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Food systems primary goal should be to nourish human beings. And yet, the current industrial food
system, with its proﬁt-maximising ethos, is not achieving that goal despite producing food in excess. On
the contrary, this system is the main driver of malnutrition on the planet, as well as environmental
degradation. Nonetheless, food systems also play a double role as Nature's steward. Deciding which role
we want food systems to play will very much depend on the idea we have about food. What is food for
humans? The dominant narrative of the industrial food system undeniably considers food as a tradeable
commodity whose value is mostly determined by its price. This narrative was crafted and disseminated
initially by academics, who largely favoured one option (commodiﬁcation of food) over the others (food
as commons or public good). In this research, the author aims to understand how academia has explored
the value-based considerations of food as commodity and private good (hegemonic narratives) compared
to considerations of food as commons and public good (alternative narratives). A systematic literature
review of academic papers since 1900 has been carried out with Google Scholar™, using different
searching terms related to “food þ commons”, “food þ commodity”, “food þ public good” and
“food þ private good”. Following the PRISMA methodology to clean the sample, a content analysis has
been carried out with the 70 references including “food þ commons” and “food þ public good”. Results
clearly show that both topics are very marginal subjects in the academic milieu (only 179 results before
cleaning) but with a sharp increase in the eight years that followed the 2008 food crisis. On the contrary,
“food þ commodity” presents almost 50,000 references since 1900 (before cleaning), with a remarkable
increase since the 1980s, coincidental with the dominance of neoliberal doctrines. The phenomenological approach to food (epitomised in the “food as” searching term) largely prevails over the ontological
approach to food (“food is”) except when food is identiﬁed as a “private good”. This result points to the
ontological absolute ”food is a private good” developed by the economic scholars as a dominant narrative
that locked other valuations of food by legal, political or historical scholars or non-scientiﬁc epistemologies. In a world where the industrial food system has clearly proven its unﬁtness to feed us
adequately in a sustainable way, the need for academia to explore other food valuations seems more
urgent than ever. Scholars need to approach other narratives of food (as commons or public good) that go
beyond the hegemonic and permitted ideas, unlocking unexplored food policy options to guarantee
universal access to food for all humans, regardless their purchasing power, without mortgaging the
viability of our planet.
© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Nowadays, human activity in the terrestrial biosphere is the
single greatest factor modifying the structure of landscapes across
the globe (Ellis and Ramankutty, 2008). The human societies living
on Earth are already in a new geological era, known as the
Anthropocene (Crutzen and Stoemer, 2000; Waters et al., 2016)
characterised by one single driver, the human species, being a
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major player affecting Earth's natural variability. Actually, we are
mortgaging the livelihood of future generations to maximise economic and development gains in the present (Whitmee et al., 2015)
with patterns of overconsumption of natural resources that are
unsustainable and far beyond planetary capabilities (Steffen et al.,
2015). That may ultimately cause the collapse of our civilisation
and our very existence as a species (Barnosky et al., 2012; Horton
et al., 2014). And within the wide array of human actions, food
production, including agriculture, ﬁshing and food produced for
non-human consumption, is the biggest transformer of Earth,
contributing signiﬁcantly to degradation of natural habitats, arable
land and losses of wild biodiversity (Scherr and McNeely, 2012;
€m et al., 2017). Nonetheless, food systems also play a
Rockstro
double role as Nature's steward (Brandon et al., 2005; Harvey et al.,
2008; Whitmee et al., 2015; Wittman et al., 2016), especially when
they are managed under agro-ecological principles (Bengtsson
et al., 2005). Deciding which role we want food systems to play
will very much depend on the idea we have about food. What is
food for humans? How do we regard, value and approach an
essential resource for our survival and societal development?
I examine in this paper the role of the academic scholars in
developing, promoting, undervaluing or even avoiding speciﬁc
value-based narratives associated to food since 1900, namely the
consideration of food as a commodity (and the associated consideration as a private good); or, alternatively, as a commons (and
public good as associated term). Narratives are considered as social
constructs intertwined with values, ideological stances, priorities
and aspirational beliefs, and they shape the transition pathways
(Fairbairn, 2012; Geels et al., 2015) and the referencing framings
that condition the policies of the possible and discard non-accepted
political beliefs treating them as “naïve”, “utopian”, “undoable” or
“delusional” (Goffman, 1974; Wright, 2010). The value-based
consideration of food is therefore regarded as a key element to
understand the narratives that sustain different transition pathways in the global food system. In that sense, academia is a major
contributor to constructing, polishing and disseminating the
dominant narratives that are then shaping public policies, corporate ethos and moral economies (Allen, 2008).
Nevertheless, academia's contribution to deﬁne narratives of
transition is also conditioned by the context where it takes place,
the historical developments and hegemonic positions of powerful
actors (Steinberg, 1998), and thus the framing process is dialectical
and evolving (Benford and Snow, 2000). Concepts are framed in
accordance with the shifting political and discursive situation but
they also have a role in shaping the dominant discourse (Ferree and
Merrill, 2000). Applying this rationale to our research, academia is
not isolated from the dominant narratives that pervade the circles
of the ruling and ﬁnancial elite (Wallerstein, 2016), and therefore its
role in shaping a dominant understanding of food as a commodity
(hegemonic narrative) or a commons (fringe narrative) is inﬂuential to the ruling agents as well as inﬂuenced by the ruling agents.
The article is structured as follows: in the ﬁrst section, recognizing the multiple meanings food is bestowed with, the opposing
normative views of food as commodity and commons are explained
in detail, including (a) the historical interpretation of the enclosure
and commodiﬁcation of food, a process exacerbated in the last
decades of last century; and (b) the renaissance of the valuation of
food as a commons by contemporary civic food initiatives (reinventing food meanings) and customary food systems (resisting the
transformation of traditional food meanings). The second section
presents the methodology that will be used to undertake the systematic analysis of the valuations of food in scholar literature in
English since 1900. The main goal here is to understand how the
academics have addressed both concepts, with a detailed content
analysis of those exploring the fringe narrative (food as a commons
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or public good). The third section includes the quantitative and
qualitative analysis of the research terms associated to the
normative valuations in Google Scholar™. The numerical analysis
breaks down the four clusters of searching terms related to food as
a commodity, private good, commons and public good. The qualitative analysis deepens the interpretation and contextual meaning
of food as a commons and public good in the academic literature,
with 70 references analysed. The thousands of academic references
to food as a commodity renders the in-depth analysis unattainable
at this point, although it merits to be done in the future to shed light
on the commodiﬁcation process of food. Finally, the fourth section
deals with the conclusions that highlight the widening gap in
scholarly knowledge between the normative view of food as a
commodity and that of the commons. Academia has been shaped
by the dominant narratives of privatisation, enclosures and
commodiﬁcation but it has also shaped and enriched the dominant
narratives, especially the economic epistemology of private goods,
privileging the commodiﬁcation of food over its commoniﬁcation.
2. What is food: a commodity or a commons?
Food is a resource with multiple meanings and different valuations for societies and individuals. As an essential resource for our
survival (De Schutter and Pistor, 2015), the desire for food is the
most powerful driver of human agency (Malthus, 1798/1872;
Grodzins-Gold, 2015). Food can be rightly considered a societal
compounder (Ellul, 1990, p53), a network of meanings and relationships (Szymanski, 2014), a subject to gain and exert power
(Sumner, 2011) and a means to contest the established power
balance (McMichael, 2000). Or all of them together. Moreover, food
is nature, culture and religious beliefs. Food shapes morals and
norms, triggers enjoyment and social life, substantiate art and
culture (gastronomy), affects traditions and identity, relates to animal ethics and determines and is shaped by power and control.
Therefore, this multiple and relevant meanings cannot be reduced
to the one of tradeable good. The value of food cannot be fully
expressed by its price in the market, as the Spanish poet Antonio
Machado once nicely said: “only the fools confuse value and price”.1
The six dimensions of food posited by Vivero-Pol (2017a), namely
food as an essential life enabler, a natural resource, a human right, a
cultural determinant, a tradeable good and a public good, cannot be
reduced to the mono-dimensional valuation of food as a commodity. Actually, many scholars engaged with alternative food
movements e be that food sovereignty, right to food, transition
towns, agroecology, de-growth or alter-globalisation e agree that
food should not be considered as a commodity (Castree, 2003;
Rosset, 2006; Zerbe, 2009) although just a few dare to value it as
a commons (Dalla Costa, 2007; Akram-Lodhi, 2013; Roberts, 2013;
Rundgren, 2016). Likewise, none of the well-known critics of the
absolute commodiﬁcation of nature ever questioned the nature of
food as a commodity, least to say proposing its reconsideration as a
commons (Marx, 1867; Polanyi, 1944; Appadurai, 1986; Ostrom,
1990; Radin, 2001).
Following Ileana Szymanski's analysis (Szymanski, 2015, 2016),
food has a multiplicity of meanings some of which oppose one
another, a description that perfectly mirrors the different dimensions of food, being some of them contradictory like being a
human right and a commodity at the same time. This author,
applying the critical feminist approach to objectivity, science and
knowledge to food (cf. Longino, 2001), states that food is nothing
but a social construction (humans decide what is food and what is
not eatable by moral or religious reasons) and the epistemological

