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Introduction: The Gendered Politics of Food
and the Challenge of Staying Alive

Agriculture, the growing
source of livelihood for
especially women, as wel

of food, is both the most important

the majority of the wotld’s people,

ey S W lasf the sector relared to the most funda-
economic rights, the right to food and nutrition.

Women were the world’s onginal food producers, and continue
to be central to food production systems in the global South,
n tcrms_uf‘ Thf‘- work they do in the food chain. The worldwide
dCSITl{Ct]Uﬂ of the feminine knowledge of agriculture, evolved
ety t_“u': to five thousand yvears, by 2 handful of white male
sciennists in less than two decades has not merely violated women
As experts — since their expertise in agriculture is related to
modelling agriculture on nature’s system of renewability — the
destruction of their expertise has gone hand in hand with the
ecological destruction of naturc’s processes and the economic
destruction of poor people in rural arcas,

Agriculture has been evolved by women. Most farmers in the
world are women, and most girls are furare farmers; they learn
the skills and knowledge of farming in ficlds and farms. What is
grown on farms determines whose livelihoods are secured, what
is eaten, how much is eaten, and by whom it is earen. Wommen
also make the most significant contribution to food secutity by
producing more than half the wotld’s food, and providing more
than 80 per cent of the food needs of food-insecure household
and regions.

Food security is therefore directly linked to women’s food-
producing capacity. Constraines on their capacity leads to erosion
of food security, especially for poor households in poor regions.
From field to kitchen, from sced to food, women’s strength is
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as increasing food production four ames, small ece logical farms

have productivity that is hundreds of tmes highcr than large P
industrial farms based op conventional farms.
Women farmers in the Third World are prc(_]om.mmdy sma!]-:
farmers. They provide the basis of fcmd securty; _and thf:y pro-
wide food securty in partnership with orher specics. This part-

aership berween women and biodiversity has k _ fec
through history, at the present timc, and will continue to feed

the world in the future. It is this partnership that needs to be

preserved and promoted to ensure food security. o
Agriculture basced on diversity, decentralisation and impro-
ving small farm productivity through ecological methods is a
women-centered, nature-friendly agriculture. In this agﬁculw
rure, knowledge is shared, other specics and plants are kin, not
‘property’, and sustainability is based on renewal of the earth’s
fertility, and the renewal and regeneraton of biodiversity and
species richness on farms ro provide internal inputs. 1n our:
paradigms, there is no place for monocultures of genetically
engineered crops and IPR monopolies on seeds. TR
hfiopﬂcultutcs and monopolies symbolise a masculinisation
of agriculture. The war mentality underlying mﬂ.ltar}f—mdusmal g
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housechold or local level, some 15 marketed locally, some goes to

distant places. Women-centered agriculture is the basis of fc :'" I
security for rural communities. When the household-community
'« food-secure, the girl child 1s food-secure. Wl_mn d}e houseth é:
and community are food-insecure, 1t 13 the girl child who px #
the highest prii:c in terms of malnutrinqn_becausc of.' gender |
discrimination. When access to food diminishes, the girl child’s
share is last and least. _ {8
The politics of food is gendered at muldple levels.
First, food production, processing and provisioning has been
women's domain in the social division of labour (women grew, -
cooked, processed and served food). Women-centered food

systems arc based on sharing and caring, on conservation an
well-being,
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Second, corporate globalisation driven by capitalist patriz r .
has transformed food, food production and distribution. The

control over the entire food chain, from seed to table, is shifting
from women’s hands to glohal corporations who are today’s “glo-
bal patriarchs’. In the process, seed is turning to non-seed. Seed
multiplies and reproduces; genetically modified and hybrid seeds
are non-renewable. Food is nourishment; as an ancient Indian
text says, ‘Evervthing is food, everything is something else’s
food.” Corporate-controlled food is no longer food, it becomes N
a commodity — totally interchangeable between biofuel for

LY %
s,
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driving a - ttt"q for factory farms ot tood for the hungry.
Not "‘nl?." 1S Fox d Il'h:"'r‘]*:“"i"-L*--'n-‘lr1rt‘m.*i'n"~i knowledge and wr_mrk skills
l“'““-_h“' UVILY ii'f':il creativity are destroved. il

_1 ‘ve Gene Giants and Five Food Giants have replaced billions
of ey PH_‘du':ﬁ‘“" and processe e, Creating new risks for food
security and food safery. In 2008, food rines ;_r;nk place in more
than 40 COUNLTIES as prices skyrocketed, More than one billon
people i {h‘""wf'{ access to food, and another two billion are
cursed wiath obesity and related diseases due to eating industrial /
an t_-.md:-'.. Among those who suffer the two kinds of mal-
nutritton, women and gitls are the worst affected.

