically be associated with that of the 
state, and vice versa. Furthermore, employing their gorras multiples, there 
are actors who shifted between distinct roles both inside and outside of 
the state. The categories of state and societal actors, while often fluid, are 
thus particularly so in this case. 

With an eye to process over form, we also draw from work on “con-
tentious politics” (e.g., McAdam et al. 2001, Tarrow 2011, Tilly and Tar-
row 2015) to unpack the dynamics behind collective political struggle. Spe-
cifically, we look at the shifting ensemble of relationships among the 
various actors involved in the Seed Law battle over time, focusing on key 
political moments within the process. Particularly relevant within this body 
of work is Tarrow’s (2011: 32) analysis of the factors conditioning “polit-
ical opportunity structure”, in which political opportunity is understood 
as “consistent – but not necessarily formal, permanent, or national – sets 
of clues that encourage people to engage in contentious politics”. These 
include: (1) opening of access to participation for new actors; (2) evidence 
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of political realignment within the polity; (3) availability of influential allies; 
and (4) emerging splits within the elite (Tarrow 2011: 164–65). We draw 
from this framework to examine how the movement behind the Law was 
able to strategically seize political openings from within the state, while 
also looking at the flip side to understand tensions and blockages within 
the process, for instance, moments when those perceived as allies instead 
sided with elites or took a neutral stance. 

   There are, however, important limitations to the work on political 
opportunity structure and contentious politics more broadly, at least two 
of which bear noting. First, as emphasized by Gaventa and McGee (2010), 
while political opportunities are often presented and approached as open-
ings originating from above, quite often these have been at least partially 
forged by prior mobilization from below, in a cyclical fashion. This gets 
back to the importance of a historical perspective as well as the importance 
of centering one’s analysis on the iterative processes of interaction among 
state and societal actors to understand processes of collective claim mak-
ing. Second, contention does not automatically imply opposition/antago-
nism between movements and a given government, which tends to be an 
assumed default in much of the contentious politics literature. Shifting and 
more complex configurations of governance make for more complex 
state-society interactions. Along this vein, Gaventa (2006: 23) notes, 
“Changing governance arrangements, which call for ‘co-governance’ and 
‘participatory governance’ challenge our traditional categories of the rulers 
and the ruled, the policy-makers and the public”. Gaventa offers a frame-
work for analyzing such changing configurations of power in the form of 
the “power cube” for “analysing the spaces, places and forms of power 
and their interrelationship” (Gaventa 2006: 26). We will return to power 
cube analysis below, particularly as related to how the movements behind 
the Seed Law have engaged with and moved through different types of 
spaces, from “closed” to “invited” to “claimed/created”. 

Together, these interrelated sets of frameworks are employed for an 
exploration of the gray areas of the bottom-up policy processes compris-
ing the battle over Venezuela’s new Seed Law. We now draw from these 
to examine the political context forming a backdrop to the Seed Law pro-
cess before turning to the process itself. 
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4.3  Getting to the gray: the political backdrop of the seed 
law battle 

Shedding notions of state and society as singular entities with well-defined 
boundaries reveals a highly nuanced political landscape in Venezuela 
within which the battle over the Seed Law was fought. To examine this 
landscape, it is helpful to revisit the basic context of the Bolivarian Revo-
lution, the country’s primary political project since 1999, characterized by 
dynamic shifts in state-society relations. First, looking back before 1999, 
when over half of the population was living in poverty and facing a lack 
of decent work and basic services into the late 1990s, the general sentiment 
among the poor working-class majority of the population was that the 
government was not there to serve their interests (Hardy 2007, Weisbrot 
2008). A gradual thinning of the state had been facilitated through privat-
ization of already limited public services under neoliberal policies from the 
1980s onward, triggering an institutional crisis and mounting dissatisfac-
tion with the traditional two-party political system, increasingly manifested 
through social unrest and political mobilization (Lander and Fierro 1996, 
Maya 2003). The rise of the Bolivarian Revolution in 1999 reflected an 
achievement on the part of the disenfranchised majority to shift the power 
balance and claim the political space they had long been denied. The as-
sumption of the presidency by Hugo Chávez Frías, on a platform of social 
justice, redistribution of wealth and sovereignty, was considered by many 
a major manifestation of popular power, captured in the common senti-
ment among popular sectors that, “We created Chávez” (Ciccariello-Ma-
her 2013). 

The last point is essential for understanding the dynamics of the Boli-
varian Revolution. In the common tendency of political analyses to focus 
on the persona of Chávez without understanding Chávez in relation to the 
broader political project of which he was part, a disproportionate empha-
sis is placed upon the agency and actions of the state and state actors as 
opposed to the interactions of state and society that are actually the driving 
force of the Bolivarian Revolution. It then appears that the many forms 
of social mobilization that exist today under the banner of the Bolivarian 
Revolution began in 1999 and through openings forged from within the 
state. Such a take misses the decades and even centuries of social struggle 
that directly paved the way for the Bolivarian Revolution and that continue 
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to push it forward today, in dynamic tension with the Bolivarian govern-
ment, at times serving as a radicalizing force from below (Ciccariello-Ma-
her 2013, Schiavoni 2017). This connects back to Gaventa and McGee’s 
(2010: 14) emphasis on the often cyclical nature of political opportunity, 
in which “[w]hat appears a new political opportunity may in fact have been 
shaped by previous collective mobilization and action”. From this per-
spective, the rise of Chávez and emergence of the Bolivarian Revolution 
can be understood as the ultimate opening of political opportunity for 
Venezuela’s popular sectors, touching upon each of Tarrow’s (2011) four 
factors, and at the same time an opening directly forged by Venezuela’s 
popular sectors. This point is captured in the following reflections of a 
long-time community activist of the barrio of La Vega, Caracas: 

 Here, nothing comes from zero. The Venezuelan process does not come 
from zero, nor did it appear only when compañero Chávez appeared from 
the barracks. We [the community] are activists going many years back, 
since before the arrival of Chávez […]. We are social activists who believe 
in this process. We believe that this is our process, and that Chávez is the 
son of this process. (Mato et al. 2011: 64, translated)4  

 Going back to the start of the Bolivarian Revolution, a first point of 
order, in addition to addressing the immediate material needs facing the 
population, was to build the legal architecture necessary for broad-based 
popular participation in governance, toward a vision of “protagonistic and 

                                                 
4 The repetition of “process” in this quote is indicative of the way in which many 
of those identified with the Bolivarian Revolution conceive of it, commonly re-
ferring to it as el proceso (the process). Given the partial, uneven, and ongoing 
nature of the Bolivarian Revolution, it departs from many traditional social sci-
ence conceptions of revolution, such as Skocpol’s (1979: 7) definition of revolu-
tion as “a rapid, basic transformation of a society’s state and class structure…”, 
and is a far cry from Tilly’s (1978: 192) “revolutionary moment”. More recent 
analyses of revolutions (e.g., Selbin 1999, Zahedi 2000), however, have pointed 
to the shortcomings of these and other earlier works in capturing the dynamics 
of contemporary forms of revolution, noting that there is no universally applica-
ble theory of revolution in social sciences today and that this is an area meriting 
ongoing theoretical exploration. While not the focus of the piece, we hope it 
sheds some light into what might be understood as a contemporary “revolution-
ary process”. 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 185PDF page: 185PDF page: 185PDF page: 185

Exploring the “gray areas” of state-society interaction in food sovereignty con-
struction: the battle for Venezuela’s seed law 165 

participatory democracy”.5 This would require rewriting the national con-
stitution, followed by the establishment of new laws and institutions, and 
reform of existing ones. In July 1999, a constituent assembly was elected 
to lead the process of redrafting the constitution through a participatory 
national effort, with an emphasis on inclusion of historically excluded 
groups. The result by December 1999 was a radically different constitu-
tion, passed by popular referendum, that guaranteed a host of new rights 
to the population and laid the legal framework for direct citizen participa-
tion in governance. Since then, the Constitution has served as the highest 
reference point across state and society in the Bolivarian process. 

The sense of propriety that many Venezuelans feel toward their consti-
tution has been described by Ciccariello-Maher (2007, no page) as “what 
one might call a ‘revolutionary reverence’ for the law: not an a priori re-
spect for the law but rather an admiration derived from the experience of 
revolutionary legislation imposed from below”. Such reverence, however, 
is counterbalanced with a sort of irreverence as well. Having gone through 
the experience of changing the constitution and writing and rewriting ar-
ticles and subsequent laws, through processes of trial and error, popular 
debate and consensus-building, there is a general sense of fluidity and mal-
leability of legal structures. As one Seed Law activist reflected, with amuse-
ment, “While at an international meeting discussing protection of locally-
held genetic resources, many participants seemed to feel constrained by 
existing national laws in their countries. We don’t let that stand in our way 
here!”.6 Such sentiments that laws, policies and procedures can and should 
be changed in the interest of the public good, and that citizens have both 
the ability and responsibility to do so as needed, has been described by 
Seed Law activists as the “hackability” of the state and its institutions, with 
the “ultimate hacking” being the rewriting of the constitution in 1999. 

In the years following 1999, a challenge facing the Bolivarian Revolu-
tion has been the tensions between the unharnessed popular power, or 
constituent power, that had brought the revolution about, and the consti-
tuted power of the state represented in a host of new and pre-existing laws 

                                                 

5 For helpful explorations of efforts toward participatory democracy in Vene-
zuela from a variety of perspectives, see Smilde and Hellinger (2011). 

6 All direct quotes by Seed Law activists in this chapter are from the above-men-
tioned workshop held in October 2016 or follow-up discussions at activities or-
ganized by Semillas del Pueblo from October through December 2016. 
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and institutions (Ciccariello-Maher 2013). Such tensions play out at the 
institutional level, where new actors have come into state institutions, 
while old actors have been called to assume new roles, including to work 
in greater collaboration with societal actors. This has afforded many social 
movements unprecedented access to the state, while further blurring the 
boundaries between state and society. Indeed, many key actors within the 
Seed Law process assumed several distinct roles, for instance being part 
of both an institution and a social movement, and shifted between these 
roles strategically, in the above-described phenomenon of gorras multiples. 
Added to this blurring is the construction of diverse citizen-run social in-
stitutions that interface directly with the state, albeit not without conten-
tion (Schiavoni 2015, 2017). The Bolivarian Revolution has thus opened 
up important spaces for the construction of popular power, in tandem 
with a new institutional architecture, while also raising inevitable tensions 
between competing forms of power. These tensions manifest both be-
tween forces aligned with the Bolivarian Revolution and those in opposi-
tion to it, as well as within the highly heterogeneous mix of groups and 
individuals, across state and society, identified with the Bolivarian Revo-
lution.  

4.4  Antecedents: competing agendas in Venezuelan seed 
policy 

Interwoven with these state-society dynamics are Venezuela’s equally 
complex agrarian politics. While food sovereignty is enshrined in national 
law, what this actually means and looks like is subject to diverse interpre-
tations and intense debate and negotiation, including within the broad tent 
of the Bolivarian Revolution. There is no singular unified Bolivarian 
agenda for food sovereignty, with perspectives running the gamut from 
radical takes aligned with those of La Via Campesina to more mainstream 
paradigms involving large-scale, capital-intensive forms of production and 
distribution (Enríquez and Newman 2016, Schiavoni 2015, 2017). A key 
factor influencing the latter is the enduring legacy of the Green Revolution 
and related processes of agricultural modernization in Venezuela since the 
1930s, deeply entrenched within ministries, universities and other institu-
tions that have influenced the country’s agrarian trajectory. Connected to 
this are deep ties between the state and private agribusiness, also forged 
during the modernization period, during which income from petroleum 
exportation supported the formation of an import-dependent agrifood 
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complex dominated by relatively few national and international firms (Fe-
licien et al. 2018a). 

Such historical alliances significantly shaped national norms and laws 
pertaining to seeds prior to the new Seed Law (Felicien 2016).7 With the 
emergence of the first regulatory frameworks and programs for seed cer-

tification standards in the 1950s (Miranda 2014), public efforts became 
exclusively focused on the development of certified varieties in partner-
ship with large-scale producers and agribusiness companies. These alli-
ances are still in force, as evidenced, for instance, by various agreements 
between the Instituto Nacional de Investigaciones Agrícolas (National In-
stitute of Agricultural Research, INIA) and associations of large-scale pro-
ducers for the development of new varieties, representing an important 
state subsidy for the private seed sector. These include the registration of 
breeders’ rights shared among INIA, public universities and associations 
of large-scale producers,8 as well as the conducting of evaluations of public 
seed improvement programs in conjunction with large-scale producer as-
sociations and private companies.9 Such partnerships have resulted in the 

                                                 
7 Despite never having signed onto the Convention of the International Union 
for the Protection of New Plant Varieties (UPOV), the most important multilat-
eral convention having to do with intellectual property rights (IPR) around crops, 
Venezuela had been essentially been following the UPOV IPR regime by virtue 
of its membership in the Andean Community of Nations (CAN) since 1973, 
guided by CAN’s Decision 345 establishing the Common Regime on the Protec-
tion of the Rights of Breeders of New Plant Varieties, which was based upon 
UPOV. Once Venezuela withdrew from the CAN in 2011, until the new Seed 
Law of 2015, it fell back upon the Industrial Property Law of 1955, which does 
not permit patents on seeds. 

8 The breeders’ rights of the certified rice variety Fundarroz PN-1 released in 
2000 belong to the association between INIA, Universidad Nacional Experi-
mental de los Llanos Occidentales ‘Ezequiel Zamora’ (The Ezquiel Zamora Na-
tional Experimental University of the Western Plains, UNELLEZ), Fundación 
Nacional del Arroz (the National Rice Foundation, FUNDARROZ) and the 
Danac Foundation for Agricultural Research, which is associated with Empresas 
Polar, the country’s largest food and beverage corporation (Pieters et al. 2011). 

9 Field evaluations of publicly-developed rice varieties have been carried out with 
the participation of associations linked to FEDEAGRO (Venezuela’s national 
association of mid- and large-scale producers) and Empresas Polar (see Scandela 
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development of varieties that respond almost exclusively to the interests 
of agribusiness. 

Another enduring agribusiness linkage is that certified seed production 
is dependent on genetic material imported from private companies and 
international germplasm banks. While there have been some attempts to 
address this, including via a National Seed Plan created in 2005, Vene-
zuela’s seed industry has continued to be highly dependent upon imported 
genetic material, quite likely due to the influence of the powerful private 
import complex and the state actors benefiting from it. This speaks to 
another reality in the political economy of seeds in Venezuela, which is 
extremely high levels of import dependence across the board. Domesti-
cally produced and certified seeds in fact make up a relatively minor part 
of the seed supply. Out of the 76 crops grown commercially in Venezuela, 
nationally produced certified seeds were available for only 8 of these at the 
time of the last agricultural census (rice, corn, potato, soya, sesame, cotton, 
black beans, and pinto beans), and in limited amounts (Laurentin Táriba 
2015). The vast majority of commercial seeds are imported. An extreme 
example is in vegetable production, where, although production levels 
meet an estimated 80 percent of national demand, nearly 100 percent of 
the seeds are imported (Laurentin Táriba 2015). 

The above realities underscore that altered state-society relations do not 
automatically translate into altered state-capital relations, as emphasized 
by McKay (2018) in his formulation of the state-society-capital nexus. Indeed, 
this remains very much an area of dispute in struggles for food sover-
eignty, and for broader societal transformation. Furthermore, even in in-
stances where there has been a break between the state and the private 
sector, for instance in cases of nationalization of production plants, agro-
input chains, etc., this does not necessarily do away with what McKay 
(2018: 416) calls an “agro-industrial bias” pervasive in institutions of the 
state. Such can even be seen in Cuba, despite its being widely recognized 
as a hub of agroecological innovation, described as the “paradox of Cuban 
agriculture” by Altieri and Funes-Monzote (2012). This “paradox” is ar-
guably even more pronounced in Venezuela, where competing paradigms 
of agroecology and industrial agriculture are very much at the center of 

                                                 

n.d.). Rice is among the crops with the greatest genetic improvement in the coun-
try, but similar alliances exist around other crops including sugarcane, corn and 
sesame, among others. 
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many struggles over food sovereignty, the Seed Law battle being no ex-
ception. 

This brings us to the flip side of the coin, which is that despite deeply 
entrenched linkages between private agribusiness interests and the state 
that have persisted through the Bolivarian Revolution, there has also been 
a progressive opening of spaces for the advancement of agroecology and 
food sovereignty. This has been partly facilitated by a favorable policy cli-
mate supported by the Constitution of 1999, which has provided a legal 
basis for food sovereignty construction, strengthened through a series of 
subsequent laws, including the Law of Integrated Agricultural Health 
(granting legal recognition of and support for agroecology) and the Or-
ganic Law of Food Security and Food Sovereignty (see Table 4.1). Perhaps 
even more significant have been the advancements largely outside of the 
formal laws and institutions of the state yet interlinked with them, in the 
form of social movements for agroecology and food sovereignty that have 
also grown in number and influence over the course of the Bolivarian Rev-
olution. Schiavoni (2017: 21) describes these as “relatively autonomous 
from the state Bolivarian government, even when individually and collec-
tively those within this movement consider themselves part of the Boli-
varian Revolution”. These movements have been pushing forward their 
own grassroots agendas with respect to food sovereignty, and specifically 
seeds, sometimes in cooperation with institutions of the state and other 
times at odds with them. Arguably, it is where and when these movements 
are able to find strategic leverage points vis-à-vis the state, based on shift-
ing political opportunity structure, that the greatest advances with respect 
to food sovereignty are to be made. Examples of such advancements over 
the course of the Bolivarian Revolution predating the Seed Law are high-
lighted in Table 4.1 (see also Herrera et al. 2017). Such advancements, how-
ever, have been in a context of multiple tensions and contradictions with 
agribusiness-oriented policies, actors and agendas across state and society. 
These tensions have brought to the fore important debates over the model 
of agriculture for Venezuela, in which seeds have been a key element in 
dispute, conditioning a policy environment with both significant openings 
and barriers for progressive seed legislation. 
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Table 4.1: Highlights of efforts toward food sovereignty in Venezuela that paved the way 
for the eventual passage of the Seed Law of 2015 

Effort   Year Scale 

Eradication of field trials of transgenic papaya: The 
Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources 
orders the incineration of transgenic papaya under 
field trial, based on the precautionary principle, and 
on December 17, Resolution 13 of the Legislative 
Council of the state of Mérida is decreed, requiring 
compliance with the ministerial order to eliminate 
GMO papaya. 