1

“Solo los necios confunden valor y precio” in the original.
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valuation of food shapes the politics to be applied to food governance (Szymanski, 2015). So, by deﬁning what food is, we are also
describing what and who we are, and how do we govern food.
Two other important elements can be read from her analysis.
The ﬁrst one is the understanding of food is always “situated”,
generated by individuals that are embedded in a speciﬁc time, place
and epistemic domain (generating its own knowledge and using a
particular vocabulary). Therefore, the ontological or phenomenological meaning of food, expressed in this research as “food is …” or
“food as …” respectively, will vary throughout history and geographies, presenting contradictory meanings for different dimensions and having incommensurable vocabularies very often. As
a corollary, the valuation of food as a commodity or a commons is
always constructed by situated agents, individuals and societies,
with speciﬁc backgrounds, knowledge-restricted epistemologies
and embedded in the dominant paradigms, modes, habits and “a la
mode” theories of their times. This approach is shared by other
authors that have studied extensively the commodiﬁcation process
(Appadurai, 1986; Lind and Barham, 2004). A personal example
may better illustrate this situated construct of food as a commodity
or not. A non-distinguishable tomato purchased in a supermarket
chain as a commodity will become an ambassador of my Andalusian cooking heritage when I offer it cooked as a gazpacho for free
to my guests at home. Cultural frameworks and social contexts
deﬁne the exchangeability of food meanings and its social consideration as a commodity or a commons.
Secondly, the valuation of food in a univocal manner is an illusion. Food can describe as an item, a practice, a memory, a legal
right and a knowledge, or everything together or just some of those
meanings. Accepting the multiple dimensions and meanings of
food, that may have different weights and relevance for different
people or in different circumstances, is a powerful tool to explore
the ethical and political implications of food for humans. As a
consequence, there shall be no epistemic perspective that can claim
the precedence of its deﬁnition of food over the others. The monodimensional valuation of food as a commodity, so hegemonic these
days, conﬂicts with this understanding.
How we value the different food dimensions is context, culture
and time-dependent, as the way we grow, distribute, consume and
value food is constructed through a larger social and historical
process of development and globalisation (Friedmann, 1999),
involving the politics of meaning (Mintz, 1985) or the imposition of
hegemonic discourses by the dominant ruling elite. In the following
sub-headings, the author will explore the main features of the two
confronting valuations of food that are subject of this analysis: the
dominant valuation of food as a commodity and the marginal
valuation of food as a commons.
2.1. The enclosure of the food commons
Enclosure is the act of transferring resources from the commons
to purely private ownership (Linebaugh, 2008) or the decrease of
accessibility of a particular resource due to privatization, transferring common properties “from the many to the few” (Benkler,
2006; Nuijten, 2006). The wealth of commons-based food-producing systems in Europe started to be dismantled soon after the
end of Medieval Age, since Royal and feudal landowners begun to
enclosure common lands, with Tudor England (Linebaugh, 2008)
and Trastamara Spain (Luchia, 2008) as enlightening cases.
Through legal and political manoeuvres, wealthy landowners
enclosed (privatized) the commons2 for their own proﬁt, impoverishing many villagers and ultimately destroying villagers'
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Also known as common-pooled resources in economic language.

communitarian way of life in what Polanyi (1944) called “a revolution of the rich against the poor”. That was the ﬁrst wave of enclosures in Europe that targeted common resources that were
essential to produce food (mountainous land, forests, pasturelands,
water reservoirs, ﬁshing areas). Later on, between XVIII and XIX
centuries,3 the second wave took place. The dismantling processes
of the communal regime continued, relentlessly pursued by the
State and wealthy private owners, based on doctrines that defended the idea that communal property was an obstacle to economic
growth and did not guarantee conservation of resources (SerranoAlvarez, 2014). Finally, in the last 30 years, the common lands are
suffering a third wave of commodiﬁcation and enclosure, usually
termed as “land grabbing”, spurred by the evolutionary theory of
land rights (Barnes and Child, 2012), the dominant neoliberal
doctrine and the endless race for non-renewal natural resources.
Community-owned lands are presently under huge pressures from
voracious States and proﬁt-seeking investment funds, spurred
initially by IMF and World Bank in the frame of the structural
adjustment programmes and lately by drivers such as growing
population, shifting diets (more meat-based), water and soil constraints and climate vagrancies.
This third wave of privatization of food-producing commons
systems is theoretically and ideologically grounded on the Demsetzian narrative that considers that rising populations will drive
property values and communal resources up leading to increased
demand and disputes over natural resources which can only be
solved through government-led property formalization (Demsetz,
1967). Actually, Hardin (1968) wrote his famous tragedy based on
this rationale. Using this theory, Alchian and Demsetz (1973) stated
that the increase in the value of a communal resource would
inevitably lead to the privatization (enclosure) of common resources. Fortunately, Ostrom (1990) demonstrated the wrong assumptions of this ideological theory, both from the theoretical and
the practical side (thanks to her varied set of successful case studies
of common-pool resources).
The enclosure and full privatization of goods owned by no one
or by communities explains an important aspect of capitalism's
insatiable appetite. Expanding copyrights, issuing permits, restrictive legislation or taxing speciﬁc activities are modern mechanisms
to enclose previous commons (Arvanitakis, 2006; Hess, 2008;
Lucchi, 2013). Several examples can enlighten this process. Fishing from the seashore or collecting mushrooms in the forest used to
be free and they now are regulated by license or banned in many
areas and certain seasons in most European countries. Plant genetic
resources in the form of seeds used to be commons until scientiﬁc
and technological progresses enabled us to synthesize DNA, modify
living organisms and reconstruct genes in the laboratory. Genes
and seeds are now subject to copyright licenses. Setting quotas is
another way to address the problem of open-sea ﬁsheries (Young,
2003). Another form of enclosure of the commons is developing
new markets for the services these commons provide, such as the
ecosystem services (Gomez-Baggethun and Ruiz-Perez, 2011). The
1997 Kyoto Protocol was the ﬁrst attempt to create an international
market for permits for greenhouse gases, and perhaps the ﬁrst
steps towards the enclosure of the pure air in the atmosphere.

3
The Inclosure Acts in England (1750e1850) were a series of private Acts of
Parliament which enclosed large areas of common, especially the arable and haymeadow lands and the best pasture lands. In Spain, the “desamortizaciones” of
1836 and 1855, two state-led privatization schemes enacted by Ministries Mendizabal and Madoz, encroached a big share of commonly-owned resources in XIX
century.
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2.2. The commodiﬁcation of food
In parallel to the enclosure of food-producing commons, food
evolved from a common local resource to a private transnational
commodity, becoming an industry and a market of mass consumption in the globalized world (Fischler, 2011). The conversion of
goods and activities into commodities,4 or commodiﬁcation, has
been the dominant force that transformed all societies since at least
the mid-XIXth century (Polanyi, 1944; Sraffa, 1960; Harvey, 2005;
Sandel, 2013). The process was not parallel in all countries (i.e.
the Communist period in the USSR and its allies or the varied
penetration of market-led paradigms in customary native societies
of developing countries) but it ended up in the dominant industrial
system that fully controls international food trade5 and, although it
does not even feed 30% of the global population, has given rise to
the corporate control of life-supporting industries, from land and
water-grabbing to agricultural fuel-based inputs.
The enclosure mechanisms have played a role in limiting the
access to food as a commons. And they have been reinforced by the
commodiﬁcation of food, understood as the development of traits
in food products that ﬁt better with the mechanized processes and
with the for-proﬁt market-based mechanisms developed by the
industrialized food system. Both processes, enclosure and
commodiﬁcation, are human-induced social constructs that
deprive food from its non-economic attributes just to retain its
tradable features, namely durability, external beauty and the
standardisation of naturally-diverse food products. Those features
are protected by intellectual property rights. And so we reached the
current situation where the value of food is no longer based on its
many dimensions that beneﬁt humans. Under capitalism, the value
in use (a biological necessity) is highly dissociated from its value in
exchange (price in the market) (Timmer et al., 1983), giving primacy
to the latter over the former (McMichael, 2009). Actually, many
scholars, such as Timmer (2014), believe price is the best signal to
shape both production and consumption and therefore the market
mechanism is the most suitable institution to solve the problem of
hunger.
The commodiﬁcation of food has often meant distancing the
material food resource from its former meanings (Lind and Barham,
2004) or detaching it from its multiple dimensions rather important for our survival, self-identity and community life (Vivero-Pol,
2017a): food as a basic human need to keep its vital functions
(Maslow, 1943); food as a pillar of every national culture (Fraser and
Rimas, 2011; Montanori, 2006); food as a fundamental human right
that should be guaranteed to every citizen (United Nations, 1948,
1966; Vivero-Pol and Erazo, 2009) and food as a marketable
product that should be subject to fair trade and sustainable production. This reduction of the food dimensions to one of a

4
What makes any good, action or activity a commodity is the possibility of
trading it for proﬁt. Today, not everything useful is a commodity and there are still
useful things that can't be bought in the market (Sandel, 2013). Capitalism can be
characterized by the production of commodities by means of commodities, as all
means of production can also be traded (raw materials, labour, money, knowledge)
(Sraffa, 1960).
5
For instance, just four companies control more than 75 percent of grain traded
internationally (Murphy et al., 2012).
6
There is a growing literature of alternative food movements, activists in
developed and developing countries, academic rural sociologists and Keynesian
economists that highlight the pervasive nature of food assigned by the industrial
food system, denouncing the consideration of food as a pure commodity that can be
speculated with, modiﬁed genetically, patented by corporations or diverted from
human consumption just to maximise proﬁt (Anderson, 2004; Kotagama et al.,
2008/2009; Zerbe, 2009; Magdoff and Tokar, 2010). The commons approach to
food is gaining track via urban-led alternative food networks, rural food sovereignty
movements and progressive academic schools of thought.
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commodity explains to many authors6 the very roots of the failure
of the global food system, a system that produces food in excess to
adequately feed the whole planet but it is not capable of guaranteeing equitable food access to all by simply using the market rules.
This commodiﬁcation paradigm also embraces the denaturalization
of food producing animals that are merely valued and managed as
meat-, egg- or milk-factories (Singer, 2001). The conventional
industrialised food system is operating mainly to accumulate and
underprice food resources and maximize the proﬁt of food enterprises instead of maximizing the nutrition and health beneﬁts of
food to all of us.7 Fully privatized food means that human beings
can eat food as long as they have money to buy it or means to
produce it, means that are mostly private goods (land, agrochemicals, patented seeds) although not always (local landraces,
rainfall, agricultural knowledge). With the dominant no money-no
food rationality, hunger still prevails in a world of abundance.
As learned earlier, food is a relational concept or a network of
meanings (Szymanski, 2014) and the reduction of those situated
meanings to that of an un-situated (ergo globalized) commodity
meant more food miles, immoral food wastage, an impoverishment
of food diversity and a reduction of food varieties to those who are
able to cope with transport hurdles and stay attractive to customer.
During this process, the nutrition-related properties of food were
neglected and cheap calories became the norm.8 However, these
cheap calories came at great cost to the environment, human health
and societal well-being, lowering farm prices of food producers and
sustaining cheap rural labour, forcing small-scale farmers to ﬂee to
urban areas (Carolan, 2013; Roberts, 2013). Additionally, industrial
food systems have managed to alienate food consumers from food
producers in socially disembedded food relations, being the latest
twist the substitutionism of food commodities (Araghi, 2003),
whereby tropical products (sugar cane, palm oil) are substituted by
agro-industrial byproduts (high fructose corn syrup and margarine). Globalised commodities are severed from their multiple situated meanings.
Moreover, the commodity perspective of food ignores history
and overshadows the existing niches of resistance to commodiﬁcation, the multiple examples of historical or place-related narratives and actions that not consider food as a commodity or even
merely a tradeable food. In thousands of examples worldwide, food
is not and actually cannot simply be traded. Moral considerations or
legal regulations prevent food to be sold/purchased under many
circumstances, due to the interdependencies of other noneconomic dimensions of food. Food as non-tradeable essential
resource can be seen in the customary and still alive tradition of
offering food and water to any guest in the Arabic and Caucasian
cultures. Or feeding children with infant milk when mothers are
dead, blessed or not being able to feed themselves. Food as a nontradeable human right can be illustrated by UN- or NGO-led humanitarian aid distributions or food banks distributing food to
street beggars. A natural food commons is represented by wild
blackberries anyone can collect in hedges, road margins and forests
all over Europe, or seafood such as clams, crabs or algae to be freely