‘ I]‘Ilfi:i, a new iumj revolution is underway, building on
women s tood and agriculture hetitage to create just, sustainable

-.:_nd lﬁt;ﬂrh}f food systems which secure safe and healthy food
O All.

First the sced: globalisation and
the gendered politics of seed

Seed is the first link in the food chain. For five thousand years
peasants have produced their own seeds, seleccting, storing
ﬂ“d, replanting, and letting nature take its course in the food
chain. The feminine principle has been conserved through the
conservation of seeds by women in their work in food and grain
storage. With the preservation of genetic diversity and the self-
rencwability of food crops, has heen associated the control by
women and Third Wotld peasants on germ plasm, the source of
all plant wealth. All this changed with the green revolution.

The green revolution commereialised and povaused sceds,
removing the control over plant genetic resources from Third
World peasant women and giving it over 1o western male tech-
nocrats in the International Maize and Wheat Improvement
Centre (CIMMY'T), the Internmional Rice Research Institute
and multinational sced corporations.

Women have acted as custodians of the common genctic
heritage through the preservadon of grain. Tn a stody of rural
women of Nepal, it was found that seed sclection is primarily
a female responsibility; in 6(0.4 per cent of the cases, women
alone decided which type of seed to use, while men decided in
only 20.7 per cent cases. As to who actually performs the task
of seed sclection in cases wherc the family decides to use their
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his work 1s done by women alone in 81.2 I~.__
holds, by both sexes In eight per cent, andlbyn %

).8 per cent iu;u;*-chmldﬁ. ' :
Throughout India, even in umes of scarcity, grain for seeq
. erved In every household, so that the cycle of food &
“ a-:: i{i;:t:l.:;‘l was not interrupted by 1ts loss. The.' peasant “Dmm'-'
n? Ludia have carefully maintai n?d the’]‘ rogpweil. food
production over thousands nh)c?iﬁ' . I common -";'.
evolved over millenmia, was dr:llr}c as ‘primitive cultivarg’ b
the masculinist view of seeds, which saw its own new Pﬂﬂdﬂﬂh
as ‘advanced varctcs. : xea
a The groen revolution was a strategy for breeding out th, o
feminine prnciple by the destruction of the self-reproducing
character and genetic diversity of secds. The death of the fem:
inine principle in plant breeding was the beginning of seeds
becoming a source of profits and control. The hybrid ‘miracle’
sceds are a commercial miracle, because farmers are forced 1o
buy new supplies of them cvery ycar — they do not reproduce
themselves. Gains from hybrids do not roduce seeds that
duplicate the same result becausc hybrids do not pass on heir
vigour to the next gencration. With hybridisation, seeds could
no more be viewed as a sourcc of plant life, producing susten-
ance through food and nutrition; they were now a sOurce ¢
private profit only. o
Green revolution varieties of seeds were clearly not the best
altcrnative for increasing food production from the poinr of |
view of nature, women and poor peasants. They were usctul
for corporations that wanted to find new avenues in seed and
fertiliser salcs, and they werc useful for rich farmers wanting to
make profits. The international agencies which financed resea
on the new seeds also provided the money for their distribut
The impossible task of selling a new variety to millions of sr
peasants who could not afford to buy the sceds was solved by
the World Bank, UNDP, FAO and a host of bilateral aid pre
es which began to accord high priority to the distribution
of high-yielding varnety seed in their aid programmes. S0
Over the past decade, through new property rights and ne
technologies, corporations have hijacked the diversity of life
earth and people’s indigenous innovation. Intellectual Property
Rights regimes, globalised through the TRIPs agreement of

own seeds, t
of the house
alone 10 only 11
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diversity-based tr;ulil_:nlml htl‘*;l‘ll‘h{‘ﬂrt:;{j;'?:(iill‘ltilﬁ bciﬁng kepr aljy
by 360,740 _,.\},.,i".w‘{‘“HI-,kuHmu:r:-i, 2 J 7 NAN! CXPerts an,
11.644 specialists of Stddha, ﬂcr::n.rding rt:r an cthno- tanieg]
sui"vcy inn the late 1990s, In addition mil ions of housewives
birth attendants and herbal healers carry on village-based hea
tm'tli‘l}?:-“:l:nring and exchange of biological resources ; 1'

ropertics and use has been the norm jr

knowledge of their p . | |
all indigenous societies, and it continues to be 80 in most cor

munities, including modern ones. But sharing and exchange
are converted 10to ‘piracy’ when individuals, organisations op

corporations who receive biodiversity and knowledge from
indigenous commul

sities freely, convert this gift into private
property through 1R claims. -

Seed, the common resource shared and saved by women,
now becomes the ‘property’ of Monsanto for which royalties
must be paid. Sced pirated from communitces 18 nOw treated as
‘pirated’ if it is saved or shared. The highest human values are
converted into a crime; the lowest human traits are elevated to
‘intellectual property rights’. F