2000 National 

The Law of Land and Agrarian Development sets 
the legal framework for agrarian reform and recog-
nizes the conuco as a historical source of agrobiodi-
versity. 

2002 National 

Public declarations against GMOs by President 
Chávez 

2004, 

2006 

National, 

International 

National Seed Plan coordinated by INIA 
2005- 
present 

National 

Day of Peasant Seeds 
2005- 
present 

National 

Founding of the Paulo Freire Agroecology Institute 
of Latin America 

2007 International 

Agreement on the occasion of the International 
Day of Biodiversity, Official Gazette No. 38.942 of 
May 30, 2008: “The country rejects the use of 
GMOs produced by transnational food and phar-
maceutical companies, given their unknown effects 
on crops, health and life”. 

2008 National 

Declaration of President Chávez in support of 
open-source knowledge and against patents and 
GMOs.  

2009 National 
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Resolution 024 of the Ministry of Popular Power 
for Education, creating the “all hands planting” ini-
tiative, which incorporates agroecology curricula 
into the primary and secondary education systems.  

2009 National 

Creation of public programs for seed research and 
innovation, including: socialist networks of techno-
logical innovation for the production of potato and 
corn seed; research projects on native Andean tu-
bers 

2002- 
present 

Regional 

La Via Campesina brigade in Venezuela, whose ac-
tivities include seed production 

2005 - 
present 

International 

Creation of the National Network of Bio-input La-
boratories for the production of biological controls 
and biofertilizers through an agreement between 
Cuba and Venezuela. Some of these laboratories are 
managed directly by peasant organizations. 

2008 National 

Passage of the Integrated Agricultural Health Law 
and the Food Security and Food Sovereignty Law, 
which establish the precautionary principle with re-
spect to GMOs, along with the promotion of 
agroecology and the right to quality food 

2008 National 

National Strategy for the Conservation of Biologi-
cal Diversity is built participatively with social ac-
tors, recognizing GMOs as a threat to biodiversity 
and including among its actions the conservation of 
landraces. 

2010-
2020 

National 

Launch of the Plan de la Patria (National Plan), 
which establishes food sovereignty as a national 
goal; proposes the production of seeds in lands res-
cued through the agrarian reform process; recog-
nizes the conuco as a reserve of germplasm; pro-
motes peasant and Indigenous agriculture; and 
promotes agricultural production free of GMOs. 

2013-
2019 

National 
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Agreement between the (state-run) Venezuelan 
Food Corporation and the Small Farmers Move-
ment of Brazil (MPA)/La Via Campesina for seed 
production and exchange of experiences 

2013 International 

 

4.5  The stages of the Seed Law battle 

With an understanding of the contexts conditioning the Seed Law, we now 
turn to the processes behind the creation and initial implementation of the 
Law, analyzed as processes of food sovereignty construction. This is based 
on collective reconstruction and analysis among some of the social move-
ment actors who were most intimately involved, first via the Venezuela Li-
bre de Transgénicos (GMO-Free Venezuela) campaign, and then, following 
the Law’s passage, through the ongoing Semillas del Pueblo (Seeds of the 
People) initiative. 

4.5.1 Moment zero: uniting forces 

While we can see from the above that the battle around the Seed Law 
emerged out of various historical processes, the starting point for the cur-
rent process as such could be considered 2012, with a confluence of events 
that we call moment zero. The first of these was the Third Venezuelan Con-
gress of Biodiversity, organized by the Oficina Nacional de Diversidad Bi-
ológica (National Office of Biodiversity, ONDB) under the Environmen-
tal Ministry in May 2012 in the agricultural state of Cojedes. This event 
was significant both for its theme, “Land and Territory”, including a focus 
on the rescue of traditional seed varieties, and for the participation of a 
wide variety of social movements, including both peasant movements and 
urban groups, as well as researchers and institutional actors from Vene-
zuela and elsewhere in the region. Significantly, it was attended by a rep-
resentative of the Sin Maíz No Hay País (No Corn, No Country) campaign 
of Mexico, who shared her experiences on a national campaign against 
GMO corn. A second key event was the seventh annual National Gather-
ing on Peasant Seeds held in the community of Monte Carmelo in the state 
of Lara, organized by local communities and supported by INIA. This 
three-day activity culminated in the National Day of Peasant Seeds on 29 
October. Just earlier the same month, the National Assembly had an-
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nounced that it would be taking up the drafting of a new seed law, breath-
ing a sense of urgency into these activities. Among the outcomes was the 
formation of a National Network of Seed Guardians, announced via what 
came to be known as the Declaration of Monte Carmelo. Among the ob-
jectives of this new network were facilitating citizen participation in the 
drafting of the new law and ensuring that it would be anti-GMO. 

Building from the Monte Carmelo gathering, the national campaign 
Venezuela Libre de Transgénicos (GMO-Free Venezuela, also referred to as 
the Campaign) was launched. This would be the banner under which social 
movements and citizen groups would engage in the Seed Law process. 
While there were (and would be) various divisions among the many diverse 
groups involved in the Campaign, this was a moment of unity – of con-
structing common platforms, building networks, and identifying key allies. 
It is important to note here that while the two key events described above 
were each sponsored by institutions of the state (ONDB and INIA, re-
spectively), each was a space for broad-based popular participation, and 
for movement building. The Monte Carmelo Declaration, for instance, 
was squarely by and for social movements, who used the space as their 
own. Yet the fact that these events had been sponsored by state institu-
tions was an important opportunity for movements to identify influential 
allies. Both ONDB and INIA were considered by social movements to be 
mixed bags politically, recalling, for instance, INIA’s agribusiness ties out-
lined above. But those from within these institutions who were involved 
in these events were considered more aligned with the social movements 
and would be important allies to them in the Seed Law process (albeit not 
without tensions at times). 

A backdrop to the events of 2012 was the intensifying illness of Vene-
zuelan president Hugo Chávez Frías, looked upon by many social move-
ments as a key ally and point of political reference. Leaders of national 
peasant movements as well as international delegates of La Via Campesina 
had been highly influential to Chávez’s take on food sovereignty matters, 
including his assuming an openly anti-GMO stance. In 2004, Chávez 
called for a “Venezuela Free from Transgenics” on his weekly television 
program ‘Alo Presidente’ (program no. 189). Then, in 2006 he participated 
in a region-wide social movement gathering in Brazil running parallel to 
UN meetings on biodiversity and biosafety and was the first signatory on 
a resulting ‘Manifesto of the Americas’ for biological and cultural diversity 
and against GMOs (La Agencia Latinoamericana de Información 2006). 
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When Chávez died in March of 2013, his staunchly anti-GMO stance was 
not yet reflected in the law, leaving movements without a legal framework 
to protect a position they had long taken for granted. Furthermore, the 
government he left behind contained a mix of agrarian tendencies, includ-
ing those more aligned with industrial agriculture, reflected in a number of 
institutions of the state. Indeed, a common perception among social 
movements was that many government officials believed that peasant-
based agriculture was politically correct but not technically correct, so they 
went along with policies supportive of peasants for reasons of political 
legitimacy. But there was always the risk of going in the other direction, 
and indeed this would become a key point of tension. Faced with such 
realities, the loss of Chávez was a wake-up call for social movements. It 
was also a moment of reaffirmation of the popular power that Chávez had 
represented to them. 

4.5.2 Moment 1: politicizing the GMO debate 

Such circumstances infused movements with a new sense of energy and 
urgency, especially with the risk of the clashing institutional orientations 
of the state shifting further away from radical agrarian politics and more 
toward depoliticized technological solutions. A fire was lit under the nas-

cent campaign, which redoubled its efforts, steadily growing in number, 
diversity and recognition. By now, the Campaign included student, peas-
ant, agroecology, consumer, feminist, sexual diversity and alternative me-
dia movements, among others, within its ranks. Of particular note was 
strong participation by both urban and rural movements, as well as by 
youth, who comprised the majority of the Campaign’s coordination. 
Among the common threads uniting them were identification with food 
sovereignty principles as conceived of by transnational social movements; 
support for agroecology based on local knowledge and belief systems; re-
jection of industrial agriculture; and perhaps most importantly, a vision for 
popular control over the food system, as a prerequisite for both food sov-
ereignty and popular power more broadly, for which people’s control over 
seeds, or seed sovereignty, was deemed essential. These characteristics dis-
tinguished them from some others within the Bolivarian Revolution, par-
ticularly within the state, who may also have advocated for food sover-
eignty, but from a more state-centric and less radical stance, speaking to a 
variety of competing sovereignties at play (Schiavoni 2015), seen throughout 
the Seed Law battle.  
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This was a critical moment for what McAdam et al. (2001) describe as 
the collective identity formation of the Campaign, as well as for its posi-
tioning within the public sphere. Communications and media collectives 
played a key role in helping to shape its overall image and messaging. Sig-
nificantly, the Campaign’s main logo was Chávez donning a peasant’s hat 
and wielding an ear of corn and a machete. This was an unabashedly 
chavista movement, and as such a reminder to all chavistas, including those 
in the ranks of the government, that Chávez was unabashedly pro-peasant 
and anti-GMO. The name of the Campaign (GMO-Free Venezuela, more 
literally translated as Venezuela Free from Transgenics) was also a direct 
quote from Chávez’s first public declaration against GMOs. The invoking 
of Chávez was an example of the use of an “inherited cultural symbol” 
(Tarrow 2011: 29) for the building of identity, cohesion and political 
power, on the one hand, while it also served to politicize the GMO debate, 
which up until that point had been largely positioned within the National 
Assembly as a primarily technical matter. While addressing the technical 
side of the GMO debate, the Campaign stressed that the matter was above 
all political. 

The first public event of the Campaign as such took place in May 2013 
on the day of the globally coordinated ‘March against Monsanto’. Cam-
paign activists seized this day to raise public awareness of the forthcoming 
law and to send a message to the (then chavista-majority) National Assem-
bly of the importance of popular participation in the law, and the im-
portance of it being anti-GMO. Toward these ends, they collected signa-
tures on a statement that they then brought directly to the National 
Assembly, into a session of the Sub-commission on Agrifood Develop-
ment of the Commission on Finance and Economic Development, 
charged with overseeing the drafting of the Seed Law. Requesting the right 
to speak, Campaign representatives introduced themselves and then 
handed over the signatures, along with copies of the Monte Carmelo Dec-
laration and a report on the impacts of GMOs. Having made their pres-
ence felt and asserting their right to participation, they were invited to take 
part in subsequent activities of the Sub-Commission pertaining to the Law, 
constituting an opening up of access to power in what had been a largely 
closed space. One of these representatives later reflected, “They didn’t 
have much choice in the matter – we barged in uninvited, straight from 
the streets into the halls!”. The legitimacy of the chavista-majority National 
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Assembly would have been called into question had the demands of the 
activists for participation not been heeded.  

From there, different channels of work flowed. The Campaign was be-
coming increasingly known, with regular appearances in public and alter-
native news channels. The importance of media, particularly of social me-
dia, cannot be highlighted enough, given the limited capacity and lack of 

funding constraining this organic grassroots effort. One Seed Law activist 
explained, “We didn’t have a cent, but we had Facebook!”. 

4.5.3 Moment 2: merging legislative and popular law creation 

An important piece of context for the next series of events that ensued is 
that there are three forms of law creation in Venezuela – legislative, pop-
ular, and executive. The Seed Law was legislative, as it originated within 
the National Assembly. Under legislative law creation processes, first a 
technical commission is charged with laying out the basics of the law (in 
this case, the Sub-Commission on Agrifood Development), including its 
proposed objectives and structure. These proposals then enter into what 
is called the “first discussion” within the National Assembly. Then, if ap-
proved, the actual drafting of the law takes place. The draft law will then 
often enter a public consultation process, which is not obligatory, but is 
generally expected and encouraged. From there, the law enters the “sec-
ond discussion”, in which the National Assembly goes over it in detail in 
a plenary session, approving or rejecting it. 

Just a day or so before the Seed Law was to enter the first discussion, 
members of the Campaign caught wind of this and saw a draft leaked to 
them by an ally from within. Though they had ostensibly been part of the 
drafting committee, they had been left out and had not been privy to this 
initial draft, which included safeguards for patenting of lifeforms and loop-
holes for the legalization of GMOs, while lacking mechanisms for popular 
participation. This was a strong message that the fact that both the seed 
activists and Assembly members identified as part of the Bolivarian Rev-
olution did not automatically make them all politically aligned. Even the 
fact that the Campaign had what appeared to be natural allies on the inside 
– two Assembly members who were also peasant leaders involved with La 
Via Campesina – was apparently no guarantee. So they mobilized. This 
included the release of statements, more signature collection, street pro-
tests and the building of new alliances, including with chavista political par-

ties. These efforts succeeded in opening up a space of negotiation with the 
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National Assembly via Blanca Eckout, an influential ally whose gorras mul-
tiples included serving as second vice president to the National Assembly 
as well as being among the leaders of the main chavista political party 
PSUV, in addition to having a social movement background herself, com-
ing out of the alternative media movement. Eckout’s background con-
trasted with that a of another key player within the National Assembly, 
José Alfredo Ureña, president of the Sub-Commission on Agrifood De-
velopment, whose background was that of a conventional agricultural 

technician. These different trajectories represent important divisions 
among allies that would prove to be key in the process. 

Through Eckout’s facilitation, members of the Campaign met directly 
with her and Ureña within the National Assembly, representing a further 
political opening for the Campaign. In this meeting, all present affirmed 
the necessity of the new Seed Law and agreed that the Law should be 
constructed together with popular movements. The process of creating 
the Law thus became a hybrid between a legislative and popular initiative, 
which was uncharted territory for all involved. Members of the Campaign 
made clear their intention that this would be a popular constituent process. 
That is, beyond a public consultation of an already written law, this would 
be a process through which the people themselves would create the law. 
This would be an ongoing source of tension between members of the Na-
tional Assembly and the social movements involved. 

4.5.4 Moment 3: public consultation vs. popular constituent 
debate 

Coming out of the meeting in the National Assembly was lots of motion 
on the ground, and growing tensions between the consultative and con-
stituent approaches to the drafting of the Law. As had been agreed, a series 
of public meetings were planned. The first one happened just days later, 
back in Monte Carmelo, on the National Day of Peasant Seeds, exactly 
one year following the Declaration and the unofficial launching of the 
Campaign. This meeting was organized jointly by movements and the Na-
tional Assembly – and would be both the first and the last of such. While 
Ureña and another deputy were both present, the social movements took 
control. As these two chavista deputies had built their campaign four years 
prior around the idea of a “parliament of the street”, they were expected 
to follow the lead of their constituencies. However, this apparent irrever-
ence regarding their positions did not go over well with the two officials 
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present. From there, two different paths emerged – one was a series of 
public consultations organized by the National Assembly and the other 
was a popular constituent debate process organized by social movements 
together with allied actors and institutions of the state. The distinction be-

tween these two processes is important for the different configurations of 
power involved in each. Going back to Gaventa’s (2006) “power cube”, 
the public consultations proposed by the National Assembly members 
were spaces created by the National Assembly into which social move-
ments and other societal actors were invited, making them invited spaces, 
while the popular constituent debates took place through self-organized 
processes in spaces created by the movements themselves, making them 

created spaces. These differences matter, since, as Gaventa (2006: 27) points 
out, those who create a given space “are more likely to have power within 
it”. 

The popular constituent debate process took on a life of its own. What 

began as a largely defensive effort by social movements to ban GMOs 

turned into something far more profound, as diverse actors from different 
regions contributed their contextually-specific input. It is through this pro-
cess that proposals increasingly articulated what the Law should be for, not 
only against. This included a valuing of local knowledge and practices 
around seeds in peasant, Indigenous, and Afro-descendant communities, 
long invisible under the law, as well as a valuing of traditional forms of 
production, such as the conuco.10 Participation in and collective ownership 
of the constituent process deepened from one gathering to the next, as 
new groups stepped up to host subsequent events, in a snowballing fash-
ion. While organized primarily by social movements, allied state institu-
tions also played a critical supportive role, facilitated by the gorras multiples 
of social movement activists embedded in them. Here the point of Migdal 
et al. (1994) on the importance of disaggregating the state bears revisiting, 
as members of the Campaign were simultaneously clashing with certain 

state officials and working collaboratively with others. In total, seven con-
stituent debates were organized in six different states and in the capital 
district from 2013 to 2014. Simultaneously, five public consultations were 

                                                 
10 The conuco is a diversified farming system historically managed by Venezuelan 
Indigenous and peasant communities based on traditional knowledge. It is an 
important element for the biocultural diversity of these communities. 
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organized by the National Assembly in five different states. Representa-
tives of the Campaign were present to feed the outputs of the constituent 
debate process into the public consultations.   

From there, a working group was organized by the technical team of 
the Agrifood Development Sub-Commission to settle upon the objectives 
and structure of the Law, which were approved in October 2014 upon re-
entry into the first discussion. While there had seemingly been agreement 
among the activists and National Assembly members going into the first 
discussion, once again, Assembly members went over the heads of the 
activists, adding additional content at the last moment. Thus, while the 
banning of GMOs was by now solidified, issues around patenting and 
around power and control in the certification and inspection of peasant 
seeds remained unresolved in the National Assembly’s version of the Law. 
The proposals coming out of the constituent debates, on the other hand, 
were much more radical, including diverse mechanisms for popular par-

ticipation across various scales of governance as well as differentiated sys-
tems regulating certified commercial seeds and locally held traditional seed 
varieties. 

It became apparent by this point that some key input that the move-
ments were bringing into the public consultations of the National Assem-
bly, coming from the popular constituent debates, was not in fact being 
incorporated into the drafting of the Law by the National Assembly. The 
activists thus took it upon themselves to draft their own version of the 
Law, article by article. Reflecting on the decision by social movements to 
both engage with formal channels and also break from them to create their 
own spaces as needed, an activist involved shared:  

 It was not enough to hack the institutions. We needed to create our own 
spaces and processes. This generated much discussion and debate on the 
legitimacy of these [social movement-created] spaces and processes, and 
also about our intentions. Some of our allies from within the government, 
including some of the deputies, felt that we were discrediting their legiti-
macy. But the thing is that the formal channels available had very obvious 
methodological limitations. The usual consultative processes were insuffi-
cient for capturing the depths of the ideas coming from social movements 
and converting them into articles of the Law. So we needed to create other 
types of spaces, both to take more control, but also to allow for deeper 
dialogue, with more creativity and innovation. Without such spaces, we 
would have ended up with a very conventional law, because the methods 
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available to build the law [through formal channels] were quite conven-
tional. 