7
For additional critics to the industrialised food system dominated by mega
corporations and how these companies have just sought to maximize proﬁt at the
expense of nutritional value, original taste, natural diversity of food varieties and
local/seasonal markets see also Rosset (2006), Weis (2007), Clapp and Fuchs (2009),
Azetsop and Joy (2013).
8
By cheap calories I mean low-cost sources of dietary energy such as reﬁned
grains, added sugars and fats. They are inexpensive and good tasting and, jointly
with salt, they form the basis of ultra-processed industrial food. In contrast, the
more nutrient-dense lean meats, ﬁsh, fresh vegetables and fruit are generally more
costly because they are not so largely subsidized (Drewnowski and Darmon, 2005;
Monteiro et al., 2011).
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available all over the coastlines. The cultural dimensions of
particular foods prevent them to be sold in the market, being
consecrated water or Holy Bread a good example in the Christian
tradition, pork meat in Muslim regions and sacred cows in the
Hinduist countries. Finally, food is never traded and considered as a
commons (governed by everybody for everybody's sake with
particular rules for clearly-deﬁned members) at household level, in
festivities and signiﬁcant celebrations and in a myriad of ancient
and present-day indigenous societies. This leads us to explore the
second value-based narrative, namely food as a commons.
2.3. The renaissance of the commons with multiple narratives
Over the past years a wave of innovative activism, scholarship
and projects focused on the commons has been gaining momentum around the world (Bloemen and Hammerstein, 2015). This
growing movement consists of activists ﬁghting international land
grabs and the privatization of water; commoners collectively
managing forests, ﬁsheries and farmlands; Internet users generating software and Web content that can be shared and improved;
and urban dwellers reclaiming public spaces among others. Selforganizing communities take collective action to preserve their
local resources, both for themselves and for future generations.
Rooted in a traditional nature-use perspective, the current understanding of the commons presents a range of philosophies and
practices that embody different meanings, including the dichotomies between material (i.e. seeds) and non-material commons (i.e. knowledge or software) and between commons as
resources (the economic narrative that is still dominant, Musgrave
and Musgrave, 1973) or commons as a collective way of governing
any given resource ewhat it is known as the political approach to
commons as a social construct (Workshop on Governing
Knowledge Commons, 2014). The commons, as resources important for human beings, have “multiple personalities” (Wall, 2014)
and therefore multiple phenomenologies (Mattei, 2012) and vocabularies are accepted to describe them, building upon the notion
of legal pluralism (Engle-Merry, 1988) and institutional diversity
(Ostrom, 1990).
And yet, the theory of the commons has barely touched upon
food, still considered a realm that escapes the normative doctrine
and praxis of commoners and common scholars. Oddly enough, the
different epistemologies9 that have analysed the commons in order
to understand its nature, origins, governance, utilities and challenges have rarely considered that food is a commons or can
function as a commons. Different scholarly approaches have
addressed the real-life commons by using the epistemologies that
characterise each discipline, be that history, law, history, economy
or politics. The historical scholars, describing institutional diversity
to govern the commons in the past, have proﬁled numerous examples of food being treated as a commons, or a public good, by the
ruling authorities (Gopal, 1961; Renger, 1995; Harris, 2007;
Linebaugh, 2008; Brown, 2011), but this valuation seems to
remain as an “historical construct” that has been overruled by the
modern commodiﬁcation narrative, so dominant and pervasive
these days. The legal scholars, although largely emphasizing the
positive externalities of private property as a mainstay of economic
development, fully acknowledge two other types of property,
namely state owned and collective-owned. Collective proprietary
rights, often applied to food and food-producing commons, are

9
Also termed as schools of thought and representing cognitive tools, accumulated knowledge and associated vocabulary. Those schools of thought on the
commons and their different approaches to food as a commons have been studied
by the author in his PhD thesis (Vivero-Pol, unpublished).

recognized in many formal legal frameworks worldwide, although
their contribution to natural resource management has just started
to be recognized after the impressive research undertaken by Elinor
Ostrom and her followers. In any case, Ostrom never said that food
is a commons. The economic approach to commons, based on two
features rivalry and excludability, considers that commons are resources that are rival in consumption but difﬁcult to exclude potential consumers. This approach is rather ontological and absolute,
since it determines how the goods are intrinsically and not how
they can be considered by the community/society that govern
them. Finally, the political scholars have rightly understood and
recognised the diversity of social arrangements, across history and
in different cultures and political regimes, to govern the commons,
and thus consider the commons as social constructs moulded by
time- and space-bound values, priorities, environmental constraints and institutional possibilities. Actually, the primary focus of
commons is not on resources, material and non-material, but on
interpersonal and human/nature relationships (Dardot and Laval,
2014; Bollier and Helfrich, 2015). This approach recognises, after
Foucault (1993), that the concept of commons and its materialisation and interpretation by dominant powers across history lead us
up to the modern and dominant concept of the commons, that of
the economists, the paradigm-shapers of our age (Berman, 2009;
Fourcade et al., 2015). The economic approach to the commons is
still culturally hegemonic. However, political scholars posit the
meanings and understandings of the commons are evolving, situated in space and time, triggered by recurrent crises and reconsidered by different societal arrangements.
In this article, the author subscribes the political understanding
of the commons, namely the consideration of commons as a
phenomenological regard or a social construct that depends on the
collectively-arranged forms of governance for any particular
resource, material or immaterial, in a situated place and time. The
resources considered and governed as commons are usually those
that are deemed important for the society, and hence its governance, production and utilisation has to be done in common. The
commons are thus not deﬁned by the ontological properties
intrinsic to the goods, as the economic school defends, or its
physical characteristics but rather by “the indissoluble bond between the goods and the collective activity that institutes it as
commons, takes charge of it and governs it for the commonwealth
and not just for maximising individual utilities, proﬁt seeking or
selﬁsh individualism” (Dardot and Laval, 2014). So the following
two deﬁnitions ﬁt well with the approach to food as a commons
that will be analysed in this article. The ﬁrst one is adapted from the
P2P Foundation10: “commons are material and non-material resources, jointly developed and maintained by a community or society and shared according to community-deﬁned rules,
irrespective of their mode of production (private, public or
commons-based) and proprietary regime (private, state or collective), because they beneﬁt everyone and are fundamental to society's wellbeing”. The second one comes from Robson and
Lichtenstein (2013): “commons can be considered any resource,
environmental or otherwise, that is subject to forms of collective
use, with the relationship between the resource and the human
institutions that mediate its appropriation considered an essential
component of the management regime”. Both deﬁnitions put the
differentiating feature of commons in its collective governing decision and the essentiality of the resource to everyone. Summing up
the idea, Peter Linebaugh's simple deﬁnition of the commons as
“the resource plus the commoning” seems to be unbeatable. It is

10

http://p2pfoundation.net/Commons.
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Table 1
Contemporary and customary collective actions for food that value food as a multi-dimensional commons and not as a money-mediated commodity.
Contemporary Civic Food Actions

Customary Civic Food Actions

Beacon Hill Food Forest, Seattle (USA)
In less than a hectare, the largest edible garden on public land in the US is a
prosperous example of the real sharing economy. Instead of dividing the land into
small patches for private cultivation, volunteers cultivate the whole food forest
together and share the fruits and vegetables with everyone. Urban foragers are
welcome to reap what the community sows. They create and share abundance
(Napawan, 2016). Similar examples of cultivation in abandoned urban lots can be
found in many other countries (i.e. incredible edible, guerrilla gardens).
Food Buying Groups (Belgium)
Several types of place-based initiatives on food production and consumptions are
mushrooming in Belgium, adopting different institutional forms such as
community supported agriculture, food basket schemes, do-it-yourself vegetable
gardens or shareholder's cooperatives. People join those collective actions to
answer perceived personal and societal needs and challenges, such as healthy and
meaningful food, local and sustainable production, reducing food waste,
mitigating climate change and reinforcing local bonds of conviviality (Van
Gameren et al., 2015).