The Trade Related Intellecrual Property Rights Agreement
of WTO is the one aspect of globalisation which can become
the biggest threat to people’s food security when combined with
the opening up of the seed industry. The scetion of T RTPS that
most directly affects farmers’ rights and agriculture biodiversity
is Article 27.3.3(b}, which states: S

Parties may exclude from patentability plants and animals orh
than micro-organisms, and cssentially biological processes for ,J
production of plants or animals other than non—biological_’_a’ﬁ_
micro-biological processes. However, pastics shall provide for the
protection of plant varietics cither by patents or by an ctfecrive sﬁi
generis system or by any combination thercof. This provision shall

be reviewed four vears after the entry into force of the Apreement
establishing the WTO, B> 52

The article thus allows two forms of IPRs in plants — P.ﬂ.tt':ﬂtﬂ"?
and a sui generic system. The Patent Act and the National Plant
Variety legislation drafts are becoming a major concern of

K

contest between public interest and corporate interest.



Tentrodaction  ix

The 1970 Patent Act excluded all methods of agriculr_ulrc and
hotticulture from patentability. In addition, the exclusion of
product patents in the area of agro-chemicals was also ensured
through Section 5a, The Patent {Amendment) Bill 1995 removes
these restrictions in the field of agriculture. Further, since it does
not ardculate new demarcation criteria for excluﬂim?, it aﬂuv.fza
the patenting of plants, plant products, plant characteristics, their

- gencs, bio-pesticides, bio-fertiligers, ete. The totally unrestricted

scope of patentng in agriculture that this Bill Frupy£¢' would
have undermined Indian agriculture, threatened Indian farmers,
and imperilled food security. It failed to pass through Parliament
because of rthese serious implications. :

In Navdanya, we conserve 2,006 fice varicties it our comtnunity
seed banks, one of which is basmat, the aromatic rice for which
Dchradun is famous. This varicty, which farmets in my Vﬂ’-‘leff’
have been growing for centuries, is today being claitned as "an
instant invention of a novel rice line’ by a US Carporation
called Rice Tec (patent no. 3,663,434, The ‘neetn’ which our
mothers and grandmothers have used for centurics as a ek
cide and fungicide, has heen patented for rhese uses by WR.
Grace, another US corporation. We have challenged (:_race’s
patent with the Greens in the Curopean Parliament and in the
European Patent Office.

This phenomenon of biopiracy chrough which western cor-
porations are siealing centuties of collective knowledge and
innovation carried out by Third World women is now reaching
cpidemic proportions. Such biopiracy is now being jusufied by
Monsanto as a new ‘partnership’ between agri-business and Third
World women. For us, theft canmol be the basis of partnership
— partnership implies equality and muatual respect. Partnership
with Third World women necessitates changes in the WO/
TRITPS agreement which pratects the pirates and punishes the
original innovatots, as in the case of the US,/India TRIPS dis-
pute. Iralso requires changes in the US Patent Act which allows
rampant piracy of our biodiversity-related knowledge, Thesc
changes are essennal to cnsure thar our collective knowledge
and innovation are protected, and that women are recognised
and respected as knowers and biodiversity expercs.

.._"
i



s Imtvoduction

Raw to cooked: the gendered politics of

food processing

- i L "
{ patriarchal ‘mtellectual pt'r‘lpi'f'ﬁ' 1IF:1Ta::rc:ffu;;;ddm _

. H - . - 1 W r( L] s ]
biodiversity and usurp woinens knowledg

L f 'r
ek aeat . to sanitary’ laws — food safery
ced. ‘sanitary and phyto saniat : +
ra Yoty ' : pitalist patriarchy — is used

- 4 " - - :l
defined from the perspechive of ¢ 2 * |
to destrov women's expertise 10 producing quality, health and ]