4.5.5 Moment 4: competing agendas, competing laws 

The end of the last moment came with an interesting plot twist, which 
brings us to the start of the next. This is that both FEDEAGRO, the 
country’s main confederation of mid- and large-scale producers, and INIA 
each came into the public consultations with their own versions of the 
Law as well. Added to the versions of the Law coming from the National 
Assembly and the Campaign, the result was four distinct versions of the 
Seed Law on the table by early 2015. With these four versions, several 
distinct focus areas emerged, highlighting important tensions. One was the 
strengthening of institutions and the inclusion of new forms of production and manage-
ment of farmer-held seeds, with state control and financing. Such a focus could be 
seen in the proposals coming from both the National Assembly and INIA, 
both of which emphasized the creation of new institutions of the state for 
the control, inspection and authorization of all matters pertaining to both 
certified seeds and farmer-held seeds. Both also banned GMOs and gave 
a nod to popular power. A second focus area was the protection of intellectual 
property and the promotion of genetic engineering. As mentioned above, the private 
sector consortium FEDEAGRO, together with 26 additional associations 
of large-scale producers and two public agronomy schools, brought its 
own version of the Law to the table, as well, at the recommendation of 
Ureña. This project emphasized research for genetic improvement 
through modern biotechnology, especially genetic engineering, as well as 
recognition of intellectual property rights and breeders’ rights as the only 
mechanism to protect private investment. 

In sharp contrast to FEDEAGRO’s version of the Law, and with im-
portant departures from those of INIA and the National Assembly, the 
version coming out of the constituent debate process focused on the pro-
tagonistic participation of new social subjects, redistribution of power and control of 
genetic resources and recognition of farmers’ rights. This proposal included a sui 

generis system including, in differentiated forms, a certified seed system and 
a system for locally managed seeds, particularly those of peasant, Indige-
nous, and Afro-descendant communities. This signaled the recognition of 
new subjects in the national seed system, and recognition of their diverse 
forms of popular organization and systems of production, together with 
the actors who had traditionally been recognized under the certified seed 
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system, along with conventional mechanisms of seed certification and 
quality control. 

By this moment, the Campaign had gained a considerable amount of 
recognition and influence, or what Abers and Keck (2013: 2) describe as 
practical authority, understood as  “the kind of power-in-practice generated 
when particular actors (individuals or organizations) develop capabilities 
and win recognition with a particular policy area, enabling them to influ-
ence the behavior of other actors”, putting the Campaign on more equal 
footing with state actors, including within the halls of the National Assem-
bly. At the same time, the ensemble of state actors involved in the Law 
grew in both diversity and complexity. This resulted in important openings 
for the Campaign, both in terms of influential allies from within the state 

assuming new positions, as well as the deepening of divisions among dif-

ferent actors of the state. A particularly important opening occurred 
through the creation of a new ministry, the Ministry of Ecosocialism and 
Water, which replaced the former Ministry of the Environment. The 
above-mentioned National Office of Biodiversity (ONDB) fell within this 
new ministry, and several allies from ONDB, particularly those involved 
in the Biodiversity Congress, ended up assuming high-ranking positions 
within it. 

Through these openings, the 2015 Biodiversity Congress was organized 
by the movements themselves, with the theme of ‘seeds for life and for 
food sovereignty’. These new forms of partnership with the government 
opened a space in which the members of the Campaign, the Ministry of 
Ecosocialism, the Ministry of Agriculture (via INIA), and the National 
Assembly were able to come together to develop a final proposed version 
of the Law based on consensus. Through this process, the Law was dis-
cussed article by article, with some articles more contested than others, 
until a final version was eventually agreed upon. Particularly contentious 
was the proposal by the Campaign to use “free use licenses” inspired by 
the U.S.-based Open Source Seed Initiative (see Kloppenburg 2014) in 
place of patents, although it was eventually accepted. Also debated were 
questions of autonomy vs. state control/regulation of peasant seed sys-
tems, with some advocating special registration (distinct from commercial 
certification) for locally-held varieties, while the Campaign argued that this 
could be optional but not mandatory, eventually winning on that point as 
well. Members of the National Assembly played a facilitating role, while 
also assisting with legal language and with referencing existing legislature. 
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Regarding the latter, FEDEAGRO’s version of the Law did not make it 
into this process because many parts of it, particularly its emphasis 
throughout on the patenting of life forms, were deemed unconstitutional. 
The version that resulted was largely a merging of the Campaign’s version 
of the law, which focused more on producer-held seed varieties, and 
INIA’s version of the law, which focused more on commercial seeds. 

While there had been some internal debate within the Campaign as to 
whether certified commercial seeds (i.e. formal seed systems) and locally-
held seeds (i.e. informal seed systems) should be housed under one law or 
separate ones, it was ultimately deemed most strategic to have both en-
compassed within a single law rather than there being separate laws on 
parallel tracks. This was for a number of reasons. First, there was recogni-
tion that many producers do not rely solely on one system or another, but 
on a combination of both, and that while certified seeds did not necessarily 
represent the ultimate vision of food sovereignty held by the activists, 
building up a more robust national commercial seed supply and transition-
ing away from import dependence for seeds was deemed a necessary step. 
This connects to a second point, which is that the Law was crafted in such 
a way as to reflect both the reality of the here and now as well as the aspi-
rations for a radical transformation of the food system based upon princi-
ples of food sovereignty. That both short-term and longer-term visions 
are reflected in the Law, as well as mechanisms for the attempted transi-
tioning from reality to vision (such as the free use licenses in place of pa-
tents) is part of what makes the Law so unique. Among the key features 
of the Law, in summary, are: recognition of both formal and informal seed 

systems, with differentiated treatment of each, including upholding the 
autonomy of communities to determine how to manage their locally-held 
seed systems; the banning of GMO seeds (including production, distribu-
tion and importation); the banning of patents; the granting of licenses for 
the free use of certified seeds developed with public funding; and the 
recognition, protection and strengthening of locally-held seed systems 
(characterized as “local, peasant, Indigenous and Afro-descendant seed 
systems” in the Law) that had long existed in the shadows of the formal 
seed system.11  

                                                 
11 In discussions on how this new law articulates with international treaties con-
cerning intellectual property that Venezuela is party to, the Venezuelan institute 
overseeing intellectual property matters, the Servicio Autónomo de la Propiedad 
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4.5.6 Moment 5: passage in the nick of time 

In the months leading up to December 2015, the political situation in Ven-
ezuela had been intensifying on multiple fronts. In particular, shortages of 
key food items, especially precooked corn flour, a daily staple supplied by 
the country’s largest private food company, resulted in long lines outside 
of supermarkets, a thriving parallel market, and general insecurity among 
the majority of the population (Felicien et al. 2018a). While such shortages 
were nothing new to the Bolivarian Revolution, especially at politically 
heated moments such as the lead-up to elections (Curcio Curcio 2017), 
this was the most extreme and sustained case of them yet, pointing both 
to the vulnerability inherent in dependency on industrially produced goods 
delivered through a highly consolidated private food distribution complex 
and to the deeply political nature of food. The shortages and the general 
insecurity prompted by them are believed to be a decisive factor in the 
outcome of the December 2015 elections, in which the majority of seats 
in the National Assembly shifted from chavistas to the opposition, whose 
electoral campaign had been built around ending the shortages (Felicien et 
al. 2018a). These elections, furthermore, had been marked by major voter 
abstention, indicating that the political leadership and legitimacy of the 
Bolivarian government were being called into question on multiple levels. 

With the announcement of the election results, some within the more 
radical grassroots base of the Bolivarian Revolution spontaneously took 
to the streets, affirming that the construction of popular power would be 
undeterred by the election results, and calling upon the government to take 
heed and get with the program. Ending in front of the presidential palace, 
this march turned into an impromptu popular assembly with the president, 
who joined the protesters for direct dialogue and critical reflection. In-
cluded among this group were members of the Campaign, who addressed 
the president, demanding that the “debt” of the elections be paid by ad-
dressing the laws pending passage in the National Assembly, including the 

                                                 

Intelectual (Autonomous Intellectual Property Service, SAPI) has proposed that 
the free use licenses included in the Law could be treated as a sui generis system as 
an alternative to patents. Sui generis systems are technically allowed for, although 
highly contested, in the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPS Agreement) of the World Trade Organization, for in-
stance. 
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Seed Law, the passage of which had been delayed. Thus, as with the period 
in 2013 when the loss of Chávez breathed a new sense of energy and ur-
gency into the Campaign around the Seed Law, this moment of political 
setback in late 2015 provided the final push needed, across both state and 
society, to get the Seed Law passed once and for all. In the very last session 
of the National Assembly while still Bolivarian-majority, on 23 December 
2015, the Law was approved and published into official gazette, with sev-
eral accompanying statements by the president. Several institutions began 
to assume their roles in relation to the Law’s implementation, as the Cam-
paign pressed forward with its next steps, motivated by the Law’s official 
passage at last. Meanwhile, the now opposition-majority National Assem-
bly started to attack the Law almost immediately. 

4.5.7 Moment 6: back to the grassroots  

Following the passage of the Law in a particularly challenging environ-
ment, among the strategies of the Campaign, now under the banner of 
Semillas del Pueblo, or Seeds of the People, has been to push forward the 
Law’s implementation as quickly as possible through a largely bottom-up 
strategy. This has been primarily carried out via a process of comunalización, 

or grassroots diffusion and uptake of the Law. Over the course of 2016, 
four multi-day workshops were carried out in four regions of the country, 

involving approximately four hundred participants from eighty different 
groups. The objective of these activities was to identify and analyze key 
elements of the Law, toward the goal of catalyzing popular organization 
for local seed production, and mapping the actors, capacity and limitations 
for seed production in different localities.  

 A major focus of these activities has been the development of the Plan 
Popular de Semillas, or People’s Seed Plan, which, beyond simply being a 
plan on paper, is an ongoing process of articulation among grassroots ac-
tors from across the country to coordinate efforts on the production and 
exchange of seeds. A main goal is to build up locally controlled seed sup-
plies as rapidly as possible, and to build links between local and national 

grassroots efforts around seeds. As a participant reflected, “With no seeds, 
there’s no Seed Law”. While this has been a largely autonomous and ex-

tremely low-budget effort, some support has come from the new Ministry 
of Urban Agriculture, which was formed right around the same time as 
the passage of the Law and has been an important new ally since. With a 
recent change of leadership of this ministry, however, from someone who 
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had come directly from the grassroots to a long-time government func-
tionary, the future relationship between movements and the ministry is 
uncertain at the time of writing. 

While the core team of organizers behind the Campaign has been 
largely immersed in efforts around comunalización and the development of 
the Popular Seed Plan, as a concrete response to the current food chal-
lenges facing the country, others who had been involved in the Campaign 
are working on multiple other tracks. Some, for instance, have been fo-
cusing more on institutional processes, such as the formation of a National 
Seed Commission consisting of various actors of the state (headed by the 
former president of INIA), along with some grassroots representatives, 
whose participation, while guaranteed by the Law, has not been without 
struggle. For the most part, however, the general sense is that the grass-
roots level is where the real action is at, and that uptake of the Law at the 
grassroots level is key at the moment, particularly as the Law remains un-
der threat. 

Indeed, the agribusiness agenda against the Law intensified over the 
course of the process of comunalización. The sectors allied with 
FEDEAGRO have been able to take advantage of new spaces of power 
opened up by the change of political orientation of the National Assembly, 
where the Commission on Science and Technology has initiated a process 
of discussion of the Law in alliance with the private sector. In these dis-
cussions, the shortages currently facing the country are being used as a 
pretext for revising the Law to harmonize it with global mainstream seed 
laws and treaties. The main arguments against the Law, revealing conten-
tious politics of knowledge at play (Leach and Scoones 2007), are that it is anti-
biotechnology (narrowly defined in these discussions as genetic engineer-
ing, whereas the Law uses the definition of biotechnology contained in the 
Cartagena Protocol); biased toward local seed systems (despite the Law’s 

inclusion of differentiated systems for commercial and locally-controlled 
seeds); and above all, that it is “anti-scientific”. Regarding the last point, 
members from the scientific community and civil society groups from 28 
countries signed onto a letter in support of the Law and affirming its sci-
entific integrity in May of 2016.12 

                                                 
12 See ‘Statement of International Solidarity with Venezuela’s Seed Law: 
https://semilladelpueblov.wixsite.com/semillasdelpueblo/international-state-
ment 

https://semilladelpueblov.wixsite.com/semillasdelpueblo/international-statement
https://semilladelpueblov.wixsite.com/semillasdelpueblo/international-statement
https://semilladelpueblov.wixsite.com/semillasdelpueblo/international-statement
https://semilladelpueblov.wixsite.com/semillasdelpueblo/international-statement
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While the Campaign has been defending the Law against attacks, it has 
focused the majority of its attention on actually implementing it, con-
vinced that this is the most effective way to give the Law both legitimacy 
and staying power. Concrete outcomes thus far include increased produc-
tion and distribution of native potato varieties in the Andean region; part-
nerships between agricultural cooperatives resulting from agrarian reform 
processes and newly-formed Local Provisioning and Production Commit-
tees (CLAPs) for the production and distribution of vegetable seeds in the 
Plains region; and large monthly seed exchanges among urban and peri-

urban farmers in Caracas. Seed Law activists point out that such efforts 
would have been illegal or in violation of various rules and standards prior 
to the Law and are now flourishing thanks to it. 

4.6  Conclusion 

This article has shared an “intimate perspective” into the contested pro-
cesses behind the passage of Venezuela’s new Seed Law, as described by 
those directly involved, and as seen through the combined analytical lenses 
of a historical, relational and interactive approach to food sovereignty con-
struction. Such an approach has facilitated more in-depth understanding 

into the processes behind key policy outcomes in efforts toward food sov-
ereignty. There are ample learnings of broader relevance to be gleaned 
from the Seed Law battle, several of which we will highlight here. First, 
participatory democracy cannot be legislated into existence, but is con-
structed through ongoing practice, out of struggle. Or, as a seed activist 
framed it, “We’ve had to construct it a coñazos (by blows)”. The govern-
ment’s formal commitment to participatory democracy did not mean that 
all state actors involved were onboard with the participation of the activ-
ists in the construction of the Law and willing to cede a certain degree of 
their power in the process. This includes some state actors with social 
movement backgrounds such as the deputies affiliated with La Via Cam-
pesina, demonstrating that the incorporation of social movement actors 
into state institutions does not in and of itself guarantee increased access 
for those in the trenches.  

In addition to struggles over power, the activists contended with limited 
mechanisms of participation available through the state, navigating both 
how to most strategically engage with them and how to best work around 
them. This could be seen in the simultaneous processes of the public con-
sultations and popular constituent debates, each technically a form of 
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“popular participation” yet quite distinct. Among the tasks of the activists, 
therefore, was a redefining of the very terms of participation. This involved 
breaking pre-established rules when attempting to play by them proved 
ineffective. Thus, while Michels and De Graaf (2017) point to the design 
of the participatory process as key to the efficacy of citizen participation 
in policy-making, we would argue that this is simply a starting point. No 
less important than pre-designed mechanisms of popular participation 
built into Venezuelan law was the willingness of the activists to break 
and/or adapt the rules as necessary – to barge into the halls of the National 
Assembly; to call out their allies that aligned with adversaries; and to de-
mand not simply popular consultation but popular protagonism. This, we 
would argue, is in fact the essence of participatory democracy in action, or 
the makings of it, raw and unedited. As another of the activists involved 
reflected, invoking the words of poet Antonio Machado, “We make the 
road by walking”. The Seed Law activists thus made use of the participa-
tory mechanisms available to them without being limited by them, using 
them as a launchpad for deeper forms of participation than that which had 
already been defined.  

Second, the manner in which the activists worked inside, outside, 
through and between formal structures of the state, simultaneously mak-

ing strategic use of different types of spaces and creating new ones as 
needed, proved essential. Gaventa (2006: 38) has argued that “the trans-
formative potential of spaces for participatory governance must always be 
assessed in relationship to the other spaces which surround them”. He 
adds, “Creation of new institutional designs of participatory governance, 
in the absence of other participatory spaces which serve to provide and 
sustain countervailing power, might simply be captured by the already em-
powered elite”. The ability of the Seed Law activists to make full use of 
existing mechanisms of popular power, therefore, was only as strong as 
their ability to create and maintain their own autonomous and semi-auton-
omous spaces and processes. Furthermore, there was an intentional em-
phasis on participatory methodologies in the social movement-created 
spaces, recognizing that key to developing the content of the Law was to 
model new, deeper forms of power-sharing and consensus building, in a 
form of prefigurative politics that modelled the types of citizen participa-
tion envisioned in the Law’s eventual implementation. For example, as 
noted by Felicien and Schiavoni (2018: 14), “the rights of peasants are not 
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only included in the text of the Seed Law but also reflected in the partici-
pation of peasants in the Law’s creation, in a concrete example of the ex-
ercising of peasants’ rights”. Such processes helped to bring the Law to 
life before it actually existed. 

Third, the activists did not wait for political opportunities to arise, but 
steadily worked to broaden existing openings while forging new openings 
in the absence of them. Furthermore, action was oftentimes spurred not 
only by perceived opportunity but by perceived threat, understood as not 
only “the costs that a social group will incur from protest” but also “the 
costs it expects to suffer if it does not take action” (Goldstone and Tilly 
2001: 183). This point is essential to our understanding of how the Seed 
Law battle unfolded as it did, because beyond the opening of political op-
portunities, what prompted the most intense, coordinated and rapid ac-
tions were in fact threats – the threat of a new seed law that would pave 
the way for legalization of GMOs; the loss of Chávez as the ultimate ‘in-
fluential ally’ within the state; and the shift of the National Assembly from 
chavista-majority to opposition-majority. This helps to explain why the Law 
was finally passed when it was at the end of 2015 – not because it was a 
particularly favorable political moment, but because the work of more 
than three years was potentially about to be lost, and the costs of not tak-
ing action were perceived as being high. Thus, even while the chavista As-
sembly members had their differences with the activists, when it came 
down to either losing the Law or pushing its passage forward, they chose 
the latter. Furthermore, after the loss of the elections, state actors identi-
fied with the Bolivarian Revolution were under considerable pressure to 
respond to the demands of their base. While beyond the scope of this 
article, Felicien et al. (2018a) have similarly described how numerous 
threats to Venezuela’s food system at present, which have only intensified 
since 2015, have spurred a radicalization of food sovereignty efforts led by 
social movements. Deeper exploration of political threat, and the relation-
ship between threat and opportunity, is thus an important area for further 
inquiry. 