“Caffe sospeso” (Italy)
s of Naples, where someone who had
A tradition that began in the working-class cafe
experienced good luck would order a “sospeso”, paying the price of two coffees but
receiving and consuming only one. A poor person enquiring later whether there was
a “sospeso” available would then be served a coffee for free. Although this customary
tradition was almost gone in Naples, it is being re-invigorated in other places (i.e. US,
Spain) by contemporary food initiatives (Buscemi, 2015).

commoning together what confers a material and non-material
common resource its commons consideration (Madison et al.,
2010; Dardot and Laval, 2014). Such a meaning is the consciousness of thinking, learning, and acting as a commoner with a commons for the common good.

2.4. The alternative concept of food as commons
The consideration of food as a commons rests upon its essentialness as human life enabler and the multiple governing arrangements that have been set up across the world and in history to
produce and consume food collectively, within and outside market
mechanisms. Moreover, a food commons means revalorising the
different food dimensions that are relevant to human beings
(value-in use) e food as a vital fuel, natural resource, human right
and cultural determinant e and thus, of course, reducing the
tradable dimension (valueein exchange) that has rendered it a
mere commodity.11 A food commons regime would be based on
sustainable agricultural practices (agro-ecology) and open-source
knowledge (creative commons licenses) through the assumption
of relevant knowledge (cuisine recipes, agrarian practices, public
research), material items (land, water, seeds, ﬁsh stocks) and abstract entities (transboundary food safety regulations, public
nutrition) as global commons. And it would be governed in a
polycentric manner by food citizens (Gomez-Benito and Lozano,
2014) that develop food democracies (Lang, 2003; De Schutter,
2014) which value the different dimensions of food (Vivero-Pol,
2013). The food commons paradigm entails a move to a collective, polycentric and reﬂexive governance, a shift of power from a
state-private sector duopoly in food production, transport and
distribution to a tricentric governance system, where the third
pillar would be the self-regulated, civic, collective actions for food
that are either emerging all over the world (contemporary food
movements) or were resisting the neoliberal waves of enclosure of
the natural resources they depend on (customary food movements,
i.e. indigenous communities, subsistence small farmers, ﬁsher
folks) (Vivero-Pol, 2017b). The food commons provides a common
space for customary food systems and contemporary collective
innovations for food to converge. The examples presented below (cf

11

See Vivero-Pol (2017a) for a detailed explanation of the six dimensions of food
and how the valuation of this multi-dimensionality rejects the mono-dimensional
consideration of food as a commodity, positioning food more as a public good than
a private one.

Cacao: the God's gift (Guatemala)
In many Maya ethnic groups of Central America, cacao occupies a place of cultural
relevance in daily and spiritual life, second only to maize. In the Ch'orti' Maya groups
of Guatemala, cacao is connected to rain ceremonies and local environmental
knowledge. The protection of cacao as a sacred tree may help to limit slash-and-burn
maize agriculture to sustainable levels (Kufer et al., 2006).

Table 1) highlight the importance of the non-economic dimensions
of coffee and cacao - two of the most traded food commodities
today- to different human societies and they enlighten the shared
vision of food as a commons so pervasive in customary food systems. While developing a narrative of valuing food as an essential,
natural good, produced and consumed with others and thus a
bonding tie in human cultures, these alternative food initiatives are
the organisational drivers of transition towards a future food system where food is not treated as a commodity, but a commons.
The end-goal of a food commons system, although recognising
the value of trade, should not be restricted to proﬁt maximization
but to increase food access, build community bonds and shorten
distance from ﬁeld to table (Johnston, 2008). It represents a
worldview different from the dominant paradigm of the industrial
food system and it is based on shared customary and contemporary
models of social organization for food production and consumption, non-monetized allocation rules and sharing practices, principles of peer production based on commons (resources,
knowledge, values), social economy and the importance of the
commonwealth, happiness and well-being of our communities. The
commons dimension of food is about caring, collectiveness, equity,
responsibility and stewardship (Helfrich and Haas, 2009).
Embeddedness and direct democracy from local to global are also
relevant features, linking the food commons with agro-ecology,
food sovereignty and urban food systems. The consideration of
the commons dimension of food invokes a radical paradigm shift
from individual competitiveness and endless growth as the engines
of progress towards collective cooperation and de-growth/frugality
as the drivers of happiness and the common good. This dimension
may certainly sustain a transition pathway that ﬁrst, provides for
sustainable nutrition for all and second, provides meaning and not
just utility, to food production, trading and consumption
(Anderson, 2004). The commons dimension encompasses ancient
and recent history (valuations of food in different civilizations as
well as counter-hegemonic social movements such as food sovereignty), a thriving alternative present (the myriad of alternative
food networks that trade, share, and exchange food by means of
monetized and non-monetized mechanisms) and an innovative,
utopian and just vision for the future.
3. Methodology to analyse scholarly texts using google
scholar (1900e2016)
In order to understand the evolution and academic treatment of
the different social constructs associated to food, a systematic
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Table 2
Searching terms in Google Scholar and clusters for analysis.
Cluster name

Searching term

“food þ commons”

“food as a commons”
”food is a commons”
“food commons”
“food as a public good”
“food is a public good”
“food as a private good”
“food is a private good”
“privatis(z)ed food”12
“food as a commodity”
“food is a commodity”
“food commodity”
“food commodities”13

“food þ public good”
“food þ private good”

“food þ commodity”

literature review was carried out using the Google Scholar™
searching tool with concrete searching terms describing different
valuations of food, including commons, commodity, public good
and private good. The search was carried out on 19e20 September
2016. The searching terms (non-case sensitive) appearing “anywhere in the article” with “the exact phrase” can be seen in Table 2.
Google Scholar™ index (https://scholar.google.com/) includes
most peer-reviewed online academic journals and books, conference papers, theses and dissertations, preprints, abstracts, technical
reports, and other scholarly literature including selected web pages
that are deemed to be “scholarly” (Vine, 2006; Google, 2016).
Recent estimates on numbers indicate around 160 million docu~ a-Malea et al., 2014) representing 80e90% coverage
ments (Ordun
of all articles published in English (Khabsa and Giles, 2014). Google
Scholar™ is a good tool to be used as proxy indicator to understand
the chronology of published scholarly papers and other nonpublish academic documents addressing speciﬁc issues (Walters,
2007; Lewandowski, 2010), being already used to explore foodrelated terms (i.e. “convenience food” in Scholliers, 2015).
The time range analysed was deﬁned between 1900 and 2016,
with three sub-periods with different number of years: the ﬁrst half
of XX century was clustered together due to the absence of references; then between 1960s and 1990s it was grouped in decades,
and the ﬁrst 17 years of the XXI century were split into two periods
in order to analyse the possible impact of the 2008 food crisis in the
valuation of food. For the quantitative analysis all the hits yielded
by the Google Scholar tool were considered to keep a standardised
methodology and due to the impossibility to review and clean the
more than 49,000 hits of the “food þ commodity” cluster.
Two important limitations in this analysis are the exclusive
focus on English scholarly papers, therefore not incorporating other
cultural academic schools on the commons/commodities with a
long tradition of theoretical and practical knowledge (i.e. French,
Italian or Spanish texts)14; and the lack of content analysis of the
more than 49,000 texts incorporating the idea of food as a commodity, thus not being able to identify if the mention to the
searching terms are done in a supportive or conﬂictual way.
Although most of the papers mentioning “food þ commons” and
“food þ public good” do it in a supportive way, it shall not be
assumed
the
same
applies
to
papers
mentioning
“food þ commodity” and “food þ private good”. In any case, even
assuming just one half or one third of total papers are supportive of

12
Both English (privatised) and American (privatized) terms were combined in
one result.
13
The plural of commodity was included to incorporate also the often-cited plural
case. For “commons”, however, the plural term usually comprises both, single
resource/good or multiple ones.
14
The commons are gaining momentum in France, Italy and Latin America, with
many scholarly publications that would merit a particular research.

the “food þ commodity” concept, the results and conclusions are
still valid, considering the differences between the ﬁgures.
For the qualitative analysis of the “food þ commons” and
“food þ public good” results, the PRISMA guidelines for the
reporting of systematic reviews were followed (Moher et al., 2015;
Shamseer et al., 2015). The database searching using the ﬁve
searching terms of “food þ commons” and “food þ public good” (cf.
Table 2) resulted in 179 hits, plus the 15 publications that were
added based on the author's bibliographical review with other
tools. Following the PRISMA methodology to review the results of
systematic analysis, 18 references were removed by duplication, 45
and 61 publications were removed by formal reasons and content
reasons respectively (cf. Fig. 1 and Table 3 for further details).
Finally, 70 publications remained for the qualitative meta-analysis
on how and why food has been considered/treated as a commons
or a public good in academia (cf. Table 7).
4. Results and analysis
4.1. Quantitative analysis: the dominant food narratives in
academia
The quantitative analysis of the research terms associated to the
idea of food being considered a commons or a public good yielded
no more than 179 hits for the period 1900e2016 (cf. Table 4). This
ﬁgure contrasts with the more than 49,100 hits of food being
treated as a commodity for the same period (cf. Table 5). Moreover,
the low ﬁgure of food being considered a private good (N ¼ 202, cf.
Table 6) does not parallel the huge “food þ commodity” ﬁgures
either. The century-long perspective of scholarly treatment of food
as a commodity, a commons, a public good or a private good is
presented below for comparative purposes (cf. Figs. 2e4).
Five interesting patterns emerge from a numerical analysis of
the academic references:
The nearly absolute absence of any reference to food commons,
food as/is a commons or food as/is a public good until this century,
with only one reference in the 1960s (being a non-academic text
including “food commons” as college dining room), two in the
1970s (Soroos, 1977 plus another reference to a dining room), none
in the 1980s and two in the 1990s (Beal, 1994 plus another reference to a dining room). During the same period (1900e2000), the
number of scholarly references including food and commodityrelated or private good-related terms amounted 11,297, although
the latter only amounted a fraction of it (n ¼ 29). So, food as a
commodity was a well-established subject of academic research
during the XX century, outnumbering by ﬁve digits the valuation
and treatment of food as a commons (n ¼ 5) or a public good
(n ¼ 0).
It is rather evident that “food þ commons” or “food þ public
good” topics are, as of today, very marginal subjects in the academic
world (only 179 results since 1900) but with sharp increase in the
last 17 years (n ¼ 174 or 97% of total results). The slight increase of
16 references in the eight years prior to the 2008 food crisis has
been overshadowed by the ten-fold ﬁgure (n ¼ 158) produced in
the eight years that followed the crisis16. It seems that alternative

15
Rhetorical uses of the term “food commons” were found in a theological text
identifying Christ's Last Supper with a food commons or in a bring-your-plate
school dinner dubbed as food commons. Although I recognise the importance of
symbolic narratives to imagine aspirational futures, a decision was taken to exclude
the symbolic representations from this analysis. However, further research on the
rhetoric of food as a commons is highly needed, mirroring the work done by Frye
and Bruner (2012), to help re-construct the inspirational imaginaries of food
transition.
16
38 of those references belong to author's texts or other texts citing the author.
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Fig. 1. The PRISMA ﬂowchart for the qualitative meta-analysis of scholarly papers addressing “food þ commons” and “food þ public good” between 1900 and 2016.