N eplacing it with cocessed junk food., 3 S
m.'tﬁ:::::;:;:l ic \"l'fl”(J ptl'ﬁ‘nﬁﬁ-iﬂﬂﬁ lay down that rh':' e
five per cent market access may lhavc to be given b‘}un?portmg
countries, developed countrics 1MpOSE cclrrmli q";"‘ ly norms; =
product specifications and other sanitary ﬂﬂL p B'E'Ei'ﬁaﬂlmr}' 3
regulations, The LU for exqmplc, now Insfusts T :ait milking cows
be fully mechanised to avoid contaminaton 2 potable water
used to process milk! It also prescr] bes that only steel machinery
and filtered air be used for processing. 1 0+ﬂdhcre to these norms
the Indian dairy industry may have to invest much capital in
the required infrasrructure, eithet through cooperative cf&aru.';i.
Of cooperative scclor interventon. Howevet, this 1s likely to
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increase the cost of milk at the present yield level. Besides, this
is hevond the financial capability of most catle owners as they
have only one or two milking animals. Similar measures have
been prescribed for agro-processing, ‘ .

When new IPR regimes are introduced in the teehnologically
and culturally plural cconomy of India — which has not been
crushed by formalisation of laws but been governed by custom-
ary cﬂdﬂ‘d' and maoral law — we have to ensute that ChﬂﬂgCﬂ :..I_.,
introduced into our natonal laws in the context of globalisation
have the nccessary safeguards for preventing piracy, including
biopiracy, breeders” rights, and cultural and intellectual piracy.

The attack on local processing

Global agr-business is now attempting to take over food proces-
sing by makinyg {resh, locally produced food appear ‘backward’,
and stale food clothed in aluminium and plastic appear ‘moderr’.
Industrial processing and packaging was first applied to edible
oils, destroying the livelibood of oil-mill operators and small
farmers because of imported soyabeans, An attempt is now
being made to take over the wheat cconomy,
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We arc what we eat.
But what are we cating? -
W hat are we growing on our faems? How are we growing.
What impact does it have on our health and on the plane
Vood safety, food security and agriculture are intimately in
related. How we grow our food and what we grow determis
what we eat and who eats, 1t determines the quality and safi
of our food. Yet food safety, food security and agriculture
been separated from each other. Food is being produced in ¥
that is robbing the majority of people of it, and compell
those who eat to consuming bad food. One billion people
the planct are hungry; another two billion are suffering Tor
food-related diseases such as obesity, diabetes and hyperter 2>
Those who are not getting access to food are victims 0
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as COMN I8 Y 'I'I'.i‘ﬂﬂ.I',h' ]""”H nsed to make {'thnﬂnl rl'Jf.

doubled : . :
nola are all bewny diverted to teed cars whu.--

fuel. Corn, soya, ca
people starve. |
The globalisation and industrialisation of
agriculture and food systems
ACTross the wnrl..L ] l'mul tkun:llni 18 Ht‘t‘.ul‘rifig, tmnsfur !
<mall farms run largely by fernale peasants into ‘factories’ Pro.
ducing ‘commaodities’. Crlobalisation hlnn led to greater indug.
trialisation of agriculire, and industrial agriculture displaceg
women from productive work on the lupd. : ¢
Agriculture gh\hnligﬂtiﬂﬂ has been driven h}r‘agri-busincu“'
secking global markets for their non-rencwable inputs — sceds,
fertilisers and pesticides — as well as markets for their food
commodities. The Agriculture Agreement of WTO and the
structural adjustment Programimes of the World Bank
been the most important instruments for the globalisation of
agriculture. This globalisation involves mulaple shifts: it shifts
control over food production from local and national levels o
the global level, and from womern farmets to global corporations,

whether it be in the area of sced of systems of maintaining and

renewing soil fertility. i
The industrialisation of agriculture marks a shifr from internal
inputs to purchased, external inputs, from ecological to chemieal,
from biodiversity to monocultures, And it is a shift from women
as the primary source of knowledge and skills about farmi g
__ from seed saving to composting, cultivating poly-cultures |
in the right balance, harvesting, storage, processing — to an
#71

agriculturc without women. L
FHumanity has eaten mote than 80,000 edible plants through

its evolution. More than 3,000 have bcen used consistently.
However, we now rely on just eight crops to provide 75 per cent
of the world’s food, and with genetic engineering, production
has narrowed to three crops — corn, soya, canola. Now these,
too, are being diverted to biofuel. Monocultures are destroying
biodiversity, our health, and the quality and diversity of food aﬂ§ :

they lead to malnutrition—for those who are underfed as well

as those who are overfed. Monocultures have been promoted
as an essental component of industrial isolaton, assumed to
produce more food. However, all they produce is more control