A final point has to do with approaching law as process. Just as some of 

the organizing efforts of GMO-Free Venezuela had prefigured the Law in 
certain ways, the more transformative elements of the Law reflect what 
McCann (2006: 21) describes as the prefigurative potential of law in which 
“[l]egal constructs shape our very capacities to imagine social or political 
possibilities”. While the Law’s passage represents a major win in the Seed 
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Law battle, the battle is far from over, as implementation is attempted 
amidst fierce political opposition and massive economic challenges. But in 
the midst of this, the activists involved have not lost sight of what has 
been achieved and draw instruction from the experience thus far. One 
thing they have learned is to expect the unexpected in contentious political 
processes involving dynamic state-society interactions. What began as an 

effort on the part of state actors to legalize GMOs ended with a law cate-

gorically banning them. And what began with an effort on the part of so-
cial movements to ban GMOs snowballed into something far more trans-
formative, into a law that has become a global reference in progressive 
seed legislation and into a movement and network extending well beyond 
the Law itself.  

A point emphasized by those who gave input into this study is that the 

grassroots efforts that spun out of the Seed Law process, including the 
Seeds of the People initiative and the People’s Seed Plan, are no less im-
portant than the Law itself and can be understood as grassroots manifes-
tations of it. This connects to another point emphasized by many involved 
in the Seed Law battle – that just as important as the content of the Law 
is the process through which it came to be, including the intense delibera-
tion and envisioning that took place in social movement spaces, and the 
points of articulation, contentious as they were, between these processes 
and those of the state. As one activist reflected, “Our reverence is not so 
much for the Law as for the process around it, and what it represents – 
and that is what’s worth fighting for – that’s what we are fighting for today 
as we write”. 
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This final chapter before the Conclusion captures some of my main re-
flections on food sovereignty practice and scholarship upon completing 
the fieldwork for the overall study. In a sense, this chapter brings the dis-
sertation full circle, by zooming back out from Venezuela (while still very 
much drawing lessons from it) to focus on broader thinking and practice 
around food sovereignty construction, similar to Chapter 2. It also repre-
sents somewhat of a full circle for myself, as it connects to the food sov-
ereignty organizing that I was engaged in prior to the work on this disser-
tation – work that led me to this dissertation, and work to which I hope 
to return. Just as I proposed the HRI framing through an organic process 
of scholarly exploration informed by activism, so too did I arrive at the 
dialectics of building and dismantling that are the focus of Chapter 5. Such a 
framing is not quite a direct extension of HRI, nor is it a departure from 
it. Rather, by applying the lenses of HRI to the case of Venezuela in the 
current conjuncture, the dialectics of building and dismantling represents a dis-
tillation of the burning questions and musings I was left with through the 
process of this research.  

What excites me in sharing the following framework is that, in its sim-
plicity, I believe it has something to contribute to both practitioners and 
scholars grappling with how to actually put food sovereignty into practice. 
Reflecting on my days as an organizer with the U.S. Food Sovereignty Al-
liance (USFSA) in the early aftermath of the food price crisis of 2007-2008, 
I can see how such a framework might have helped us navigate some of 
the inevitable tensions encountered in trying to bring together a diversity 
of groups, with equally diverse and varied strategies for change, into a 
then-nascent alliance. I recall, for instance, some of the tensions between 
grassroots “building” strategies, such as trying to build up local food sys-
tems, and bigger-picture “dismantling” strategies, such as trying to break 
up corporate monopolies through enforcement of antitrust law, among 
other measures. Which should take precedence? An eye to the dialectics 
of building and dismantling would emphasize not only the necessity but 

 Prologue to Chapter 5 
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also the interrelationality of both approaches. Without granting this frame-
work more import than is due (as indeed the USFSA already inherently 
embodies a dual focus on building and dismantling to a certain degree, as 
do many food sovereignty efforts), I believe that a more intentional focus 
on the interplay of building and dismantling in food sovereignty construc-
tion could help clarify the interconnections between seemingly disparate 
efforts and ultimately help build stronger, more coordinated and more ef-
fective food sovereignty movements. I similarly believe that an eye toward 
building and dismantling might help scholars get further in theorizing on 
the how of food sovereignty construction, with implications for practice as 
well. 

The following chapter has not yet been published as this dissertation 
goes to print; however, it has been designed as a stand-alone (single-au-
thored) journal article with the intention of submitting it for publication. 
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5 
The dynamics of building and 
dismantling in food sovereignty 
construction 

 

Abstract 

This piece explores the how of food sovereignty, offering some preliminary 
tools for future inquiry into such. Understanding food sovereignty as a 
process or set of processes, a dialectical lens is applied to food sovereignty 
construction to identify two opposing yet mutually co-constitutive pro-
cesses inherent in it: that of building on the one hand and dismantling on the 
other. Part of what gives food sovereignty its transformative potential is 
its dual focus on dismantling the structures fostering injustice in the food 
system while at the same time striving to build viable alternatives. Arguably 
one cannot come before the other, or without the other, as the persistence 
of dominant structures will serve as an impediment to the full operation-
alization and scaling of alternatives, at the same time that if these structures 
are to be dismantled, something must be there to replace them. These dual 
processes are inherently relational, each shaping and shaped by the other 
in attempts to construct food sovereignty. While the simultaneous disman-
tling of the current dominant system and the building of something new 
is generally implicit in food sovereignty definitions and frameworks, it is 
argued here that both scholarly work on food sovereignty and activist pur-
suits of it stand to benefit from greater analytical clarity on the relationship 
between the two. Most fundamentally, what relationship do food sover-
eignty efforts have to the dominant agrifood system and the structures 
upholding it? How much of a break from the current system does food 
sovereignty construction entail, and how is this to be achieved? The key 
challenge is that food sovereignty must be constructed within the very sys-
tem that it is intended to displace. This brings in inherent contradictions 
and defines the limits and possibilities of food sovereignty as a political 
project. 
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5.1 Introduction 

As movements for food sovereignty have expanded and evolved in myriad 
directions over more than two decades, so too has scholarship on food 
sovereignty. This includes inquiry into the why of food sovereignty focused 
on the political backdrop against which it emerged and continues to 
evolve; the who of food sovereignty looking at the movements that thrust 
it onto the global stage and the new actors who have taken it up; the what 
of food sovereignty examining its meanings, tensions and contradictions 
as a concept; the when of food sovereignty historicizing it; and, increasingly, 
the how of food sovereignty exploring real-life attempts to construct it. 
While all of these areas of inquiry are interconnected and crucial, it is the 
last that is at its most incipient stage and arguably where the greatest yet-
to-be-answered questions loom.  This is in large part a reflection of the 
evolution of food sovereignty itself, including the growing interest in and 
uptake of it, and of a converging set of global crises that are pushing the 
need to move from vision to reality in pursuit of social and ecological 
transformation. Chief among the latter is the ongoing crisis of the food 
system evident in the wake of the food price crisis of 2007-2008, creating 
the impetus and openings for new institutional architecture around food, 
thus coinciding with a main objective of food sovereignty movements. At 
the same time, now with more than a decade of food sovereignty-related 
policies to look back upon, we can also see the limits of policy, or that 
policy is but one piece of a far more complex puzzle in trying to actually 
construct food sovereignty. The moment is ripe to ask what is and isn’t 
working – and why – in attempts to construct food sovereignty, and what 
it would take to actually achieve it on a significant scale.  

This piece aims to shed further light into understandings of the how of 
food sovereignty and to offer some preliminary tools for future inquiry 
into such. In doing so, it builds upon the growing consensus among schol-
ars and practitioners that food sovereignty is best understood as a process 
or set of processes (Edelman et al. 2014, Iles and Montenegro de Wit 2015, 
Schiavoni 2017, Shattuck et al. 2015). To speak of the how of food sover-
eignty is to speak of ongoing, dynamic processes of attempted food sov-
ereignty construction. From this point of departure, this study applies a 
dialectical lens to food sovereignty construction to identify two opposing 
yet mutually co-constitutive processes inherent in it: that of building on the 
one hand and dismantling on the other. That is, part of what gives food 
sovereignty its transformative potential is its dual focus on dismantling the 
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structures fostering injustice in the food system while at the same time 
striving to build viable alternatives. Arguably one cannot come before, or 
without, the other. The persistence of dominant structures will serve as an 
impediment to the full operationalization and scaling of alternatives at the 
same time that if these structures are to be dismantled, something must be 
there to replace them. These dual processes are inherently relational, each 
shaping and being shaped by the other in attempts to construct food sov-
ereignty.  

While the simultaneous dismantling of the current dominant system 
(with key features including industrial agriculture, industrial food pro-
cessing and long-distance transport via corporate-controlled supply 
chains) and the building of something new is generally implicit in food 
sovereignty definitions and frameworks, it is argued here that both schol-
arly work on food sovereignty and activist pursuits of it stand to benefit 
from greater analytical clarity on the relationship between the two. Most 
fundamentally, what relationship do food sovereignty efforts have to the 
dominant agrifood system and the structures upholding it? How much of 
a break from the current system does food sovereignty construction entail, 
and how is this to be achieved? The key challenge is that food sovereignty 
must be constructed in the midst of the very system that it is intended to 
displace, or “to build alternative food systems in the shell of the old re-
gime” (Sbicca 2014: 831). This brings forth inherent contradictions and 
defines the limits and possibilities of food sovereignty as a political project. 
How do we make sense of this from a broader perspective? 

Inspiring this study are twelve years of observation and investigation of 
efforts toward food sovereignty in Venezuela, home to one of the longest-
running attempts of national-level food sovereignty construction since the 
start of its Bolivarian Revolution in 1999, against a backdrop of enormous 

challenges and possibilities.1 Most of the empirical data presented herein 
is derived from nineteen months of fieldwork in Venezuela from early 
2016 through early 2018, as a crisis of the country’s food system was un-

folding. 2 This crisis was marked by shortages of basic food items, garner-

                                                 
1 See Schiavoni (2017) for an overview of challenges and possibilities in efforts 
toward food sovereignty construction in Venezuela. 

2 Field work took place over a 2-year period from March 2016 to February 2018, 
consisting of in-depth interviews with diverse state and societal actors; visits to 
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ing a host of responses from both above and below. Among the contrib-
uting factors to the shortages, four in particular stand out. First, there is 
compelling evidence that they are at least partly manufactured, especially 
given the particularity of the items missing from supermarket shelves and 
given that many, including the most highly consumed staple food among 
Venezuelans, precooked corn flour, can be traced back to a single supplier 
that is aligned with the political opposition to the government (Curcio 
Curcio 2017; Felicien et al. 2018a). The fact that these foods continue to 
be procured and consumed through other channels, and the regular dis-
covery of stockpiles and smuggling operations, are further indications that 
goods are intentionally being diverted from supermarket shelves (Mills and 
Camacaro 2015). A second key factor since 2014 has been the sharp down-
turn in the price of oil, from which the country derives upwards of 95 
percent of its foreign earnings, translating into fewer dollars available in 
government coffers (Lander 2017). While the shortages preceded the de-
cline in oil prices by a year, decreased revenue from oil exportation has 
made it harder to mitigate their effects. Third, sympathizers and critics of 
the Bolivarian Revolution alike have identified economic policies of the 
government, such as its multi-tiered exchange rate system, as contributing 
to the shortages and/or exacerbating their effects (e.g., Lander 2017, Mal-
lett-Outtrim 2017, Weisbrot 2016). Finally, an economic blockade im-
posed by the U.S. and its allies from 2017 onward has made even the pur-
chase of emergency provisions extraordinarily difficult (Harris 2017, 
Misión Verdad 2017, Weisbrot 2017).   

While each of these factors is critically important and merits further 
investigation, of greatest concern to this study are the underlying conditions 
of the Venezuelan food system that make the shortages possible, and pos-
sible with such sweeping and drastic effects. Such conditions, it is argued, 
stem from a centering of the economy around petroleum exportation and 

                                                 

sites of food production and food distribution (public, private and grassroots-
led) in urban and rural areas in 12 states; participant observation in the form of 
accompaniment of grassroots food sovereignty efforts (including Semillas del 
Pueblo, Pueblo a Pueblo and the Feria Conuquera); participant observation in 
the form of living in a household in a working-class community of Caracas (in-
cluding involvement in daily food procurement and preparation); text analysis, 
including historical archive review; and participation in relevant events. 
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associated processes of depeasantization and urbanization over the twen-
tieth century that led to a rural exodus and growing demand for food for 
an increasingly urbanized population. Among the responses was the rapid 
consolidation of a powerful food importation and distribution complex 
on the one hand and, on the other hand, the modernization of much of 
what remained of Venezuela’s agriculture sector, based on a Green Revo-
lution-prescribed technological package, also delivered through the import 
complex. The result was a highly precarious food system – characterized 
by high levels of import dependency, corporate concentration and a bias 
toward industrialized food production and processing – subject to both 
internal and external price swings and political pressures. While such con-
ditions predate the Bolivarian Revolution, they have persisted over the 
course of it, into the present, reinforced by government policies such as 
the granting to dollars at preferential exchange rates to the relatively few 
national and international firms that dominate the food system in an oli-
gopolistic fashion (Curcio Curcio 2017, Gavazut 2014). Thus, while recent 
years had seen some fundamentally important gains both in agrarian re-
form in the countryside and in food access programs in highly populated 
urban areas, achieving the dramatic reduction of hunger to an average of 
3.1 percent of the population over the period of 2008-2011 (FAO 2017), 
these were approached as largely separate projects rather than systemic 
shifts. Even with domestic production reinvigorated and the population 
better fed until recently, a weak link had always been in connecting the 
two. For instance, much of the food supplying the urban feeding programs 
that were so critical in reducing hunger was supplied through the food 
importation and distribution complex, which has remained largely unal-
tered over the course of the Bolivarian Revolution. 

Of interest to this study is why, after nearly two decades of efforts to-
ward food sovereignty, Venezuela’s food system remains in such a vulner-
able position. While the precise nature of the shortages is contested, the 
fact is that they are happening – and in a country that has explicitly been 
working toward food sovereignty across both state and society over a sus-
tained period of time. What are the fault lines in Venezuela’s food system 
that enable the shortages to happen, why have these not yet been ad-
dressed, and how might they be? Understanding this implies understand-
ing the limitations of food sovereignty efforts to date, and the possibilities 
for overcoming them. Enríquez and Newman (2015) have argued that 
over much of the Bolivarian Revolution, the government was able to use 
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the country’s oil wealth (which was fairly abundant, albeit with ebbs and 
flows, up until prices dropped in 2014) to fund parallel structures and in-
stitutions in the agrarian reform process. This occurred without signifi-
cantly chipping away at pre-existing structures, including the country’s no-
toriously unequal property structures. It is argued here that this critique is 
relevant not only to the country’s state-led agrarian reform process, but 
also to broader food sovereignty efforts in Venezuela, particularly in rein-
forcing the dominant food importation and distribution complex. This 
gives rise to the question of whether a push for alternatives in efforts to construct 
food sovereignty in Venezuela may have taken precedence over attempts at dismantling 
or otherwise transforming Venezuela’s dominant agrifood system.  

This is the question inspiring this piece, which aims not only to gener-
ate insights into the challenges confronting the Venezuelan agrifood sys-
tem at present, but to draw lessons for how scholars and activists think 
about, go about and analyze food sovereignty construction more widely. 
This brings us back to the above-mentioned how of food sovereignty, as 
the overarching focus. The pages to follow start off with presenting some 
preliminary frameworks for analysis of building and dismantling in food 
sovereignty construction, as well as identifying several emergent areas of 
inquiry meriting further exploration. The case of Venezuela is then revis-
ited to see how some of these questions are playing out on the ground in 
a number of different responses to the current food shortages. The final 
section zooms back out to discuss broader implications for food sover-
eignty theory and practice. 

5.2 Food sovereignty construction through a dialectical 
lens 

First, how do we approach the dynamics of building and dismantling in 
food sovereignty construction from a theoretical point of view? Here it is 
argued that a dialectical method of inquiry inspired by Marxist scholarship can 
be helpful for understanding building and dismantling as opposing yet mu-
tually co-constitutive processes inherent in food sovereignty construction. 
Not to be conflated with the extensive body of work on dialectics as a 
means of understanding the workings of capitalism, this method of inquiry 
is a distilling of the methods used by Marx in his theorizing on capitalism, 
applicable to socio-ecological systems more broadly (Harvey 1996, Levins 
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and Lewontin 1985, Ollman 1990, 2003).3 There are a number of key ele-
ments of a dialectical method of inquiry that are particularly relevant to 
the puzzle at hand. First, at its essence, dialectical inquiry has to do with 
understanding change and interaction (Ollman 1990, 2003) through study of 
“processes, flows, fluxes, and relations” (Harvey 1996: 49). In particular, 
Ollman (2003: 127) emphasizes that, “The dialectical method of inquiry is 
best described as research into the manifold ways in which entities are 
internally related.” This focus on internal relations is key, as processes are 
understood as internally heterogenous, consisting of diverse processes that 
co-constitute them. Such heterogeneity lends itself to internal contradictions. 
For Ollman (1990: 49), contradiction is understood as “union of two or 
more internally related processes that are simultaneously supporting and 
undermining one another”. He elaborates elsewhere that:  

Consequently, their paths of development [i.e., of internally related pro-
cesses] do not only intersect in mutually supportive ways but are constantly 
blocking, undermining, otherwise interfering with, and in due course trans-
forming one another. Contradiction offers the optimal means for bringing 
such change and interaction as regards both present and future into a single 
focus. The future finds its way into this focus as the likely and possible out-
comes of the interaction of these opposing tendencies in the present, as their 
real potential. (Ollman 2003: 17) 

Going back to the matter at hand, if food sovereignty construction is 
understood as a process in flux, we can use a dialectical lens to take a look 
inside this process at the processes co-constituting it. In doing so, at least 
two seemingly contradictory processes can be identified – that of building 
on the one hand and dismantling on the other, as described above. Fur-
ther, we can lean into these contradictions and make them our starting 
points for further inquiry to understand, in the words of Harvey (1996: 
67-68), “in what ways these internalized tensions result in the kind of cre-
ativity or self-destructiveness which leads to new configurations of activ-
ity”. 