Table 3
“Food þ commons”: references not considered for the content analysis.
Criteria

“Food as a
commons”

“Food is a
commons”

“Food
commons”

“Food as a public
good”

“Food is a public
good”

Total

Total hits in Google Scholar
Repetitions of authors already included in the list
Publications that could not be accessed
Not scholarly papers
Publications just referencing/quoting another author (included in the
review)
Publications including references to the author's papers
Texts by the author
Food Commons referring to a college premise used as dining or cooking
hall
A California-based civic collective action for food called “The Food
Commons”
Not related to commons as a resource (rhetoric example, religious or
artistic expression)15

30
10
e
e
1

4
2
e
e
e

96
4
3
6
8

37
2
2
2
7

12
e
e
2
2

179
18
5
10
18

8
10
e

e
1
e

4
10
13

e
5
e

e
e
e

12
26
13

e

e

11

e

e

11

e

1

9

e

1

11

normative views and political options are being explored in the
scholarly mileu of food studies as never before in order to ﬁnd
viable (emancipatory, transformative) exit ways to the global food
crisis and its discontents.
Regarding trends, and thus downplaying the absolute disparities
between “food þ commodity” and the other three clusters, the
importance or popularity of scholarly papers incorporating the

commodiﬁcation or privatisation of food have also been growing
steadily. In this case, and contrarily to expected results, the academic interest on “food þ commodity” issues started earlier in the
1970s, triggered by the oil-connected food crises (Headey and Fan,
2008) and the transformation of the locally-produced food into an
international trade commodity (Fischler, 2011), and hence preceded the interest in food as a private good that started later in the
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Table 4
Scholar texts referring to the “food þ commons” and “food þ public good” terms.
Period

1900e1959
1960s
1970s
1980s
1990s
2000e2007
2008e2016

“Food commons”

“Food as a commons”

“Food is a commons”

“Food as a public good”

“Food is a public good”

Total

N ¼ 96

N ¼ 30

N¼4

N ¼ 37

N ¼ 12

N ¼ 179

0
1
2
0
2
8
83a

0
0
0
0
0
0
30b

0
0
0
0
0
0
4c

0
0
0
0
0
5
32d

0
0
0
0
0
3
9

0
1
2
0
2
16
158

Note: Literature search is restricted to English-written papers or thesis with an English summary. Duplicates were not removed for quantitative analysis to be able to compare
with “food þ commodity” where, due to the high ﬁgures, a qualitative analysis could not be undertaken to remove duplicates.
a
10 hits are the author's texts and 4 are citing them.
b
10 hits are author's texts and 8 are citing them.
c
1 is author's text.
d
5 hits are author's texts.

Table 5
Scholar texts referring to the “food þ commodity” terms.
Period

1900e1959
1960s
1970s
1980s
1990s
2000e2007
2008e2016

“Food as a commodity”

“Food is a commodity”

“Food commodity”

“Food commodities”

Total

N ¼ 612

N ¼ 194

N ¼ 13,333

N ¼ 35,005

N ¼ 49,144

6
1
9
18
53
92
433

1
0
6
4
22
37
124

159
124
257
613
1160
2120
8900

572
403
1170
2410
4280
9170
17,000

738
528
1442
3045
5515
11,419
26,457

Note: Literature search is restricted to English-written papers or thesis with an English summary. Numbers refer to total hits produced by the search algorithm. Duplicates
were not removed for quantitative analysis.

Table 6
Scholar texts referring to the “food þ private good” terms.
Period

1900e1959
1960s
1970s
1980s
1990s
2000e2007
2008e2016

“Food as a private good”

“Food is a private good”

“Privatis(z)ed Food”

Total

N ¼ 10

N ¼ 30

N ¼ 162

N ¼ 202

0
0
0
0
0
2
8

0
0
0
0
2
11
17

0
0
0
1
26
44
91

0
0
0
1
28
57
116

Note: Literature search is restricted to English-written papers. Numbers refer to total hits produced by the search algorithm. Duplicates were not removed for quantitative
analysis.

1990s, being coherent with the peak decade for neoliberalism and
privatizations (Harvey, 2005). On the other side, the alternative
considerations of food as a commons or a public good did not start
to be progressively addressed by academia until the ﬁrst two decades of XXI century, initially very timidly (n ¼ 8 for
food þ commons and n ¼ 8 for food þ public good between 2000
and 2007) and then more extensively (n ¼ 117 for
“food þ commons” and n ¼ 41 for “food þ public good” between
2008 and 2016).
The
interest,
importance
or
popularity
of
“food þ commodity þ private good”, measured by scholarly references, greatly outnumbered those of “food þ commons þ public
good” by three orders of magnitude during the XX century (1442
versus 2 in the 1970s; 3046 versus 0 in the 1980s; 5543 versus 2 in
the 1990s) and yet this gap has greatly widened during the
2000e10s with 38,049 references versus 174. It is worth noting that
many references included in the former cluster may use the terms
in a critical sense, considering the commodiﬁcation of food as a

negative cause or effect of the current crises in the global food
system. However, even if one assumes that half or one third of those
references comply or defend the valuation of food as a commodity,
the supporters of food commodiﬁcation outnumber by thousands
the scholars that have a different political construct of food, as
commons or public good. And yet, this alternative option is barely
explored (only 70 references in 116 years of science).
The phenomenological approach to food (epitomised in the
“food as” search term) largely prevails over the ontological
approach to food (“food is”) except when food is linked to the
“private good” dimension. Considering food as a commons, a
commodity or a public good is consistently recognized by a great
majority of scholars (more than 75% in all cases, cf. Fig. 5A and B,C)
as characteristics external to the food object and thus dependant on
the eye of the beholder. Those dimensions are treated as valuations,
judgements, moral duties, social constructs or political considerations. It is “us” humans endowing those features on “it” food. It is
interesting to note that even with the big (and numerically
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Table 7
Systematic review of “food þ commons” and “food þ public good” in scholarly literature between 1900 and 2016.
“Food commons”

Period

“Food as a commons”

“Food is a commons”

“Food as a public good”

“Food is a public good”

N ¼ 37

N ¼ 12

Total hits
N ¼ 96

N ¼ 30

N¼4
References analysed

N ¼ 20
1900e1959
1960s
1970s
1980s
1990s
2000e2007

N ¼ 10

e
e
Soroos (1977)
e
Beal (1994)
Pretty (2002)

N¼0

e
e
e
e
e
e

2008e2016 Johansen (2009)
Pessione and Piaggio (2010)
Sumner (2011)
Lee and Wall (2012)þ
Lewis and Conaty (2012)
Sumner (2012)
Jones (2013)
Tornaghi (2013)
Peck (2014)
Tornaghi (2014a)
Tornaghi (2014b)
Tornaghi (2014c)
Albov (2015)
Arce et al. (2015)
Tornaghi and Van Dyck (2015)
Carruth (2016)
Elias (2016)

e
e
e
e

N ¼ 32

N¼8

e
e
e
e
Dilley (1992)
Pothukuchi and Kaufman (2000)
Lerin (2002)
Shaffer (2002)
Firer (2004)
Gurven (2004)þ
Almås (2005)
Marlowe (2004)þ
Henrich et al. (2006)þ
Bradley (2009)þ
Jarosz (2009)
Wilson (2009)þ
McClintock (2010)þ
Arvidsson (2011)
People's Food Policy Project (2011)
Nelson and Stroink (2012)
Wilson (2012)
Akram-Lodhi (2013)
Lee (2013)
n-García and Gifra-Durall (2013)
Beltra
Page (2013)þ
Roberts (2013)
Saul and Curtis (2013)
Agyeman and McEntee (2014)
Bin (2014)
Karim (2014)
McClintock (2014)
Bettinger (2015)
Ober (2015)
Baics (2016)
Di Bella (2016)
Hairong et al. (2016)

e

Dalla Costa (2007)þ
e
Johnston (2008)þ
Dowler et al. (2009)
Azetsop and Joy (2013)þ
Christ (2013)*
Negrutiu et al. (2014)*
Cucco and Fonte (2015)
Karyotis and Alijani (2016)þ
Manski (2016)
Rundgren (2016)þ

e
e
e
e
Brom (2004)

Fujii and Ishikawa (2008)
Caraher (2009)
Bratspies (2010)þ
Schluter and Wahba (2010)þ
Burns and Stohr (2011)
McMahon (2013)
Taylor (2014)

Note: Own author's references are excluded. References with (*) are citing one of the author's papers on food as a commons or public good (not included in the analysis); and
(þ) are the 15 additional records identiﬁed through other sources.
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Note: “Food + commodity” is referred to left axis and “Food” + “private good” + “commons” +
“public good” are referred to right axis due to high differences in order of magnitude (tens of
thousands vs hundreds).
Fig. 2. Total number of scholarly texts including terms related to “food þ commons”, “food commodity”, “food þ public good”, “food þ private good”.
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Fig. 4. Number of scholarly texts including terms related to “food þ public good”, “food þ private good”.