3
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fuel of the poor; they are the food of W .
clectricity and transport, Liquig
hiofuels, in |~.-:|rriruhn' cthanol, :n_nll hm]‘!lffu'i 'r‘u;{;’nnc of the '
fastest ;1!'::\\-'"1;17'*"*'“”-'" of pre "I””“""'I('r":'tf ¥ C}fcﬂrch for =
alternatves to fossil fuels, l.“ th o :I\-‘f!!_t. rtne L:(I!f.ﬁltf't})p ¢ of peak _
oil :Iﬂll £ 8] 1':'{]!!(':' car 1“};11]{' “n!iﬁ“ {”ﬂ' e f ](1? by pfﬁSi- '
dent. George Bush tried to pass I{';{Thl:lllut‘:l to make the use of 1

indatory by 2017. M. Alexandep

- 1ilL; of ls m

.‘-."? |‘1IH|”“ “.‘1",1.”-\ Uf ]‘IHIIII{. I!\

¢ the Sustainable Development Department of the FAO hag
stated: “The gradual move away from oil has begun. Over the

next 15 to 20 years We may scc hi‘fﬁlclg pmviclir_}g a full ?5 per
cent of the world’s energy needs’” Global production of biofuels
Aone has doubled in the [ast five years and is likely to double
again in the next four. Among the countries that h_ﬂvc Cﬂﬂcteqa
new pru—hiﬂi‘lll" policy in rc_m:ent years afc Argcntinaf Ausm[m’ 3

a, Feuador, India, Indonesia, Malawi,

Canada, China, Colombi: ' dia, : :
Malaysia, Mexico, Mozambique, the Philippines, Senegal, South

Africa, Thailand and Zambia. 1 2y

There are two types of industrial biofuels — ethanol and
bio-diesel. Ethanol can be produced from products rich in
caccharose, such as sugarcane and molasses, substances rich
ley and wheat, and is blended with

in starch such as maize, batle)

petrol. Bio-diesel is produced from vegetables only, such as palm
oil, soya oil an '3

are not the

hiotuels | |
poot |r;nuirhl'1‘l‘|l'¢l into heat,

]‘Illi‘ltl

d rapeseed oil, and is blended with diesel. it
Representatives of organisations and social movements from
Brazil, Bolivia, Costa Rica, Colombia, Guatemala and the Domi-
nican Republic in a declaraton titled ‘Full Tanks at the Costof
Empty Stomachs’, wrote, “The current model of production of
bio-energy is sustained by the same elements that have always
caused the oppression of our people’s approptiation of territory,
of natural resources, and the labor force.” And Fidel Castro in
an article titled ‘Foodstuff as Imperial Weapon: Biofucls and
Global Hunger’ says, ‘“More than three billion people are being
condemned to a premature death from hunger and thitst’ ¢ S
Worldwide, the biofuel sector has grown rapidly. United
States and Brazil have established ethanol industries, and the
European Union is fast catching up in exploring the potental
market. Governments all over the wortld are encouraging biofuel
production with favourable policies. United States is pushing
other nations in the South to go in for biofucl production so
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million ‘missing’ women — those who were not allowed to be
botn I?ccauﬁe of sex-selective abortions,

It female fmf!icidc were only a result of a trachitional bias
against women, 1t would be restricted to areas where the bias
against girls has been extreme in the past, and would decline as
socio-economic changes eroded traditional structures. However,
it is spreading like a plague across Indian society: regions with
high ::cpnnmic growth and more tapid ‘modegnisation’ and
integration into the global economy exhibit higher rates of
female focticide and lower child sex ratios. The greatcr the
economic growth and prosperity, the larger the number of
missing girls.

Food has literally become a life and deach issue for wornet,
whether it is through hunger and starvation; sclf-starvation in
the form of anorexia nervosa; obesity; or female focticide.

Worldwide, women are resisting the policies which destroy
the basis of theit livelihood and food sovercignty, They are
also creating alternatives 1o guarantee food security for their
communitics based on different principles and methads than
thosc governing the dotninant, profi--orented global economy.
They are:

+ Localisation and regionalisation instead of globalisation
Non violence instead of aggressive domination
Fquity and reciprocity instead of competition
Respect for the integrity of nature and her specics
Understanding humans as part of naturc instead of as

masters over Namc.
. Protection of biodiversiry in production and consumption

‘I'he fature of food needs to be reclaimed by women, shaped
by women, and democtatically controlled by women. Only
when food is in women’s hands wi both food and women be

secure.
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