This bring us to another key element of dialectical inquiry, which is an 
interest in possibilities for transformation. According to Harvey (1996: 54), “In 

                                                 
3 For a helpful overview of debates on dialectics, both inside and outside of 
Marxist traditions, see Harvey (1996), Ollman (1990, 2003), Bhaskar (1993) and 
Ciccariello-Maher (2017).. 
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the dialectical view, opposing forces, themselves constituted out of pro-
cesses, in turn become particular nodal points for further patterns of trans-
formative activity”. The implication is that through digging into the areas 
of tension and contradiction between building and dismantling in food 
sovereignty construction, the greatest insights into the how of food sover-
eignty and its transformative potential are likely to be gleaned. In taking 
such an approach, applied to real-life struggles in Venezuela (and beyond), 
this study follows Ciccariello-Maher’s (2017: 14) call to approach dialectics 
as practice – not “to take refuge in paradox or incommensurability” but in-
stead for dialectical inquiry to be “localized and embedded in concrete 
material practice” toward “pressing subjectively forward in collective com-
bat”. 

5.3 Logics of food system transformation and emergent 
areas of inquiry 

Among the implications of applying a dialectical lens to food sovereignty 
construction is moving beyond scholarship that “overly praises the merits 
of various alternatives” on the one hand (Sbicca 2014: 818) or summarily 
dismisses them as not sufficiently challenging the status quo on the other 
hand. What is needed is a more critical and analytical approach to investi-
gating on-the-ground alternatives that understands them in relation to the 
power structures in which they are embedded and intertwined. Further-
more, alternative building need not be, nor should it be, the only starting 
point of food sovereignty research, as important as it is. No less important 
than efforts that fit our perceptions of what food sovereignty “looks like” 
are those on the other end of the spectrum, engaging in one way or an-
other with the predominant agrifood system that food sovereignty move-
ments aim to dismantle. How do we go about reflecting this in our re-
search? Here the work of Wright (2017) may provide some inspiration. In 
his “typology of anti-capitalist strategies”, Wright looks at different ap-
proaches to anti-capitalism, classifying them into the four categories of 
smashing capitalism, taming capitalism, escaping capitalism and resisting capi-
talism. Such approaches vary in their goals, for instance, whether they seek 
to transcend existing structures or neutralize their harms, as well as varying 
in the targets of their strategies, whether institutions of the state, individ-
uals, citizen groups or others. As Wright does not see smashing capitalism 
plausible in the foreseeable future, he points to the potential for the latter 
three approaches to be employed together toward a strategy he describes 
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as eroding capitalism. While Wright’s is one among countless perspectives 
on getting beyond capitalism that form a rich body of work subject to 
extensive debate, what makes it noteworthy for the purposes of this study 
is its analysis of anti-capitalist strategies as positioned in relation to the capital-
ist system. What if we were to take a similar approach in explicitly analyz-
ing efforts toward food sovereignty in relation to the dominant agrifood 
system?  

Starting, as Wright did, with the concept of smashing, let us consider the 
idea of “smashing the dominant agrifood system”. Although Wright does 
not see the smashing of capitalism as particularly feasible, if even desirable, 
at present, examination of social movement discourse around food sover-
eignty indicates that “smashing the dominant agrifood system” is not out 
of the realm of aspirations of food sovereignty movements, aspirations 
manifested in such actions as shutting down the meetings of the World 
Trade Organization, destruction of genetically modified crops, factory 
takeovers, and other more radical actions of food sovereignty movements 
that fall somewhere along the spectrum of smashing and resisting. Coming 
to resisting, this is arguably what food sovereignty movements do best, or 
what they have historically done the most, given that they arose largely in 
response to, and in resistance against, the impacts of neoliberal globaliza-
tion upon the food system (Martínez-Torres and Rosset 2010). From overt 
forms of resistance such as protest to more covert forms of “everyday 
resistance” (Scott 1985) that make for “quieter” forms of food sovereignty 
(Visser et al. 2015), resistance has been and remains deeply embedded in 
the repertoires of food sovereignty movements. 

The third element of Wright’s typology, that of taming, arguably does 
not translate over very well to food sovereignty movements, which tend 
to be wary of the many proposals for taming the predominant agrifood 
system that have mushroomed since the food price crisis of 2007-2008. 
The idea of taming is reflected, for instance, in what Borras et al. (2013) 
have characterized as a “regulate to mitigate” approach to land grabbing 
espoused by many mainstream NGOs and development agencies. This 
approach has for the most part been staunchly opposed by food sover-
eignty movements, who opt instead for a more radical “regulate to block 
and roll back” approach. Such opposition to taming approaches is in fact 
among the trademarks of food sovereignty movements that distinguish 
them among other types of food movements, particularly those with a 



529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni529827-L-bw-Schiavoni
Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019Processed on: 15-3-2019 PDF page: 222PDF page: 222PDF page: 222PDF page: 222

202 CHAPTER 5 

 

 

friendlier take on market-based mechanisms (see Holt-Giménez and Shat-
tuck 2011). Rather than taming, a more apt characterization might be that 
of reigning in the dominant agrifood system, for example, regulating it with 
the intent of diminishing its power, as reflected in the “regulate to block 
and roll back” response to land grabbing. 

Last but not least is the fourth element identified by Wright of escaping. 
Here too some adjustment is needed if this is to be applicable to food 
sovereignty movements, for while escaping the dominant agrifood system 
is indeed an approach seen among some food movements, the general 
sentiment among food sovereignty movements is that such an approach 
is only an option for those who can afford it, whereas a guiding principle 
of food sovereignty is that there must be good food for all, requiring sys-
tem-wide change. Escaping the dominant agrifood system is thus generally 
not among the aspirations or approaches of food sovereignty movements. 
And yet, practically speaking, they must start somewhere in building alter-
natives, and doing so at the margins of the dominant agrifood system, for 
example, in localized spaces that are to a certain degree buffered from it, 
is often the most viable starting point. Rather than escaping, this fourth 
approach might be best characterized as building in parallel to the dominant 
agrifood system. 

This leaves us with smashing the dominant agrifood system, resisting the domi-
nant agrifood system, reigning in the dominant agrifood system, and building in parallel 
to the dominant agrifood system as four distinct yet overlapping approaches 
that, for purposes of analysis, we might think of as logics of food system trans-
formation. As with any typology, this one does not capture the myriad 
shades of gray involved, and it is certain that if debated in food sovereignty 
circles, it would become far more complex. That’s the very idea. The point 
in putting forward this typology is to serve as a launchpad for further ac-
tions and analysis around food sovereignty grounded in a dialectical un-
derstanding of its construction. Additionally, there are some important 
questions, or areas of inquiry, that arise in considering these logics, ques-
tions that do not fit neatly into any particular one, as they are more cross-
cutting in nature. Three such emergent areas of inquiry will be discussed 
in brief before moving on to the empirical explorations. 
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5.3.1 Everyday life 

First, what is the role of everyday life in the how of food sovereignty? 
Wright puts forward that, “One way to challenge capitalism is to build 
more democratic, egalitarian, participatory economic relations in the spaces 
and cracks within this complex system where this is possible”, toward the 
intention that “[t]hese activities grow over time, both spontaneously and 
as a result of deliberate strategy”, eventually sufficiently enough to displace 
capitalism from its dominant role (Wright 2017: 19-20, emphasis added). 
Almost as if in dialogue with Wright, Figueroa (2015), in her compelling 
work on food sovereignty in everyday life, also grounded in a dialectical 
approach, contends that it is in the realm of everyday life where capitalism 
has left the most cracks and thus the space from which some of the most 
meaningful alternatives toward the construction of food sovereignty 
emerge.  Describing “everyday life” as “an ongoing, living process [that] is 
continually ‘leaking out the sides’, so to speak, of capitalist structures; its 
‘residue’ confounding the attempts of abstraction and alienation to contain 
it” (Figueroa 2015: 505), she elaborates:  

In the spaces where people resist, or are discarded by, the march of capitalist 
development, the diverse social networks, practices, and resources they have 
always marshaled for daily subsistence become salient building blocks for 
new social configurations of collective survival that—if recognized, culti-
vated, and defended by conscious political action—can potentially emerge 
as practically viable, culturally meaningful, and self-determined pathways to 
food sovereignty as a means of transcending life under capitalism. (Figueroa 
2015: 506) 

But if everyday life is a fertile space for the building of alternatives in 
food sovereignty construction, what role, if any, does it to play in efforts 
related to dismantling? Felicien et al. (2018a: 14) touched upon this in their 
study of Venezuelan agrifood politics when they identified the realm of 
the everyday as not only a source of alternatives, but also forming the front 
line in the “colonization of taste” by the agrifood industry that has facili-
tated the deep penetration of industrially processed foods into most Ven-
ezuelan households. This has been to such an extent that a recent study of 
urban areas in the eastern part of the country (conducted before the peak 
of the shortages) found that an average of 90 percent of foods consumed 
daily by households were industrially processed foods (Ekmeiro Salvador 
et al. 2015). This implies that key to challenging the dominant agrifood 
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system is to work to loosen its grip on the most intimate spaces of every-
day life. The realm of everyday life in many ways serves as a microcosm of 
the dialectics of building and dismantling in food sovereignty construction, 
holding much potential in both directions, making this a particularly 
worthwhile area to pay attention to in food sovereignty research. 

5.3.2 Prefigurative politics 

Wright and Figueroa both suggest that seeds planted in the cracks of the 
system can be nurtured over time to deepen these cracks, so to speak. This 
brings us to the question of prefigurative politics, or, as Wright has described 
elsewhere, “the practical task of building real-world alternatives that can 
be constructed in the world as it is that also prefigure the world as it could 
be and which help move us in that direction” (Wright 2015). The many 
manifestations of food sovereignty in the form of local food movements 
actively attempting to forge viable food systems alternatives from the com-
munity level up can be understood as an example of this (see, e.g., Pleyers 
2017).4 But if the alternative-building elements of prefigurative politics are 
obvious, what connection, if any, do they have with dismantling? This is a 
particularly timely matter to explore given that prefigurative politics are 
increasingly being referenced in food sovereignty-related literature (e.g., 
Felicien et al. 2018c, Roman-Alcala 2018, Wald 2015, White 2018), beg-
ging the question of how they fit into the dialectics of building and dis-
mantling.  

Smucker (2017) cautions that while prefigurative politics can in theory 
function complementarily with what he calls “power politics” (i.e., engag-
ing with structures of power), instead they often end up serving as a dis-
traction or barrier to system-wide change. He argues that, while prefigura-
tive actions might start out connected to broader strategies for change, 
their tendency over time is to fill in for “concrete political goals with ac-
companying political strategies” (Smucker 2017: 123). The problem as he 
sees it is that these projects often take on a life of their own, such that a 
group’s “particularized lifeworld can be strengthened without it ever hav-
ing to actually win anything in the real world” and the very achievement of 

                                                 
4 Noting, as Robbins (2015) reminds us, that not all local food efforts are 
grounded in food sovereignty principles, but here I am referring to those that 
are.  
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a utopian/prefigurative space “can be exalted over what the space achieves” 
(Smucker 2017: 114-117, emphasis in original). While Smucker’s perspec-
tive is largely shaped by his experience with Occupy Wall Street, White 
(2018) offers a different view based on historical examination of organiz-
ing strategies of Black cooperatives in Jim Crow-era Mississippi. This is 
that, for those disenfranchised from engagement in the main political and 
economic systems, prefigurative politics can be an important means of 
both getting politicized and building power. She explains: 

Free spaces are critical for understanding, interrogating, and engaging 
democratic and revolutionizing principles that stand in stark contrast to 
the structures identified as oppressive. Through political education, com-
munity members engage in consciousness-raising and information ex-
change, which allows them to think creatively about the current political 
situation and how they would re-conceptualize those arrangements. It 
allows them to consider alternative ways of engagement with power […]. 
(White 2018: 9). 

White’s example demonstrates the potential of prefigurative politics to 
serve as an entry point into other forms of political action, including that 
aimed at dismantling, as with the eventual dismantling of the Jim Crow 
system.5 A similar perspective is shared by Roman-Alcalá, who, in his ex-
plorations of the (relative) autonomist dimensions of food sovereignty ef-
forts, finds that prefigurative action can “underpin future demands”, not-
ing the potential of “a hybridised approach involving prefigurative direct 
action and broader social mobilization” (Roman-Alcalá 2018: 8-9). Like 
everyday life (and in many ways a direct extension of everyday life, as noted 
by Lin et al. (2016)), prefigurative politics are an essential yet still relatively 
underexplored realm of food sovereignty construction likely holding im-
portant insights into the dialectics of building and dismantling, in terms of 
both promises and pitfalls. 

 

                                                 
5 Here it bears reinforcing that, as with building, dismantling is a process, with 
efforts toward it often partial and uneven, as demonstrated by modern-day man-
ifestations of Jim Crow and ongoing efforts toward dismantling them (see Alex-
ander 2010). 
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5.3.3 Societal reach  

While food sovereignty as a political concept and rallying cry has galva-
nized movements numbering in the millions, the matter of how to reach 
a critical mass in on-the-ground efforts toward food sovereignty construc-
tion, including how to most effectively scale localized efforts outward/up-
ward, remains a pressing question, one which, according to Wald and Hill 
(2015: 8) is “discursively and critically pivotal”. Such unresolved matters 
of reach and scale in many ways get to the heart of the dialectics of building 
and dismantling. As effective, inspiring, and impactful as local alternatives 
can be, much of the population, particularly the more than half of the 
global population living in cities, remains largely dependent upon the dom-
inant agrifood system. Ultimately, solutions are needed that will reach and 
engage with this majority. Here it becomes difficult to go any further with-
out talking about the state. Despite the autonomist leanings of many food 
sovereignty movements, as described by Roman-Alcalá (2018), for the 
most part, engagement with the state is acknowledged as necessary when 
it comes to working toward system-wide change. As has become increas-
ingly clear over time, however, it is not a sufficient, if even desirable, goal 
for the state to “adopt” food sovereignty, as it is often justifiably ques-
tioned whether “food sovereignty” initiatives, when coming from the 
state, are indeed that (Clark 2015, Desmarais et al. 2017, Godek 2015, 
McKay et al. 2014). The task at hand is arguably to preserve the bottom-
up, participatory nature of food sovereignty that is in many ways its heart 
and soul, facilitated, as necessary, by mechanisms of the state to overcome 
obstacles of scale and reach.  

Azzellini (2018) provides some helpful insights into what this could 
look like in his observation that the policies under Venezuela’s Bolivarian 
Revolution that have been the most successfully implemented and that 
have had the most staying power are those that built upon pre-existing 
citizen-organized efforts, which were promoted, expanded and over time 
given legal standing. He adds that such a practice is not unique to Vene-
zuela, giving the example of labor policies in Italy based upon practices 
that had already been put into place by workers.  This brings us back to 
the discussion of prefigurative politics above and the possibility for mech-
anisms of the state to serve as bridge of sorts between prefigurative politics 
and “power politics”, to borrow Smucker’s term. After all, the “pre-ness” 
of prefigurative action that is explicitly acknowledged in its name implies 
the potential/intention for a given action to be reproduced on a broader 
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scale. Whether, how, and to what extent the state fits in when it comes to 
scaling grassroots food sovereignty efforts is an important area for further 
exploration.  

Finally, questions of scale and of the role of the state are no less im-
portant when it comes to dismantling. While it may be “an open question 
whether local actors necessarily have the capacity to successfully challenge 
dominant economic systems” (Wald and Hill 2015: 4), many food sover-
eignty movements have already arrived at the conclusion that they cannot 
go it alone, and it is for this very reason that they target the state, often 
employing human rights frameworks among their repertoires (Claeys 
2015, Monsalve Suárez 2013). Since the corporate entities who are among 
the most powerful actors in the dominant agrifood system have little to 
no accountability to the populations they impact, making claims against 
them through the state, which is legally responsible for protecting the 
rights of its citizens under human rights frameworks, is an important strat-
egy (Monsalve Suárez 2013). Of course, in employing this strategy, move-
ments are under no illusions regarding the many ties between state and 
capital and the fact that the state is more often than not involved in facili-
tating the very systems they are aiming to dismantle (Edelman 2014, 
Schiavoni 2015). For this reason, it becomes important in the political 
strategizing of movements to have as clear a mapping as possible of the 
multifold linkages between state and capital in a given context, as well as 
a good mapping of pro-reform allies and potential allies within the state, 
in order to identify possible leverage points and openings. This is an area 
representing ample potential for collaboration between activists and re-
searchers. 

5.4 Crisis and transformation in Venezuela 

Keeping in mind both the logics of food system transformation and emer-
gent areas of inquiry discussed above, this section returns to Venezuela to 
take a look at recently implemented and still ongoing responses to the cur-
rent shortages. The aim here is not to provide a comprehensive overview 
of the responses at present, but instead to examine four different types of 
responses, coming from both above and below, for the tough questions 
and important insights they offer into building and dismantling. 
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5.4.1 “Prosumer” efforts 

As it became apparent, from 2014 onward, that the shortages were inten-
sifying and continuing over a sustained period of time, new grassroots ef-
forts emerged to mitigate the worst of their effects. Some were spear-
headed by social movement activists who had already been working 
toward food sovereignty before the crisis struck, who not only marshaled 
existing partnerships and resources, but also seized the moment to work 
towards a deeper transformation of the agrifood system. Many of these 
now-ongoing efforts share the goal of bypassing the bottleneck in food 
distribution by forging more direct links between processes of production 
and consumption, and in the process, blurring the divides between the 
two, reflected in the commonly used term of prosumidor(a) (or prosumer in 
English). 