dominant) “food is/as a commodity” sample, the same percentage
is found. And yet, when considering the private good dimension of
food, the 40 references analysed portray a radically different academic approach, with 75% of scholarly texts including references to
“food is a private good” and only 25% having “food as a private
good” (Fig. 5 D). These results point out to a rather ontological
approach to food as a private good by the economic epistemology
compared to a phenomenological approach to food as public good,
a common or even a commodity by other epistemologies and
disciplinary domains. The economic school of thought (Samuelson,
1954; Musgrave, 1959; Buchanan, 1965; Ostrom and Ostrom, 1977)
considers food is a private good based on just two features (rivalry
and excludability), a valuation that not just appears to be

reductionists - neglecting the multiple dimensions of food relevant
to humans that are not encompassed by the rivalry and excludability determinants- but also absolute, authoritarian and purely
theoretical ﬁction (Cornes and Sandler, 1994; Desai, 2003), deﬁning
the very essence of food and not just its utilities.
4.2. Qualitative analysis: exploring the alternatives of food as
commons and public good
Prior to the 1990s, there were just one paper on “food commons” (Soroos, 1977) and none on “food as/is a commons or a
public good”. Food was straightforwardly considered as a private
good and/or a commodity, as posited by the dominant narrative
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Total: 806 references (1900-2016)

Total: 49 references (1900-2016)

C

A
24%

24%

76%

“Food AS a public good”

76%

“Food IS a public good”

“Food AS a commodity”

Total: 34 references (1900-2016)

B

193

“Food IS a commodity”

Total: 40 references (1900-2016)

D
12%

25%

88%

“Food AS a commons”

“Food IS a commons”

75%

“Food AS a private good”

“Food IS a private good”

Fig. 5. The phenomenological and the ontological approaches to food in scholarly literature.

developed by the economic school of thought. As a token, between
1900 and 1990, Google Scholar found 5753 references where food is
treated and studied as a commodity (see Table 5). During the 1990s,
when neoliberalism was rising unstoppably to become the dominant hegemonic paradigm (Harvey, 1996), I found only two mentions: “food commons” by Beal (1994) and “food as a public good”
by Dilley (1992). During the same period, 5515 hits associating
“food” and “commodity” were reported (cf. Table 5). From 2000 to
2007, the search tool yielded only ten references, eight of them
exploring different nuances and case studies where food was
treated as a public good, one were was ontologically deﬁned as a
public good (“food is a public good” in Brom, 2004) and just one
defending the idea of food to be treated as a commons (“food
commons” in Pretty, 2002). Finally, since the (so-called17) food
crisis in 2008 (Von Braun, 2008), the numbers have increased
remarkably with 28 references including “food commons” or “food
as a commons”18 and 30 referring to “food is/as a public good” (cf.
Table 7). And yet, “food as a commons” barely increased to ten
references, two of them mentioning the author's recent papers.
Therefore, it is evident the food crisis has triggered an increasing
reconsideration of the political nature of food in academia,
although this shift is so far rather geared towards exploring the
narrative and praxis of “food as a public good” rather than “food as

17
The author rather opts to refer it as a price spike (Pieters and Swinnen, 2016) or
a food price crisis (Headey and Fan, 2008).
18
It is worth mentioning that the search term “food is a commons” has zero results, other than the publications by the author (excluded from this analysis).

a commons”. In any case, this alternative view is still very marginal
compared to the hegemonic narrative of the regime (food as a
commodity), as it can be seen in the huge amount of scholarly
papers devoted to that topic between 2000 and 2016 (37,876 hits,
as seen in Table 5, although not all of them shall adopt a positive
stance vis a vis the commodiﬁcation of food, as explained in the
methodology).
A content analysis of this academic literature helps us understand how scholars are exploring alternative narratives and speciﬁc
case studies with regard to food valuations and food transition
discourses. The 70 references analysed can be clustered in ﬁve
groups according to the lenses used to explore the food valuation
(historical, political, legal) and the emphasis given to their researches. Firstly there is a group of those who explore the historical
consideration of food as a public political issue of concern for rulers
and public authorities, with examples ranging from Aristotle's
classical Greece, to ancient India, Medieval Europe or present-day
hunter-gathering societies. In this group, some scholars also
addressed the commodiﬁcation of food as a process to distance the
tradable food dimension from other non-economic dimensions.
The second group explores governing mechanisms of food as a
public/commons good at different levels with examples moving
from the international arena to the household level in Australia,
China, Ghana or Cuba, plus local initiatives by civic food networks.
The third group considers the relevance of the alternative narratives (food as a commons/public good) as moral compasses for
transition pathways with food commons not governed and allocated by the market rules of proﬁt maximisation. The fourth group
of scholars is focused on collective actions re-claiming the urban
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food commons, being those initiatives vehicles for social justice and
healthy eating. Finally, the ﬁfth group is formed by those engaged
scholars who include the commodiﬁcation of food as major driver
in the development of the neoliberal industrial food system. The
latter often reject the consideration of food as a commodity and
understand the consideration of food as a public good or a commons as an alternative paradigm that challenges the dominant
discourse (counter-hegemonic stance) and/or sustains the alternative praxis (alter-hegemonic stance), being the recommoniﬁcation of food part of the emancipatory solution.
4.2.1. The historical analysis of food as a public issue
Several papers historicize the considerations of food as a common or public good and the evolution of the social and economic
policies that parallel the evolving moral narratives of food. In that
sense, Ober (2015), in his encyclopaedic account of classical Greece,
describes the Aristotle's behavioural taxonomy of solitary and social animals, being the production of public goods the distinctive
form of cooperation that differentiates solitary animals and herds
from social entities. For Aristotle, although both social insects (ants,
bees) and humans produce and share food as a public good only
humans produce material as well as moral goods (norms, rules,
social constructs). That means the material consideration and actions of food as a public good are shared with other animals,
whereas its moral valuation is exclusively negotiated within human
societies (Aristotle et al., 1920). Likewise, Beal (1994) narrates how
an ancient king of India was providing food to thousands of persons
in the city, as food was considered as a tool for public policies. This
political consideration of food as a public duty (a social construct of
each society) has been evolving since the Greek period, and hence
one can see how the public control of food prevailed over the private self-interest of peasants and landlords in medieval Europe
(Dilley, 1992, p4), what translated into a food system governance
based on a complex interaction between private, public and
communal proprietary rights and duties. Along the same lines,
Bettinger (2015) examined the privatization process of food by
aboriginal Indians in California. Initially, hunter-gatherers regarded
food as a public good and pooled resources to feed the whole
community, severely sanctioning individuals who hoarded for
private use. While nuts were considered as a private good, large
hunting game (wild animals) were public goods and hunters were
obliged to share hunted meat with other villagers. Other authors
conﬁrm the public consideration of food by hunter-gatherer societies in Africa and Latin America. Sharing food and eating together
was a common feature that helped develop social bonds amongst
the Hiwi foragers in Venezuela and the Ache foragers in Paraguay
(Gurven, 2004). Moreover, one of the few remaining huntergatherer societies that still live a pre-Neolithic lifestyle in Africa,
the Hadza of Tanzania, still consider food as a public good since it
must be shared with anyone who sees it otherwise the owner can
be ostracised (Marlowe, 2004). The relevance of those ancient societies still surviving in modern times is that they show different
regards of food, more as a public good or a commons than a private
one, and a link to our remote past when all human societies were
foragers (Henrich et al., 2006). Besides, one shall not forget that the
hunting-gathering period lasted 1000 centuries, till 8000 BC.19
Actually, the examples above illustrate the long endurance of
social contracts that were crafted by hunter-gathering societies.
Social contracts are a minimum set of moral values that determine
rules, norms, policies and governance and they emerged as a means
to balance the individual and the group interests surrounding their
most basic and most important economic activity: food provision
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See here for speciﬁc details: http://www2.ﬁu.edu/~grenierg/chapter5.htm.

(Taylor, 2014)20. The moral foundations of the customary food
systems21 were dismantled by the western moral narrative of liberal and individualistic capitalism22 and enclosure of the common
resources.
Later on, the food and agricultural products produced by
peasant farmers were at the heart of the emergence of capitalism
(Karyotis and Alijani, 2016), that ﬁnally reached the present status
whereby food is an industrialized product mostly produced uniformly (i.e. natural variations in tomatoes are minimised), safely
(i.e. containing as few pathogens or contaminants as possible) and
predictable in processing, appearance, cost, preparation and taste
(Dowler et al., 2009). The industrialisation and commodiﬁcation of
food brought as a consequence the physical and mental separation
between food-producing and food-consuming places and people,
contributing to the emotional, intellectual and cultural distancing
that people experience in their understanding of and relationship
to food (Cook et al., 1998; Morgan et al., 2006; Dowler et al., 2009;
Clapp, 2015). And yet, the pre-neoliberal consensus of access to
food as a public good was still relevant in the XIX century, as
exempliﬁed by analyses of achievements and evolution of the New
York City's public market system (Baics, 2016). In this paper, one
can see the evolution in the ﬁrst half of XX century from a tightly
controlled system of public markets to an unregulated free market
economy.