One such effort, the Feria Conuquera (Conuco Fair), was launched in 
2014 by a network of activists who were simultaneously involved in a 
multi-year battle over a new national seed law, described in the following 
section. Their motivation was both to provide alternatives to the products 
missing from supermarket shelves and to build a model in the here and 
now as a concrete step toward the long-term vision of food system trans-
formation reflected in the law they were advocating. The latter is notewor-
thy in light of the discussion above in that it is an example of prefigurative 
action coming out of a policy-oriented process, as opposed to the other way 
around, demonstrating another possible way in which prefigurative poli-
tics and “power politics” can interact. The Feria has since functioned as 
both a space and a collective. As a space, it serves as a large monthly mar-
ket in a public park in Caracas featuring affordably-priced agroecologically 
produced fresh foods and artisanal versions of many of the products sub-
ject to shortages, from alternatives to precooked corn flour to natural 
cleaning and personal hygiene products. It also features free hands-on 
workshops and serves as a space of political debate and a hub of food 
sovereignty education and organizing. As a collective, the Feria brings to-
gether urban, peri-urban and rural producers, herbalists and artisans to 
support each other through activities such as bartering of goods, seed ex-
changes, skill-sharing and work exchanges. Some are life-long food pro-
ducers while others are looking to get their hands in the soil. Uniting them 
is the common identity of conuquero/a, meaning one who works a conuco, a 
form of traditional agriculture with Indigenous origins. Following decades 
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of agricultural modernization, depeasantization, and urbanization, assum-
ing the identity of conuqero/a is at once an act of resistance and a reminder 
of shared origins (Schiavoni and Felicien, in press).  

Among the challenges facing the Feria is how to confront issues of 
exclusivity, elitism and insularity that have plagued local food efforts in 
many contexts (Billings and Cabbil 2011, Brent et al. 2015, Holt-Giménez 
and Shattuck 2011, Trauger 2014), as well as the challenge of balancing 
internally-focused and externally-focused functions, as flagged by 
Smucker (2017). Some are drawn to the Feria specifically for its political 
bent. They see its primary function as serving as a first line of response 
against what they perceive as an economic war (guerra económica) facing the 
population and consider it inextricably linked with other food sovereignty 
efforts of the Bolivarian Revolution. Others come from a more apolitical 
“foodie” perspective, concerned mainly with access to sustainable/lo-
cal/organic foods. A tension can thus be seen between an “escaping the 
dominant agrifood system” logic falling largely outside of a food sover-
eignty paradigm and logics of both resisting and building in parallel to the 
dominant system. Those falling within the former camp tend to be more 
focused on the strengthening of the Feria as a collective as an end in itself, 
while those in the latter camp are interested in strengthening the Feria to 
broaden its societal reach and impact, in contribution toward broader food 
sovereignty efforts. As one recently put it, “whatever we do right now has 
to prioritize those most vulnerable to the shortages or else all we’re doing 
is gentrifying the conuco”.6 

Another grassroots prosumer effort that has already made impressive 
strides – in both scale and societal reach – is Plan Pueblo a Pueblo (Plan 
People to People), which forges direct links between small-scale farmers 
in the countryside and low-income urban communities. Initiated in 2015, 
it now reaches 60,000 urban families – close to 200,000 people. Among its 
strengths is that it works with self-organized communities, through pre-
existing citizen-run social structures known as comunas.7 Comuna members 
are responsible for conducting an inventory of community food needs by 

                                                 
6 Personal communication via Skype, 16 November 2018 
7 For background on comunas, see Foster (2015) and Ciccariello-Maher (2016). As 
of 10 December 2018, there are 3040 registered comunas in Venezuela (Ministerio 
del Poder Popular para las Comunas y los Movimientos Sociales, n.d.). 
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household. Then, they pick up the food from the farmers and organize 
distributions. Meanwhile, the farmers focus on growing crops based on 
communities’ needs, and the Pueblo a Pueblo teams help to build essential 
linkages, both linkages among urban and rural communities and strategic 
linkages with the state. Another distinguishing feature of Pueblo a Pueblo 
is a deliberate distinction from market-based models. Cost structure is col-
lectively determined based on the realities of the farmers and consumers 
involved, not on arbitrary market pricing schemes. As an organizer ex-
plained: 

Food should not be treated as merchandise. We don’t go by supply and 
demand. Why should potatoes cost more than carrots just because there’s 
more demand for them right now? Who determines that potatoes cost 
more? The market dictates it. But we don’t go by “the invisible hand of the 
market”. We go by cost structure determined by the groups involved. We’re 
not vendors, nor are we Santa Claus – we’re into politics.8 

Reflecting this philosophy, the prices paid by urban comuna members 
are substantially lower than going market rates (on average, one-third of 
the cost), while the small-scale farmers involved are guaranteed fair prices 
that they have helped set, rather than being at the mercy of intermediaries. 
The farmers are also relieved of the cost and burden of transportation of 
their goods. Additionally, Pueblo a Pueblo is intentional in their focus on 
the working-class barrios of Venezuela’s urban peripheries. These are seen 
as natural partners, in that they are already engaged in radical experiments 
in self-organization and direct democracy, and, being among those most 
deeply impacted by the food shortages, are already engaged in grassroots 
responses to these by necessity. The approach of working through urban 
comunas has significantly boosted Pueblo a Pueblo’s reach. Every family 
within a given geographic area covered by a given comuna is included in the 
initial census and is then automatically eligible to participate, and prices 
are structured to be accessible to the community at large.  

Pueblo a Pueblo has reached a scale unprecedented by many other 
grassroots efforts of a similar nature, while bypassing common pitfalls of 
exclusivity and elitism, and yet some of its greatest assets also represent its 
greatest challenges. One such asset/challenge is that it meets both farmers 
and urban participants where they are. Those involved needn’t be food 

                                                 
8 Interview, Caracas, 10 April 2016.  
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sovereignty activists or self-identified prosumers; many are primarily con-
cerned with improving their livelihoods or accessing affordable food for 
their families. This is both understood and welcomed. Such openness and 
accessibility are part of what attracts so much involvement. At the same 
time, operating at such a scale can make it challenging to advance the more 
political elements of the initiative, which are the main motivation among 
the activists who conceived of it. After all, Pueblo a Pueblo distributions 
don’t necessarily look very different from more mainstream food distribu-
tion schemes to the untrained eye, even if operating on a distinct set of 
principles. This is where the educational and solidarity-building compo-
nents of Pueblo a Pueblo, particularly encuentros (exchanges of sorts) be-
tween urban and rural participants, become extremely important.  

Through the encuentros, the farmers understand whom they are produc-
ing for and why, and the urban participants understand who is feeding 
them and whose livelihoods they are supporting. Otherwise, it could be 
easy to give up when the going gets particularly rough and/or or when 
attractive and seemingly easier alternatives present themselves, such as an 
intermediary willing to pay a higher price to farmers to undercut the effort 
(as has happened) or when other less involved forms of food provisioning 
are facilitated by the government. Key to this, according to the organizers, 
is bringing visibility to agrarian issues long invisible in the public con-
sciousness, despite having direct bearing for urban dwellers. The organiz-
ers are convinced that building shared understanding, solidarity and polit-
ical commitment across the urban-rural divide is what it will take not only 
to sustain the initiative, but ultimately to transform the food system. 

The two examples presented in this section offer important glimpses 
into the nitty gritty of alternative building in food sovereignty construc-
tion, particularly as related to challenges around reach and scale. At the 
same time, they both represent at least one form of dismantling, in an 
attempt to dismantle the urban-rural divide upon which the dominant agri-
food system has been constructed and continues to depend. While this 
alone will not bring down the system, it is a fundamental task that, in con-
junction with other efforts, simultaneously helps remove barriers and cre-
ate new openings for building. Additionally, rather than look at these 
grassroots efforts in isolation, it is important to situate them within the 
broader efforts of building and dismantling of which they form part, which 
brings us to the next section.        
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5.4.2 Seed Law and the Popular Seed Plan 

In late 2015, following a contentious three-year bottom-up policymaking 
process, a new national seed law was passed by the Venezuelan National 
Assembly. The Ley de Semillas, or Seed Law, would later be internationally 
recognized among food sovereignty movements as an “example for the 
world” (International Planning Committee (IPC) for Food Sovereignty 
2018, translated). While the law-making process began well before the 
shortages, its passage and attempted implementation in the midst of them 
have made the Law an important component of resistance efforts. Alt-
hough there are many features of both the Law and the processes around 
it that are noteworthy, this section focuses on the elements most directly 
relevant to questions of building and dismantling.9 First, while rooted in 
multiple historical processes, the “starting point” as such for the Seed Law 
process was in 2012, when it was announced that the National Assembly 
would be creating the new law. This was prompted in large part by the 
intention to harmonize Venezuela’s seed policies with those of the South 
American trade block Mercosur, which it had recently joined. As Mercosur 
is home to some of the world’s largest producers of genetically modified 
(GM) soy, Venezuelan food sovereignty activists feared that this new law 
could pave the way for the legal introduction of GM seeds into the coun-
try, among other agribusiness-oriented reforms. These fears were com-
pounded by similar trends in seed legislation seen elsewhere in the region 
and globe (La Via Campesina and GRAIN 2015). Although no cohesive 
national movement around seeds existed at this time, disparate groups 
concerned with food sovereignty, agroecology and consumer rights rap-
idly united across the urban-rural divide under the banner of ‘Venezuela 
Libre de Transgénicos’ (or ‘GMO-Free Venezuela’), and began to mobi-
lize.  

GMO-Free Venezuela started off as largely defensive, targeting what it 
was against, reflecting logics of both resisting and reigning in the dominant 
agrifood system (as seen, for instance, in the main demand of banning GM 
seeds). Over time, as the Campaign grew in number, strength, and recog-
nition, and as it grew more strongly linked with grassroots seed saving and 
exchange efforts across the country, it began to assume a more offensive 

                                                 
9 See Felicien et al. (2018c) for a detailed account of the processes leading up to 
the Law’s passage, as well as initial efforts toward implementation. 
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stance, increasingly articulating what it was for. This included support for 
the many community-held seed systems that continued to exist in the 
shadows of the commercial seed system, and a rebuilding of those that 
had been eroded over time through processes of agricultural moderniza-
tion. Dissatisfied with the limited space for meaningful citizen participa-
tion in the drafting process led by the National Assembly, social move-
ments took initiative to draft their own version of the Law. They did so 
progressively, through seven popular constituent debates held in six different 
regions of the country. Each was hosted by local movements to ensure 
that the content being drafted was based upon on-the-ground realities. 
Through ongoing contentious mobilization, in coordination with some 
key actors within the state and in antagonism with others, the final version 
of the Law that was eventually passed by the National Assembly in late 
2015 largely reflected the version drafted by social movements, resulting 
in a radically different law from that originally conceived in 2012.  

There are a number of features of the new Seed Law that make it a 
landmark piece of legislation and an important reference in the global 
struggle against the corporate seed enclosure. Chief among these is that it 
works on multiple tracks, or toward multiple horizons, simultaneously rep-
resenting a pragmatic approach that reflects existing conditions and a vi-
sionary approach that builds toward an agrifood system radically different 
from that which exists today. Among the ways it does so is through recog-
nition of both “formal” (i.e., commercialized and certified) and “informal” 
(i.e., community-managed) seed systems, or what are framed in the Law as 
“local, peasant, Indigenous and Afro-descendant” (hereafter LPIA) seed 
systems, with differentiated treatment of each. Within the formal seed sys-
tem, which currently represents the dominant seed system, new regula-
tions are imposed – most notably the banning of GM seeds (including 
production, distribution and importation), as well as the granting of li-
censes for the free use of certified seeds developed with public funding, in 
a significant break from the past.10 At the same time, the Law recognizes, 
protects and includes mechanisms for strengthening long-marginalized 
LPIA systems. Reflected within the Seed Law are thus both shorter-term 
and longer-term visions of greater regulation and more fairness within the 

                                                 
10 “Free” here is used “as in ‘free speech’, not as in ‘free beer’” (Stallman 2002 
cited in Kloppenburg 2014: 1238). 
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current predominant seed system as well as a revaluing and rebuilding of 
other types of seed systems as a basis for food sovereignty. 

Activists involved in the drafting process recall that the question of 
whether the Law should encompass formal and informal seed systems had 
been subject to extensive internal debate. Some pushed for a law focused 
exclusively on LPIA seed systems, reflecting their ultimate visions for food 
sovereignty and what they were striving to build. But others argued, and 
eventually convinced the rest, that it was just as important that the law 
cover the formal seed system, representing what they ultimately sought to 
dismantle. Furthermore, they recognized that the two systems do not exist 
in isolation from each other, or on parallel tracks, but in fact intersect and 
interact with each other, including through the practices of small-scale 
farmers, many of whom use a combination of both systems. Commercial 
certified seeds are in fact seen as a lifeline and will continue to be until 
LPIA systems are eventually built up sufficiently over time, as is the vision.  

Given these realities, there is a need to engage with the formal seed 
system to put it in the service of food sovereignty. As one activist ex-
plained, “We need to occupy the formal seed system”.11 An important 
means of doing so, she elaborated, is the transition away from patents 
(now banned by the Law) to “free use licenses” inspired by the U.S.-based 
Open Source Seed Initiative (OSSI). OSSI applies “legal mechanisms 
drawn from the open source software movement to plant breeding” in a 
strategy Kloppenburg (2014, 1225) describes as “re-purposing the master’s 
tools”. While some food sovereignty activists are critical of OSSI (see, e.g., 
Kloppenburg 2014, Montenegro de Wit 2017b), particularly because in 
their view it does not sufficiently break from the paradigm of seeds as a 
commodity, she feels that these critiques come from a place of idealism 
and purism that does not match the reality of actually working to transition 
from the existing system toward a new one. In other words, “free use li-
censes” are seen as a sort of mid-range tool in an effort to transition out 
of the existing seed system and into a new paradigm based on food sover-
eignty that is ultimately envisioned. 

The ways in which the Seed Law reflects both the current realities of 
the existing agrifood system and a vision of the system ultimately desired, 
along with mechanisms to support getting from one to another, in many 

                                                 
11 Personal communication by Skype, 15 April 2018.  
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ways epitomize the dialectics of building and dismantling. This also reflects 
Wright’s (2017) concept of eroding the dominant system over time, in the 
idea that the commercial system is increasingly “occupied” and reigned in 
while community-based seed systems are built up, linked together and 
brought to scale, such that the latter eventually overtakes and displaces the 
former. In this light it can be understood why the Law has generated such 
fierce opposition among agribusiness interests and the politicians aligned 
with them. Of course, while the Law is symbolically important in and of 
itself, it is only as effective as the ability for it to be implemented. This is 
where the Popular Seed Plan comes in, which, beyond simply being a plan 
on paper, is an ongoing process of articulation among grassroots actors 
across the country to coordinate efforts on the production and exchange 
of seeds. This includes the linking of efforts between previously existing 
and recently emerging grassroots experiences, including those of Pueblo a 
Pueblo and the Feria, in order to scale local-level seed multiplication and 
exchange efforts.  

Such efforts have been largely reflective of a “why wait for the state” 
approach to the Law (Franco and Monsalve Suárez 2018), although the 
activists involved express that the aim is to link back with the state, in 
recognition that grassroots efforts alone will not bring about the wholesale 
transition envisioned in the Law. The latter has proven challenging, how-
ever, in the face of competing tendencies within the state, including what 
the Seed Law activists see as a bias toward industrial agriculture pervasive 
throughout many state institutions, despite the existence of laws such as 
the Seed Law to the contrary. The challenge of competing agrarian tenden-
cies within the state brings us to the next section. 

5.4.3 Ministry of Urban Agriculture 

Among the first responses of the government to the ongoing shortages 
was a reorganization of public management in prioritization of food sov-
ereignty, including the creation of three separate ministries out of the Min-
istry of Agriculture and Land at the start of 2016. These three were the 
Ministry of Urban Agriculture, to support the surge of urban production 
that had arisen in response to the shortages and believed to be the first of 
its kind globally; the Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture to prioritize 
fish, both marine and freshwater, as an alternative source of protein; and 
the Ministry of Productive Agriculture and Land, as a continuation of the 
main functions of the former ministry. Out of these, the new Ministry of 
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Urban Agriculture garnered the most attention by Venezuelan food sov-
ereignty movements, who received this development with a mix of both 
enthusiasm and concern. Among the reasons for enthusiasm was that 
recognition by the government of the importance of urban agriculture, to 
the extent of elevating it to ministry-level status, was a major vindication 
for the grassroots actors who had long been promoting it from within the 
trenches. This could be considered an example of prefigurative action 
(building upon survival methods of everyday life) being recognized and 
scaled up through government support. An impressive 29,000 urban pro-
duction spaces, both pre-existing and new, were registered with the Min-
istry in its first year alone (Agencia Venezolana de Noticias 2016), along 
with the launching of new training and technical support programs, urban 
agriculture fairs and a media campaign to sensitize the public and broaden 
participation.  

The new ministry quickly became an important ally to food sovereignty 
movements, not only those based in the city, but in the countryside as well, 
soon becoming an umbrella of sorts for many different types of small-
scale, agroecological initiatives, as well as for some larger initiatives, such 
as cooperatives resulting from the agrarian reform process. Given this 
broadened scope, some food sovereignty activists argued that a more ac-
curate name for the ministry would be the Ministry of Family Farming, in 
reflection of the model of agriculture promoted by it. And yet, while they 
felt this title would be more accurate, they also expressed concern. If this 
ministry were to more formally become an umbrella for the country’s 
many different forms of small- and mid-scale, agroecological and family-
based farming, would that not then leave the Ministry of Productive Agri-
culture and Land in service of large-scale industrial production? There has 
been mounting concern that this is increasingly becoming the case, not 
unlike the two separate agricultural ministries instituted under the Workers 
Party in Brazil – the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Food Supply 
and the Ministry of Agrarian Development – representing two quite dis-
tinct and even clashing paradigms (Fernandes 2016). But in a country 
where food sovereignty is officially on the state agenda, wouldn’t a minis-
try of ‘productive agriculture’ and a ministry devoted to family farm-based 
and agroecological agriculture be one and the same – or would that not be 
the goal? Why work on two parallel, and seemingly contradictory, tracks? 
When such questions were put to (now former) Minister of Urban Agri-
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culture Lorena Freitez,12 her perspective was that in a sector long domi-
nated by the industrial model, the creation of this new ministry, exclusively 
promoting and supporting agroecology, serves as an important counter-
weight. While openly acknowledging the contradictions inherent in simul-
taneous state support for two different agricultural models, she stressed 
that an agroecological transition in Venezuela was going to take time and 
that in the meantime, people still needed to continue being partly fed 
through the existing system. At the same time, she added that this transi-
tion was being sped up due to material circumstances, as industrial inputs, 
traditionally accessed through importation, were becoming increasingly in-
accessible. “The industrial model itself is in crisis”, she explained. 

The Ministry of Urban Agriculture appears most closely aligned with 
the build in parallel logic of food system transformation, representing a sig-
nificant scaling and strengthening of alternatives on the one hand, but 
without there being a clear vision, let alone mandate, for dismantling the 
dominant system on the other hand. Furthermore, this is certainly not a 
vision consistently shared across agencies of the state, such as the larger 
and more powerful Ministry of Productive Agriculture and Land. Is the 
dominant food system nevertheless beginning to be dismantled, by virtue 
of current material conditions facing the country, or is it simply in the 
midst of being reconfigured? And what is the role, or what should be the 
role, of the state in such? Another concern among activists is that at the 
same time that the government is putting major emphasis on urban agri-
culture, increasingly less focus is being placed on agrarian reform, which 
had long been a main thrust of national food sovereignty efforts (Wilpert 
2006). They fear that this might not be coincidental. “While we advocated 
for urban agriculture, we never intended for it to replace agrarian reform”, 
lamented one activist.13 She elaborated that while agrarian reform directly 
threatens the landed elite who remain among the country’s most powerful 
actors, urban agriculture does not, and at a moment in which the govern-
ment is under particularly intense political and economic pressure, it ap-
pears more inclined to make concessions with landowners and agribusi-
ness as opposed to the much more difficult and conflict-ridden task of 
pushing forward with redistributive reforms. She concluded, “Urban agri-

                                                 
12 Interview, Caracas, 9 November 2016. 
13 Interview, Caracas, 17 March 2016. 
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culture is not the alternative – it’s an option, or part of the solution. Move-
ments must continue to work on both tracks – urban and rural, including 
urban agriculture and agrarian reform – and continuously work to bridge 
the two”.  

Such sentiments in many ways echo those of McClintock (2014), who 
challenges the “false dualism” of urban agriculture being either radical or 
neoliberal in its orientation (one to the exclusion of the other), concluding 
that both potentials exist in dialectical tension and that, “Rather than an 
end unto itself, we should instead view urban agriculture as simply one of 
many means to an end, one of many tools working in concert towards a 
unified vision of food justice, and of just sustainability, more broadly” 
(McClintock 2014: 166). For McClintock, as with the Venezuelan activist, 
urban agriculture’s transformative potential rests in how it is articulated 
with other efforts. Coming back to the insights of the activist, we can get 
a glimpse into how the dialectics of building and dismantling could play 
out with the two agricultural ministries, if one were to support existing and 
newly emerging alternatives as the other recommitted to pushing forward 
the redistributive agrarian reform in such a way as to dismantle rather than 
reinforce existing property structures. While this hypothetical possibility is 
far from the current reality, some movements have recently been taking 
matters into their own hands as they reinvigorate the agrarian reform pro-
cess from below through actions such as land occupations, demanding 
that the government follow suit (Dobson 2018; Pascual Marquina 2018). 

5.4.4 CLAPs 

In April 2016, shortly after the emergence of the Ministry of Urban Agri-
culture, the government launched what would become the primary na-
tional response to the shortages, Comités Locales de Abastecimiento y 
Producción (Local Provisioning and Production Committees, CLAPs). 
Similar to the early days of the Bolivarian Revolution, when communities 
organized themselves into thousands of casas de alimentación (feeding 
houses) in an effort that contributed to a radical reduction of hunger (FAO 
2013), CLAPs represent a major convergence of mobilization from both 
above and below, and on an even greater scale. As it goes, the government 
purchases food directly from both private and public suppliers, and coor-
dinates with organized community bodies (CLAPs) to distribute mixed 
food packages by household. Communities are responsible for organizing 
themselves into CLAPs, conducting community censuses, and organizing 
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regular community distributions, in which the food is sold at accessible 
prices in units of 12-15 kg. Through a massive coordinated effort, CLAPs 
reached an estimated 2 million families in their first year, focusing on the 
poorest segment of the population. Today there are more than 30 thou-
sand CLAPs throughout the country aiming to reach 6 million families, 
nearly three-quarters of the population (Correo del Orinoco 2018, Radio 
del Sur 2017). 

CLAPs were received enthusiastically by many citizen groups identified 
with the Bolivarian Revolution, who organized en masse to form the thou-
sands of CLAPs now existing today; however, their reception among food 
sovereignty movements ranged from lukewarm to antagonistic. One area 
of critique was around their organization. While organized from below, 
some felt that such organization was overly prescribed from above in 
terms of both composition and functioning. This top-down approach was 
in departure from other more autonomous forms of citizen organizing 
associated with food sovereignty efforts. There was also a lack of clarity 
initially as to how CLAPs would articulate with pre-existing forms of citi-
zen organization around food and agriculture. Some of these concerns 
have been at least partly resolved over time (for instance, many CLAPs are 
now integrated with pre-existing community efforts around food), while 
others remain, such as questions of autonomy, given the strong links be-
tween CLAPs and the government. The strongest critiques by far, though, 
are those having to do with the CLAPs being largely oriented around the 
dominant food system, since the main products delivered by the CLAPs 
are the very same industrially processed food products missing from su-
permarket shelves. Thus, while CLAPs have helped to mitigate the worst 
effects of the shortages, becoming a critical lifeline for a majority of Ven-
ezuelans, they have done so while reinforcing the dominant food system. 
As one food sovereignty activist stated, “They’re CLAPs with the ‘P’ of 
Polar”, Polar being the country’s largest private food corporation, impli-
cated in the shortages. “Polar doesn’t even need to own its own trucks 
anymore. The government is doing the job of distributing its products 
now. It’s doing Polar a great service”, she added.14 

Such reflections raise the question of whether CLAPs are even worth 
discussing as related to food sovereignty construction. At best, they might 
appear to represent a “taming of the system” largely outside of a food 

                                                 
14 Personal communication, Caracas, 23 March, 2017. 
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sovereignty paradigm. However, there are a number of reasons why even 
radical food sovereignty activists such as the one just quoted consider 
CLAPs to be an important “arena in dispute” that could go in any number 
of directions, and one worth fighting for. First, while a main thrust of the 
CLAPs is distribution of processed basic food items in direct response to 
the shortages, this is not their only mandate. The P of the CLAPs in fact 
stands for production, and as of 2017, approximately half of the CLAPs – 
roughly 15,000 of them - were already engaged in matters of production 
in both rural and urban settings, with some having successfully integrated 
locally grown produce into the food distributions. This reflects the broader 
mandate of the CLAPs, which, according to the 2017 Constitutional Law 
of CLAPs, includes fostering “a new food culture”, “new patterns of 
household consumption” and “new forms of socio-productive organiza-
tion”, as well as serving as mechanisms for the articulation of different 
popular power initiatives around food and agriculture, particularly those 
connected to the “communal economy”, such as community councils and 
comunas (Asamblea Nacional Constituyente 2017, translated).  

While CLAPs are arguably a long way off from achieving such goals, 
they have already made several important gains. One is that they represent 
an unprecedented level of citizen organization around food, on the mag-
nitude that could form the basis for locally and nationally articulated food 
sovereignty construction. Another is that they increasingly serve as a 
means of connecting previously disparate government-supported efforts 
at food system transformation at the intersection of state and society, from 
production to processing to distribution. In the process, they help identify 
gaps in existing capacity as well as areas for further reform and transfor-
mation. For instance, while CLAPs continue to rely in part on the private 
sector, they are also serving as a catalyst for reviving state-run and worker-
run food processing plants. These plants were established previously over 
the Bolivarian Revolution but had never gotten up and running at full ca-
pacity, nor had they managed to effectively distribute goods due to mo-
nopolized supply chains. This connects to an additional achievement of 
the CLAPs, and an area of further potential, as pointed out by another 
food sovereignty activist: 

There is a certain brilliance to the CLAPs. Almost overnight, they broke the 
stranglehold that supermarkets and a handful of corporate suppliers have 
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had on food distribution since the days of Rockefeller.15 They might not 
look radical yet, but the very premise of CLAPs – putting food distribution 
both into the public sphere and directly into the hands of organized com-
munities – is itself radical and sets the stage for a very different functioning 
of the food system into the future…precisely what is necessary for food 
sovereignty.16  

If it can be argued that CLAPs are a mixed bag (or box, as the case may 
be), at once embodying the potential to uphold and transform the current 
system, what are the implications for building and dismantling? Perhaps 
here it is instructive to reflect back upon the case of the Seed Law, as 
described above. Like the Seed Law, CLAPs have been conceived of in 
such a way that both reflects the here and now as well as a transformative 
vision for a food system radically different from that of the present. But 
unlike the Seed Law, there are less obvious mechanisms, if any, for transi-
tioning from the present reality into the future vision. Nor does there ap-
pear to be a cohesive movement around them actively strategizing on get-
ting from point A to point B, even though some individual CLAPs are 
indeed working on this. For instance, how to move from industrially pro-
cessed foods that are so deeply engrained in everyday life to “a new food 
culture” and “new patterns of household consumption”? Taking inspira-
tion from the Seed Law and the movement around it, one possibility 
would be for the CLAPs to take a more proactive approach of “reigning 
in” the dominant system in tandem with efforts at building alternatives, 
starting with successful alternatives that already exist and working to scale 
them out, as with the LPIA seed systems. And yet, the experience of the 
Seed Law has also demonstrated the type of retaliation that can come from 
“reigning in” efforts, and in the case of CLAPs, push-back by the private 
sector could place the emergency food distribution efforts upon which 
much of the population now depends at risk. The conundrum facing the 
CLAPs – of how to build towards a new system while still dependent upon 
the existing one – thus very much gets to the heart of the dialectics of 

                                                 
15 Venezuela’s first supermarket chain, CADA, was established in the 1940s 
through the Venezuelan Basic Economy Corporation (VBEC), a subsidiary of 
Nelson Rockefeller’s International Basic Economy Corporation (IBEC) (See Ri-
vas 2002 and Hamilton 2011). 

16 Interview, Caracas, 3 December 2017. 
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building and dismantling, with important implications for future trajecto-
ries of food sovereignty efforts in Venezuela. 

5.5 Conclusion 

The above empirical examples, while each being a preliminary glimpse into 
a far more complex picture, have aimed to demonstrate how attention to 
the dynamics of building and dismantling can be helpful for inquiry into 
efforts toward food sovereignty. For exploration into such, this piece has 
made the case for applying a dialectical lens to food sovereignty construc-
tion and has offered the logics of food system transformation as a preliminary 
typology to be used, and hopefully refined and built upon, as a springboard 
into further investigation. In summary, this study has laid out an approach 
that a) situates food sovereignty efforts in relation to the dominant agri-
food system of which they are a response; b) examines the degree to which 
a given effort contributes – or could potentially contribute – to both dis-
mantling the current dominant system and building alternatives; c) identi-
fies the tensions and contradictions around building and dismantling in a 
given effort; and d) focuses in on these for the insights they offer into both 
the possibilities and limits of food sovereignty construction. Such an ap-
proach, it is argued, can help to paint a more comprehensive picture of the 
complexities of attempted food sovereignty construction on the ground in 
a given context, deepening our understanding of the how of food sover-
eignty.  

 Among the implications for food sovereignty research is a caveat for 
us to not become so enamored with alternatives that we lessen our focus 
on the systems out of and against which the alternatives have emerged. 
This underscores the importance of examining alternative building in tan-
dem with examination of the structures upholding the dominant agrifood 
system – and the extent to which these are, or are not, being altered in 
attempted construction of food sovereignty. To fail to do so yields an in-
complete picture at best and risks overlooking important barriers and con-
straints to the scaling of food sovereignty efforts, as well as missing op-
portunities for deeper transformation. A point meriting emphasis in this 
regard, often acknowledged by food sovereignty scholars and yet not al-
ways sufficiently reflected in our research approaches, is that food sover-
eignty is ultimately about power. An understanding of both possibilities 
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and limits in food sovereignty construction therefore requires an under-
standing of where the nodes of power reside in a given food system and 
to what extent these are or are not being reconfigured in attempted food 
sovereignty construction. Arguably, without meaningful transfers of 
power, there is no meaningful food sovereignty construction. Research 
into food sovereignty must therefore ask: How and where is power con-
centrated in the food system, and how and where is that power being re-
distributed? And if not, why? 

 Furthermore, as Gaventa (2016) has emphasized, when we talk of 
power, it is important to consider not only political but also economic 
power. The political involvement of citizens in the food system, while crit-
ical for food sovereignty, is not sufficient without a transfer of economic 
power. This could not be seen more clearly than in Venezuela today, where 
substantial levels of pre-existing citizen organization around food failed to 
prevent current shortages, even though they have proven fundamental to 
efforts to mitigate them. Furthermore, the initiatives that are proving most 
resilient against the shortages are precisely those where there had been a 
concerted focus on confronting the concentration of economic power in 
the food system and redistributing it among citizens. During the fieldwork 
for this study, this was witnessed with several more radically oriented co-
munas and cooperatives that had focused their efforts on building up a 
degree of economic autonomy earlier on in the Bolivarian Revolution and 
were able to draw upon this when crisis struck, as also described by Fe-
licien et al. (2018a). Another example can be seen in Venezuela’s fishing 
industry, following the banning of industrial trawling off the Venezuelan 
coast in 2008, together with a concerted effort to support artisanal fishing 
(Schiavoni and Camacaro 2009, Sharma 2011). Today the fish harvested 
by Venezuela’s small-scale fishers, distributed to urban communities 
across the country via government-supported mechanisms such as ubiq-
uitous “sardine caravans” present in many barrios, have been an important 
buffer against the shortages (YVKE Mundial/AVN 2018). That the power 
of the once highly concentrated trawling industry was broken up and re-
distributed to small-scale fishing communities has made such measures 
possible serves as an interesting case of building and dismantling which 
merits further exploration. 

 In summary, for a deeper understanding of food sovereignty construc-
tion, it is important to look at the interplay between dismantling the old 
and constructing the new. Where one is missing or underplayed, this can 
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shed light into barriers to food sovereignty construction. This is key to 
understanding what is being witnessed today in Venezuela, even as the 
implications extend far beyond Venezuelan borders.  Relatedly, to examine 
efforts toward food sovereignty, it is important to understand where the 
nodes of power in the food system are and the extent to which food sov-
ereignty efforts are (or are not) reconfiguring these. And when we talk 
about power, it is important to consider the intersections of both political 
and economic power, as one can only go so far without the other.  

 While the implications for food sovereignty research are many, these 
points are arguably no less relevant to those working to construct food 
sovereignty on the ground. In particular, there are three main points that 
practitioners of food sovereignty may find of direct relevance to their ef-
forts. First is the importance of analyzing how various efforts toward food 
sovereignty intersect and interact with one another, particularly with an 
eye to building and dismantling, and incorporating such analysis into strat-
egies for action. When we refer to food sovereignty construction in a given 
context, how cognizant are we that there are often radically different ap-
proaches that all fall under the banner of “food sovereignty” that exist in 
varying degrees of tension and synergy?17 Being mindful of both building 
and dismantling does not imply that that every effort must explicitly en-
capsulate both, but it does imply that a given effort be situated within the 
dialectical relationship between the two. This speaks to the importance of 
understanding distinct food sovereignty efforts both in relation to one an-
other and in relation to the dominant food system. This, in turn, gets to 
the heart of movement-building and speaks to the types of strategies that 
could be employed to understand how food sovereignty efforts are inter-
linked and where further effort and attention are needed. There is arguably 
room for a multitude of approaches in the attempted construction of food 
sovereignty, but these must be well coordinated in order to do the hard 
work of building while dismantling and dismantling while building. Per-
haps this implies both more strategic building and more strategic disman-
tling, along the lines of “building to dismantle” and “dismantling to 
build”? 

                                                 
17 I am speaking here not only from the perspective of a scholar, but also as a 
food sovereignty organizer and activist. 
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 Second and relatedly, just as caution is called for in not skewing food 
sovereignty research toward questions of alternative building over ques-
tions of dismantling, similar applies to action planning in attempted food 
sovereignty construction. While food sovereignty activists often have a 
sharp analysis of the structures we are up against and in resistance to (re-
flected in social movement declarations and campaign framing), such anal-
ysis is not always reflected in our action planning. Take, for instance, the 
widely referenced six pillars of food sovereignty of the Nyéléni Food Sover-
eignty Forum of 2007 (Nyéléni 2007b), which continue to be an important 
reference for food sovereignty movements (and researchers) into the pre-
sent: 

 

 Food sovereignty … 

  focuses on food for people  

  values food providers 

  localizes food systems  

  puts control locally  

  builds knowledge and skills 

  works with nature 

 

While these are critically important guideposts in the building of alterna-
tives, perhaps they could become an even more powerful and effective 
tool for movements if superimposed with a build/dismantle lens. In other 
words, movements would strategize on what must be dismantled – and 
how – and what must be built in order to reach the goal reflected in each 
pillar. This is not to say that this is not already happening to some degree, 
but that there is the potential for it to be more internationally built into 
our practices.  

 Finally, a point stressed by Ciccariello-Maher (2017) is that rupture and 
conflict are inherent in dialectical processes. This brings us to the third 
and final point which is that rupture, conflict, and tension are all to be 
understood as part and parcel of the dialectics of building and dismantling, 
and that these are not to be shied away from but rather leaned into. A 
particularly salient example is in the attempted institutionalization of food 
sovereignty, from national-level policy making to efforts toward recogni-
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tion of food sovereignty in global policy spaces. Many ardent food sover-
eignty activists would agree both that “institutionalization of food sover-
eignty” is somewhat a contradiction of terms at the same time that it is 
something that can and must be worked toward, as we seek to replace the 
existing system with something new. It should therefore come as no sur-
prise when these processes end up being riddled with contradictions and 
conflict. More surprising, and perhaps more concerning, would be if they 
were not. A specific contemporary example is the recent recognition and 
uptake of agroecology, a key component of food sovereignty, by the UN 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), which is simultaneously being 
applauded and coming under fire in food sovereignty circles (see, e.g., Al-
tieri and Rosset 2017, Chappell 2015). There is every reason why this does 
not sit comfortably with food sovereignty movements at the same time 
that there is every reason why food sovereignty movements have been 
working towards and pushing for this. The point is that as we broach the 
uncharted territory of actually trying to construct food sovereignty – in the 
here and now, under circumstances not as we please – tension, conflict 
and rupture are to be expected, as signs of motion in the dialectical pro-
cesses of building and dismantling. And as they inevitably arise, they afford 
us the opportunity to go deeper, both in practice and in related research. 
Arguably that is precisely what the present moment calls for. 
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6 Conclusion 

 

The overall aim of this work has been to advance food sovereignty thought 
and practice through informing scholarship by activism, and activism by 
scholarship, blurring the lines between the two where possible and appro-
priate. One main contribution, I hope, is to help advance thinking around 
how food sovereignty is researched. Toward this end, Chapter 2 laid out 
the HRI framework, while Chapters 3 and 4 demonstrated its application. 
Chapter 5 then shared the complementary framework of the dialectics of 
building and dismantling, developed over the course of the research. I hope 
that the frameworks presented herein will help to spark further thinking 
into what sorts of questions we ought to be asking about food sovereignty 
and how we go about investigating them.  