4.2.2. Governing food as a public/commons good at international,
national, local and household level
The second cluster is written by scholars that, after analysing the
governance of food systems at international, national and local
level, consider food differently, not as a pure commodity to be
produced and distributed exclusively according to market rules but
as a commons or public good that is better governed by a set of
policies and regulations whose main goal is to guarantee fair access
to food as a vital resource and right for every human. These scholars
develop practical examples on how this different perspective triggers different policies, actions and innovative social initiatives.
Food becomes the “uniter” of cultures and generations (Saul and
Curtis, 2013), creating communities of mutuality (Pothukuchi and
Kaufman, 2000). The idea of considering food as a public good
was already detailed by Akram-Lodhi (2013) but it seems that it has
not yet gained traction as pointed out by the meagre results found
through this Google search.
Based on the idea that Earth's resources are a common possession of humankind, including future generations, Soroos (1977)
proposes, in a seminal paper, a practical approach to food governance where international regulated commons would allow for
rationale exploitation of natural resources by states while
respecting agreed upon limits to national sovereignty, such as
agreements reached at that time for fur seals, whales and tuna. He
was rather critical to Hardin (1968)’s tragedy of the commons and
the Lifeboat approach (Hardin, 1974) to eliminate food assistance to
restrain population growth. Additionally, safe and healthy food for
everyone is proposed as a feasible policy option as long as food is
given the status of a global public good the states have to take care
n-García
of (Lerin, 2002; Firer, 2004; Burns and Stohr, 2011; Beltra
and Gifra-Durall, 2013; McMahon, 2013). Since food and nutrition
security becomes an international issue whose beneﬁts are relevant

20
In traditional societies, food is treated as a public good although not evenly
distributed, as power relations and social norms play a vital role in accessing and
distribution.
21
Built around collective rights, sharing, cooperation and survival of the group.
22
Primacy is granted to individualism, competition, survival of the ﬁttest, private
property, rational choices and utility maximisation.
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to all and requiring collective global actions to be achieved, several
scholars have posited that it should be considered as a Global Public
Good (Bratspies, 2010; Page, 2013), a political understanding that is
not yet granted in the international arena or the UN system.
Prioritizing public health and consumer protection over market
principles illustrates nicely one major paradigm shift in governance
in the case of the EU response to the 2008 food crisis: the consideration of access to healthy food as a public good that requires
public intervention through policies, regulations and incentives
(Burns and Stohr, 2011). Access to a safe, proper and fair food,
considered as a public good, is a question of food democracy and
food justice. Along those lines, Di Bella (2016) recommends that
public authorities, having a moral responsibility to their citizens'
life and rights, should consider food as one of the main ﬁelds of
their mandate. Other authors from the economic domain arrived to
similar conclusions after analysing the origins of food speculative
markets and their impact on food prices, and recognizing that
speculators and free-riders shall be excluded from the productive
cycle of basic goods such as food (Karyotis and Alijani, 2016). Both
concluded their paper by saying that food as a “common good”
would call for a reconsideration of the role of individuals, ﬁrms,
organizations and institutions in building a model for preserving
and extending the commons. Complementing the economic
approach, the rights-based school of thought portrayed food as a
public good because of the non-excludability by moral reasons (Bin,
2014).
Then, another group of social scholars posit that transnational
movements, such as food justice, food sovereignty and slow food,
deﬁne food as a public good rather than a market-based commodity (Jarosz, 2009; People's Food Policy Project, 2011). Although
several authors defend the idea the food sovereignty movement
has deﬁned agriculture and access to food as a public good (Almås,
2005; Arce et al., 2015) by stating that people have a say in how,
where and by whom their food is produced (Nelson and Stroink,
2012), I have suggested in other paper that La Via Campesina's
traditional claim of food not being a commodity has not been
accompanied by the emancipatory alternative narrative of food as a
commons or a public good (Vivero-Pol, 2017b). I agree however the
way forward to food sovereignty is the production of food as a
public good by cooperative and civic food producing initiatives in
urban and rural areas (Hairong et al., 2016).
The national case studies are provided by the Cuban and Ghanaian food systems, China's socialist legacy, school food in Sweden
and the “Buy Local” campaign in Australia. Wilson (2012) analysed
the Cuban case through the lenses of the moral economy with a
government that leads with strong hand the food producing system
to beneﬁt the maximum amount of Cuban citizens. Cuban policymakers insist upon a model of national food sovereignty that treats
food as a public good rather than a private commodity (Wilson,
2009), a notion that is rooted in the idea of a contract between
the state and its citizens, what renders the concept of food sovereignty in Cuba different from its widespread meaning in other Latin
American countries. Bin (2014) examines how the dual conception
about food as a public good or a market commodity presents a
challenge for the Government of Ghana's goal to adequately feed its
hunger-affected population. In Sweden, school food holds a unique
status as a non-charged, legal right to all pupils in the compulsory
school system. School food is a public good and a legal entitlement
and speciﬁc institutional settings and policies have been crafted to
secure the access to that resource to every children (Arvidsson,
2011). Caraher (2009) explores the “Buy Local” campaign in
Australia and concludes that food is a public good and not just a
commodity, and thus local and national authorities shall act
accordingly. Finally, Hairong et al. (2016) argue that food, because
of its irreplaceable place in national, ecological and livelihood
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security, should be a public or semi-public good in China, instead of
being a market-distributed commodity, and hence the system that
facilitates its production and circulation should be a social and
public institution.
At local level, Johnston (2008), Bradley (2009), McClintock
(2010), Agyeman and McEntee (2014) and Tornaghi (2014a) analyse the initiatives undertaken by grassroots groups and civic food
networks23 in urban areas as attempts to reclaim the food commons. Those initiatives are experimenting with alternatives to the
capitalist organization of urban life while contesting the industrial
food narrative (i.e. enclosures leading to privatisation of material
and non-material commons) and praxis (i.e. envisioning postcapitalist de-growth, transition towns or peer-to-peer exchanges),
re-claiming land appropriation and food sovereignty, and recreating the communal aspects of cultivating, sharing and eating
together. As experiments in process, they are not exempted from
socio-environmental injustices (Tornaghi, 2013) although their
transformative narratives share a set of principles that contest the
idea of absolute commodiﬁcation. Shaffer (2002) and McClintock
(2014) highlight how these initiatives seek to subvert the commodity dimension of food, by viewing food as a public good or a
binding human right, and therefore prioritising its equitable distribution over proﬁt seeking.
And last but not least, food is regarded as a public good and
commons at household level since it is shared by all, eaten together
and none is excluded (Fujii and Ishikawa, 2008; Schluter and
Wahba, 2010).

4.2.3. Crowdsourcing alternative food policies and transition
pathways with a de-commodiﬁed food
By using a different vocabulary and rationale, Pretty (2002) argues for food to be considered as a commons rather than a commodity, and for the fundamental importance of human
connectedness with nature in interdependent systems. The industrial food system has exacerbated this disconnection between
farming and nature, and between food consumers and food producers. The former food commons have been appropriated by enclosures, legal measures or intellectual proprietary rights, with
numerous examples ranging from Alaskan salmon ﬁsheries (Lewis
and Conaty, 2012) to blackberries so widespread in railroad beds,
fence lines and forest edges of western countries (Peck, 2014).
Along the same lines, Carruth (2016) coins the term “open source
foodways” to refer to a model of ecologically-attuned food production that adapts the lexicon of open digital commons (knowledge commons) to agricultural projects that mix environmental
science, amateur knowledge and seeds as agents of public knowledge and resistance; Sumner (2011) explores the links between
social justice and the development of a commons-based food system that would provide a fairer and more sustainable food transition; Cucco and Fonte (2015) describe the political dimensions of
local food initiatives projects through the lenses of a transformative
and emancipatory utopia framework, stating that those alternative
pathways can be interstitial (“ignoring the state”) or symbiotic
(“using the state”); and Lee and Wall (2012) deﬁne place-based
food clusters around speciﬁc food products as food commons.
These food commons, which can be legalized as protected
geographical labels (appellation d'origine controlee), satisfy the
need of value added by producers and the demand of qualitative

23
Civic Food Networks (CFNs) refer to the network of actors involved in the local
food system that, as ecological citizens, partake the responsibility for the sustainability of the food economy and endorse the value of food as a commons and a
human right. CFNs aim to guarantee access (both physical and economic) to sustainable food to all people, individuals and communities (Cucco and Fonte, 2015).
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differentiated foods by consumers, being more than commodities
because they are food with a meaning. That is why these civic food
networks operating outside of the dominant food regime serve to
honour the cultural values associated with food that cannot be
valued by pricing mechanisms (Albov, 2015).
Finally, Roberts (2013), Lee (2013) and Albov (2015) describe
how the recent food movements, formed by rural food producers
and urban food consumers, are challenging the industrial food
system and reshaping a new narrative of food in western societies
(Canada, Wales, Finland) where terms such as “food as a public
good”, “food commons” or “civic food initiatives” are slowly gaining
prominence.
4.2.4. Collective actions re-claiming the urban food commons:
agriculture and fruit harvesting
The cities and the urban dwellers are agents of innovation and
contestation in the era of global food crisis. Urban gardening activists (Crane et al., 2013; Tornaghi and Van Dyck, 2015) are
crowdsourcing the civic food commons, building innovative niches
of praxis, experimenting in social agriculture and co-creating an
alternative narrative of transition. This value-based narrative,
meant to inform a different transition pathway, is different from the
hegemonic discourse of productivism, individual customers instead
of social citizens and commoditised food.
Tornaghi (2014b) provides a practical deﬁnition of “the food
commons”, understood as all those things such as knowledge on
how to grow, existence and protection of pollinators, preservation
of the genetic qualities of species, availability of land and water to
grow food, that render possible to produce food sustainably and to
share it equitably. This author, however, does not consider food
itself as a commons although acknowledges that is not a commodity either. Other authors restrict the deﬁnition to physical
places where wild food can be harvested (Jones, 2013) although the
engaged scholars are increasingly considering the so-called Food
Commons as new loci of action where civil society groups engage in
new forms of cultural and economic production of food, based on
self-governance (Johansen, 2009), challenging global food regimes
and rethinking urban food systems (Tornaghi, 2013).
The “urban food commons” are hence edible landscapes open to
all, where food is freely available and distributed through allocation
means other than monetised exchanges, such as orchards in public
parks, open space community gardens where everyone can plant
and everyone can harvest, private property managed collectively to
produce food for sharing, and in general projects where common
resources (i.e. land, water) are shared for producing food, which is
recognised as a right which should be accessible and potentially
grown by everyone (Tornaghi, 2014b, 2014c).
Urban food gardens contributes to food justice through its
participatory decision-making, community engagement, framing
healthy food as a public good, and empowering participants to
become emancipated from the industrial food system (Karim,
2014). These self-regulated actions conform the skeleton for reconstructing the social, cultural and political importance of
growing and exchanging food outside and beyond monetised relationships (i.e. food is not just sold but shared or wild fruits could
be foraged in city trees) (Tornaghi, 2014b).
4.2.5. Commodiﬁcation as the problem, commoniﬁcation as the
emancipatory solution
The capitalist mindset that shapes the dominant industrial food
system has led to the commoditization of food, diverting the main
purpose of that system from producing food for human nourishment to producing food to maximise proﬁt (Azetsop and Joy, 2013;
Elias, 2016). After the market laws, food is distributed to those who
can pay rather than to those who need. Additionally, the