But how we research food sovereignty of course concerns more than 
analytical framing, as important as it is. As Shattuck et al. (2015: 430) ask, 
“[H]ow can we continue to push the bounds of what food sovereignty 
research looks like, particularly engaged forms of research that challenge 
typical power dynamics and ways of knowledge generation […]?” and, 
“Similarly, how can we forge new ways of research that are most effec-
tively informed and guided by the realities on the ground, and the people 
behind them?” Related to these questions, Chapters 3 and 4 are products 
of collaborative research projects melding scholarship and activism. Such 
an approach (and ethic) that champions the expertise of those working to 
put food sovereignty into practice has been a focal point of this research 
process, particularly in the case of Chapter 4.  

Beyond the question of how to research food sovereignty, also moti-
vating this study is the question of how to actually go about constructing 
it. Here it bears recalling the overall research question for this study: How 
are state and societal actors interacting over time to shape the construction of food sover-
eignty in Venezuela in the context of competing approaches to and paradigms of food 
system transformation? Without rehashing what has already been covered in 
preceding chapters, I will underscore some take-aways from the research. 
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Bernstein (2014: 1054) argues that questions of the state are the “elephant 
in the room” for food sovereignty. This study helps to crack open the 
state, or at least significantly demystify it, when it comes to food sover-
eignty construction. What we can see in the case of Venezuela is that sup-
port by social movements for a given government (in this case, the Boli-
varian government currently under Maduro and previously under Chávez) 
is very much about the seizing and maintaining of political space within 
the state – political space that is an important precondition for the at-
tempted construction of food sovereignty with significant societal reach. 
But this political space is highly contested, making attention to state-soci-
ety interaction, both in practice and research, critically important. Social 
movements, in articulation with community-based efforts, must press for-
ward in the task of food sovereignty construction even once food sover-
eignty is on the agenda of the state, or all the more so once food sovereignty 
is on the agenda of the state. This insight has helped me clarify what I had 
found so problematic about literature on food sovereignty construction, 
in Venezuela and elsewhere, focused on the state to the exclusion of soci-
etal actors.  The state does not and cannot construct food sovereignty. At 
best the state can be commandeered to facilitate food sovereignty con-
struction, or as Seed Law activists might say, the state can be “hacked” by 
social movements toward such ends, through ongoing processes of con-
testation. That is what has been seen at certain times, and not seen at other 
times, in Venezuela. 

This connects back to the initial question posed in the introduction of 
how are social movements navigating the terrain of the state, and here at least four 
points bear emphasizing. First, as discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, is the 
necessity of strategic mapping of allies/adversaries and opportuni-
ties/threats across the lines of state and society, with attention to different 
gradients of each. As we have seen with the case of the Seed Law, not all 
allies are the same degree of ally, and these differences have important 
tactical implications. We have also seen the interrelationality of threats and 
opportunities, which at times may be one and the same. Furthermore, such 
strategic mapping must be ongoing, as state-society dynamics will always be 
very much in flux. Old allies cannot be taken for granted, while new ones, 
even surprising new ones, might emerge out of a given set of circum-
stances. This has been demonstrated time and again in Venezuelan food 
sovereignty struggles. Second, conditioning how social movements engage 
with the state is how they organize themselves and function in their own 
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spaces. This interrelationality of “inside” and “outside” spaces – and the 
broader issue of navigating multiple spaces – brings us back to Gaventa’s 
(2006) “power cube” introduced in Chapter 4 and the importance of look-
ing at shifts in power across multiple arenas, which gets to the heart of food 
sovereignty construction.  

As Gaventa (2016) would later point out, however, and as discussed in 
Chapter 5, those working towards social transformation must be careful 
not to hone their focus too narrowly on political power without giving 
equal weight to economic power, and to the interrelation of the two. This 
brings us to a third point – that navigating the terrain of the state in food 
sovereignty construction involves simultaneous work not only across dif-
ferent spaces of power, but across different forms of power, with eco-
nomic power being critical to address. Particularly helpful here is Fraser’s 
(2017) “triple movement” framing introduced in Chapter 3, regarding the 
imperative of addressing the market, social protection and emancipatory 
efforts simultaneously, speaking both to some of the shortcomings of as 
well as some of the seeds of transformation currently underway within the 
Bolivarian Revolution. And this of course ties directly into the importance 
of a dual (and dialectical) focus on both building and dismantling, a key 
take-away of the fieldwork conducted for this study, as elaborated in 
Chapter 5.  

If we accept that essential to food sovereignty construction is attention 
to multiple spaces and forms of power, a next point has to do with attention 
to the balance of power across state and societal lines. This is an area where 
the Venezuelan case offers movements elsewhere ample lessons to draw 
from, particularly when confronted by the rise to power of a progressive 
government (on whatever scale) and faced with “the contradictory realities 
of working with and through government rather than against it” (Wolford 
and French 2016: 5). Going back to the reflections of Smucker (2017) 
shared in the introduction, it is far more straightforward a matter to be 
positioned squarely against a given regime in power than the much murk-
ier matter of trying to work with and through it, with all the many pitfalls 
entailed.  Venezuelan food sovereignty movements have been navigating 
such challenges over the past two decades, demonstrating that it is possible 
to walk a fine line of support and critique and give and take.  

Unfortunately, such nuanced positioning is often overlooked or misin-
terpreted by scholars, who, grasping for the familiar, e.g., in search of “civil 
society as we conceive it” (Ciccariello-Maher 2013b, emphasis in original) and 
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failing to find it, end up missing the highly complex state-society dynamics 
at play, both in food sovereignty struggles and more generally. Or, to bor-
row the words of Fraser (2017: 36), “focusing on what is absent, we ignore 
that which is present”. What is present, upon careful inspection, is a dy-
namic tension between constituent power represented by social move-
ments and citizen groups and constituted power represented by state ac-
tors, with the former serving at times as a radicalizing force for the latter 
(Ciccariello-Maher 2013a, Schiavoni 2017). This could be seen in the Seed 
Law battle and can also be seen today at the time as writing in the form of 
mounting protests by militant Venezuelan campesino movements, including 
a widely publicized twenty-day march to the capital, a hunger strike, and 
symbolic occupations of state agencies. Such protests are denouncing gov-
ernment corruption and “revolutionary reversals” such as a rollback of the 
gains of agrarian reform while at the same time affirming support for the 
Bolivarian government under Maduro (Dobson 2018; Pascual Marquina 
2018). While such positioning might seem altogether contradictory at a 
glance, an “intimate perspective” (Wolford and French 2016) reveals how 
the campesinos see the Bolivarian government as staking out a claim in the 
state for popular power, while it is the task of popular power to steer the 
government and hold it accountable. Such attitudes, common among 
movements identified with the Bolivarian Revolution, challenge limited 
notions of citizen engagement in governance associated with representa-
tive democracy. Venezuelan social movements and citizen groups have a 
much more hands-on conception of democracy that progressive move-
ments elsewhere might find instructive. 

Indeed, now is a moment for being hands-on, if ever there were one. 
At the same time that they are making strong demands of the government, 
food sovereignty movements continue to partner with the government in 
a variety of ways in an attempt to meet the many challenges at present. 
One interesting example is in the recent reemergence of casas de ali-
mentación, or “feeding houses”. Ubiquitous when I first started visiting 
Venezuela, feeding houses are government-supported and community-
powered initiatives to provide free nutritious meals to those most at risk 
of hunger and food insecurity. After being largely phased out with the near 
eradication of hunger in Venezuela prior to 2015 (and having been identi-
fied as a key support in this achievement), today feeding houses are being 
reinstated, once again in partnership between the government and com-
munities (Felicien 2018). This time, however, more agrarian movements 
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are taking notice and getting involved. The Pueblo a Pueblo effort is al-
ready partnering with eleven feeding houses in rural areas to supply them 
with fresh produce, and is in the process of making links with others, while 
a Semillas del Pueblo activist recently toured feeding houses in Caracas to 
explore possibilities for linkages.  

That feeding houses are attracting the attention of agrarian-oriented 
food sovereignty activists is significant for several reasons. First, it repre-
sents a further blurring of food security and food sovereignty approaches 
that have typically fallen along urban/rural lines, as well as a blurring of 
emancipatory efforts and social protection measures (touching upon the 
economic realm as well). Such developments also have the potential to 
address some of the shortcomings of feeding houses and other govern-
ment-supported feeding programs of the past that had been highly de-
pendent on “food from nowhere” (McMichael 2009), as described in 
Chapter 2, while at the same time building upon what did work in the past, 
in an interesting layering of approaches employed over the past two dec-
ades. While these linkages are still nascent as I write, they merit further 
attention and research for their transformative potential and speak to the 
ongoing dynamism of state-society interactions that continue to shape 
food sovereignty construction in Venezuela. 

On one level, this very moment in Venezuela is perhaps the most fruit-
ful moment for food sovereignty construction thus far over the course of 
the Bolivarian Revolution, since, as discussed in Chapter 3, food sover-
eignty has moved from being a political vision to also being an urgent 
material necessity, and relatedly, as discussed in Chapter 4, the combina-
tion of threats and opportunities at present is serving to push deeper and 
swifter movement toward food sovereignty on the ground. This in turn is 
driving new alliances and new, creative ways of operating and of stretching 
limited resources beyond what previously may have been imaginable. At 
the same time, on another level, this is also perhaps the least politically 
favorable moment for food sovereignty construction, as many of the re-
sources and forms of institutional support that once existed have all but 
dried up at a time in which they could not be more needed. And while 
food sovereignty movements are radicalizing in many ways, the same, for 
the most part, cannot be said of the government. In the face of growing 
pressures, including a new round of economic sanctions and further finan-
cial isolation imposed by the U.S. and its allies at the moment of writing, 
concessions to the private sector continue to be made, key institutional 
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positions are being filled by “functionaries” as opposed to those from the 
trenches and some of the more radical political projects such as the con-
struction of the comunas are being left to social movements to shoulder 
without the same level of state support they once felt in the past.   

The moment would seem to be ripe for another radicalizing swing from 
below to shake up and recalibrate the balance of power among state and 
societal forces associated with the Bolivarian Revolution. Indeed, this is 
arguably already being attempted with the campesino march and related 
events, including a recent 1000+ person-strong campesino rally held in the 
state of Táchira (Vaz 2018a). Among the demands of the campesinos, tell-
ingly, is a wholesale reform of the Ministry of Productive Agriculture and 
Land, discussed in Chapter 5. Given the aforementioned issues with this 
ministry, as well as the potential it has to contribute toward food sover-
eignty construction if transformed toward such ends, quite a bit of possi-
bility hinges on this proposal. And yet, despite the president having agreed 
to this demand, among others, in a recent meeting with representatives of 
the campesino march (Dobson 2018), thus far no action on the matter has 
been seen. This is why the campesinos continue to mobilize, with increasing 
levels of militancy, at the time of writing. They are also joined by their 
urban counterparts, particularly urban-based movements who see a radical 
deepening of the construction of comunas as the way forward. As Robert 
Lanza of the comuna El Panal 2021 of Caracas explains: 

And we say: with the Mendozas1 of the world we cannot come out of the 
current crisis... so we are against concessions. As barrio dwellers and cam-
pesinos, we are the insurgent subject that will make the Bolivarian Revo-
lution flourish… if some do not want this, if some are afraid of Chavez 
and his radical proposal, all we can say is that for us there are no two ways 
to go about this. (Pascual Marquina and Lanza 2018) 

El Panal is at the forefront of urban comunas actively working toward 
economic transformation, through, for instance, a variety of industrial pro-
jects (including a sugar packaging plant, a textile factory and several bak-
eries), multiple food sovereignty efforts across the urban-rural divide (in-
cluding a close partnership with Pueblo a Pueblo) and its own communal 

                                                 
1 By Mendozas, Lanza is referring to the Mendoza Fleury family that owns the 
country’s largest private food and beverage company, Empresas Polar, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 3. 
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bank and communal currency (Vaz 2018b). And it is one of a number of 
groups that met recently at the time of writing for a day-long conference 
on popular power and economic policy focused on a radical scaling of 
alternative economic measures, of which food sovereignty was a key focus 
area (Vaz 2018b).  

The assertion made in Chapter 2, at the start of this study – that “the 
jury is very much out on the future trajectories of the food sovereignty 
efforts currently underway in Venezuela” – remains as much the case as 
ever today. This brings us back to food sovereignty as a process and to the HRI 
framework, which seems a good note to nearly end on. As mentioned ear-
lier, HRI had very much been informed by earlier interactions with Vene-
zuelan social movements, who in many ways embody the elements of HRI 
in their ways of thinking and acting. Particularly striking has been the his-
torical perspective apparent among countless grassroots activists with 
whom I have interacted – the understanding of their struggles as a direct 
extension of struggles of the past, as well their analysis of the historical 
roots of the challenges at present. To share just one example out of many, 
a veteran food sovereignty activist and community nutrition educator with 
the National Institute of Nutrition explained to me, “When people com-
plain about how bad conditions are right now ‘compared to before’, I ask 
them before when?” She then went on to describe the harsh realities of her 
life growing up in a poor family in a Caracas barrio in the decades prior to 
1999. She added, “The people have a wisdom – we’re being quiet right 
now [not joining the street protests happening at that moment] because 
we understand where the bad is coming from, why, and what we represent 

by being here.”2 By “what we represent by being here”, she was referring, 
again, to the political space claimed by popular power that the Bolivarian 
Revolution represents to her and many others after living through decades 
of poverty, food insecurity and political marginalization. As she sees it, the 
crisis at present represents the latest in a long line of struggles already en-
dured by herself and her ancestors before her – one more struggle to also 
overcome.  

It is such a historically-grounded understanding of the present that has 
led many of the grassroots activists I spoke with to categorically reject the 
“end of the progressive cycle in Latin America” framing that has become 
popular parlance in academic circles (Gilbert 2016). For them, this is not 

                                                 
2 Interview, Caracas, 13 July 2017. 
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about a cycle but about permanent struggle – struggle long predating any 
recent political regime and struggle that will not cease before the end goal 
of liberation is reached. As such, food sovereignty movements are not 
wringing their hands in the face of the enormous challenges at present, 
nor have they gone into mere survival mode. Instead, they are working to 
address immediate needs at present while simultaneously working toward 
the deeper transformation that they have long envisioned. That this is hap-
pening against so many odds in Venezuela might provide inspiration to 
those fighting what feel like uphill battles in efforts toward food sover-
eignty construction elsewhere. I hope this study can be one small contri-
bution toward that. 

Before closing, I want to return to the point mentioned earlier regard-
ing co-generation of transformational knowledge. As Levkoe et al. (2018: 
4) have noted, building upon insights of activists in the field, food sover-
eignty construction itself is very much about knowledge co-creation. This 
is reflected in the fifth pillar of food sovereignty identified by social move-
ments (builds knowledge and skills) as well as being a common thread running 
through each of the six pillars (Nyéléni 2007b). As such, academic research 
has tremendous potential to add value to already ongoing processes of 
knowledge co-creation in food sovereignty struggles, at the same time that 
if not done thoughtfully, it has the potential to undermine such processes. 
Key is for scholars to recognize and connect with the already ongoing 
processes of knowledge production amongst grassroots practitioners in 
the field – as well as local researchers/scholar-activists already accompa-
nying these efforts – and to make this the starting point of the research 
process. This is what I attempted to do as I went along, but had I had the 
foresight of doing so more intentionally from the start, the outcome would 
likely have been even more fruitful. I propose that we build such practice 
into our research processes in an intentional manner, and that this become 
a basic norm of food sovereignty research.   

This, I believe, represents the cutting edge of food sovereignty research 
and perhaps the most important ongoing conversation to be had among 
food sovereignty researchers and practitioners. Fortunately, such conver-
sations are increasingly happening, as evidenced by a number of recent 
works on this very theme, fresh off the press as I write (e.g., Levkoe et al. 
2018, Reynolds et al. 2018, Croog et al. 2018). Similar conversations are 
also happening in related fields (e.g., Stirling et al. 2018), and then of 
course there are those researchers whose work has been embodying such 
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principles all along, who serve as important points of reference (Kamal et 
al. (2015) and White (2018) being two of my personal inspirations). I take 
comfort in knowing that both current and future generations of research-
ers and activists will have more resources to serve as inspiration and guid-
ance going forward. At the same time, as the Seed Law activists reflected, 
“We make the road by walking”, and this will and must continue to be the 
case when it comes to co-generation of transformational knowledge, no 
matter how much further the literature advances in this area. Just as move-
ments continue to evolve and adapt in the face of shifting agrifood politics, 
so too must our research. This is because, to borrow once again from the 
Seed Law activists, falling back on the same old approaches will not yield 
the types of new insights and ideas so urgently needed to address the social 
and ecological challenges currently confronting us.  

For those coming at this work from within academia, this involves 
looking not only outward, but inward as well, challenging the norms that 
make academia inhospitable to this type of work, from how resources are 
allocated to how different forms and outputs of knowledge production are 
valued to the structures upholding patriarchy, racism and other forms of 
oppression within our own walls. I believe that working to dismantle these 
structures (while building something new) is not an endeavor to be done 
on the side, but is in fact part of the process of co-creation of transforma-
tional knowledge, in food sovereignty research and beyond. I feel deeply 
privileged, through my work in Venezuela together with a truly revolution-
ary group of activists and scholar activists, to have gotten a taste of what 
another form of scholarship, and another type of academia, might look 
like. This research is in large part an outcome of and a testament to that. 
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