commodiﬁcation of food is seen as undermining people's valuation
of food by the nutritional and cultural purposes (Manski, 2016) to
ultimately enclosing all the commons that contribute to food production, namely land, water, seeds, fertilisers or agricultural
knowledge, and commoditising ecosystem services, such as pollination, photosynthesis or soil regeneration (Rundgren, 2016). Even
the ancient and widespread consideration of food as a commons is
denied by the hegemonic narrative of the modern food system.
In the last decade, there have been several academic attempts to
justify the need to de-commodify food from normative, juridical
and practical positions. Dalla Costa (2007) linked the different dimensions of food in stating that “food could only be reclaimed as a
fundamental right when it is regained as a commons, a situation
that can only be achieved when the food-producing elements are
considered as commons as well”. In that sense, her holistic
approach to the re-commoniﬁcation is based on the normative
principle of respect for: a) human beings (including solidarity and
justice), b) the environment, c) health (healthy products and
healthy systems) and d) taste. More recently, Azetsop and Joy
(2013) ellaborated a critique of the industrial food system using
four meanings of the common good as a framework, rhetorical
device, ethical concept and practical tool for social justice. The
“common good approach” brings about connections between single entities and social networks on the one hand, and individuals
and social institutions on the other, moving away from focusing on
the individual access to food and individual vulnerability to poor
diets to a focus on the social determinants of access.
For a rapidly growing number of engaged scholars, grassroots
approaches, urban initiatives, community-supported agriculture
and cooperative food ventures are all “reconnecting” the civic food
commons with the social economy and the moral values (Dowler
et al., 2009; McClintock, 2010), ultimately extending the idea of
the commons beyond the physical space where food is produced to
be embedded within the public sphere of citizen politics, emancipatory movements and collective actions (Karim, 2014). To do so, all
the case studies described in the above-mentioned literature share
a non-conventional narrative that regards and value food as a
commons or a public good, understanding the commodiﬁcation of
food and the deregulation of the food markets trumpeted by the
neoliberal ideology and institutions as a root cause of food insecurity in the world. This does not rule out markets as one of several
mechanisms for food distribution, but it rejects the doctrine that
market forces are the best way of allocating food (Rundgren, 2016).
Therefore, they could endorse, Brom (2004)'s valuation of food:
“Food is a special commodity, not only special because it is necessary for our survival; food is also special because it is strongly
related to our social and cultural identity”. Eating together, cooking
and producing part of your own food are emancipatory acts that
help de-commodify food and re-embed it with meanings and social
bonds (Rundgren, 2016). Following this rationale of the multiple
meanings of food to humans, far beyond the market price, Pessione
and Piaggio (2010) coined the term “Heritage Food Commons”,
whereby considering food as a synthesis of nature and culture, a
living legacy in continuous transformation. Food is an essential
natural resource that is interpreted and reviewed, in popular as
well as creative cultures, as cultural phenomena. It is no coincidence that food, together with music and naturally language, is the
main tool for preserving memory and therefore the identity of
migrant communities all over the world and of all origins. Food is
heritage (material and immaterial), thus revealing the identity of a
person or community, and a commons, thus being conformed by a
local resource, a community and a governance system where the
members of the community participate. The authors stressed we all
have an ethical duty to preserve that legacy and commons system.
Actually, food is so special and important to humans that cannot be
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merely treated as a commodity and be effectively safeguarded by
the invisible hand of the market (Sumner, 2012).
5. Conclusions
Food being a commodity is the dominant narrative developed
by academia during XX century, rising impressively after the ﬁrst
global food crisis in 1973 and the golden decades of neoliberalism
(1980s and 1990s). This discourse has been certainly inﬂuenced by
the primacy of economist's thinking during the second half of the
century (Berman, 2009). The power of economists to set the terms
of the academic debate on how to value food can be identiﬁed as
one of the key “lock-ins” maintaining industrial agriculture in place,
mirroring other cultural lock-ins supporting GMOs (Vanloqueren
and Baret, 2009) or the productivist narrative (IPES-Food, 2016).
Academia has been shaped by the dominant narratives of privatisation, enclosures and commodiﬁcation but it has also shaped and
enriched the dominant narratives, especially the economic epistemology of private/public goods, privileging the commodiﬁcation of
food over its commoniﬁcation. This valuation of food by economic
scholars neglects other valid interpretations such as a human right
to be guaranteed by the State or a cultural determinant that cannot
be traded in the market. The ontological absolute (food is a private
good) prevents food acting as a commodity in a situated place and
time and as something else under different circumstances (as nicely
explained by Lind and Barham, 2004). Food was regarded by the
entire society as economists said it should be. In that sense, the
reductionist approach to humans (rational and selﬁsh individuals
who seek to maximise their utilities) that was prevalent in the
second half of XX century was mirrored by the economic approach
to private and public goods that crafted the dominant narrative and
lay people's understanding about the commons (Mattei, 2013).
This valuation of food as private good and commodity was later
on instrumentalised by the ruling elites (governments and corporations) through food policies and regulations that were consistent
with this normative and highly reductionist valuation. Hence, for
decades food policies were designed and funded to better govern a
mono-dimensional commodity whose access is exclusively determined by price and absolute proprietary rights. This narrative
sidelined the non-monetized values of food and its essentialness
for human survival, and thus many relevant food policy options
were automatically discarded because they conﬂicted with the
commodity nature of food. Food could not be provided for free to
people that could not pay for it, food producers could not become
civil servants to produce food for State's needs, the right to food has
been constantly denied by the main advocates of food commodity
markets, negative externalities of unsustainable food production
were not incorporated in ﬁnal prices thanks to huge public subsidies to food corporations, trade restrictions to food products were
lifted for the beneﬁt of the corporations that control the international food trade, and collective actions for food (including seeds,
land, water, knowledge) were restricted, enclosed and even prohibited by stringent regulations that were designed to support the
for-proﬁt trade of food commodities, undermining alternative
means of exchanging and accessing the food commons.
Nevertheless, the alternative approach to food as a commons
and public good has been struggling to survive as a valid narrative
in certain academic circles and it seems to be experiencing a renaissance in the last two decades, especially after the second global
food crisis in 2008. Only 70 articles including that narrative have
been found through a systematic review, compared to the nearly
50,000 articles that deal with food as a commodity (although not of
all them contain supportive stances or endorsement of that
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valuation). The content analysis of these papers has yielded interesting insights such as the long endurance of social contracts that
regarded food as a commons. For more than 1000 centuries in
human history food has been considered as a commons. Herd
leaders, village majors and national rulers have often taken care of
their followers' food needs, since the pre-neoliberal consensus was
valuing food as a political issue and a power enabler. For a century,
scholars barely mentioned that food could be considered as a
commons or public good. It was a sort of anathema, a utopian
thought or a naïve effort of some fringe scholars. And yet, the last
two decades have seen a rapidly rise in academic interest on the
issue, exploring the moral, political and cultural implications of that
narrative, that clearly confronts the hegemonic construct of food as
a private good and commodity.
Outside the scholarly milieu, the situation is pretty similar. A
myriad of customary food system and contemporary civic food
initiatives are also growing rapidly, resisting the commodiﬁcation
of food and re-claiming the neglected meanings of food for individuals and societies, re-constructing the forgotten narrative of
food as a commons and public good that was the norm in human
societies all over the world for thousands of years. Indigenous
narratives such as Sumak Kwasay or Ubuntu, grassroots initiatives
such as the food sovereignty movement lead by la Via Campesina
and civic food networks such as the Transition Movement or Slow
Food are reclaiming a non-commodiﬁed re-valuation of food, a life
enabler, a natural resource, a cultural pillar and a binding human
right at international level. Those innovative and traditional niches
are re-constructing a transition pathway for a fairer and more
sustainable food systems out of the dominant narrative of food as a
commodity and the productivist transition path.
The hegemonic valuation of food as a commodity is cracking
slowly but consistently. This normative view, stemmed from the
Western capitalist culture, cannot dictate and colonize the multiplicity of food meanings by different past and present cultures.
Actually, other epistemologies (Santos, 2014), cultures (Dussel,
2013), customary traditions (Gurven, 2004; Taylor, 2014) and
contemporary initiatives (Tornaghi, 2014b; Cucco and Fonte, 2015)
consider food differently, not as a pure commodity whose main
goal is proﬁt maximisation, but as a multi-dimensional commons
or public good. The univocity and apparent neutrality of the economic approach to the public/private/commons goods (just using
two easy-to-understand criteria and then accepting multiple exceptions and nuances to the theory) obscures the power differential
that generated that understanding of food and the beneﬁts the
valuation of food as a private good generates for those in power. The
overwhelming number of academic references on food as a commodity represents the “mono-culture of the mind” that has been
perfectly described by Vandana Shiva (1993).
There is a need to break this hegemonic mono-culture of ideas
by bringing unconventional and radical perspectives into the
debate on possible solutions for a transition towards a fairer and
sustainable food system. We need to think outside the “sociallyconstructed reality” we live in these days, thinking differently from
what we are entitled, permitted or accepted to think, breaking
narratives accepted-for-granted and seeking utopias that within 50
years may easily become the new accepted normal. And academia
shall be at the forefront in supplying moral foundations, economic
possibilities and policy options to sustain the radical change in the
industrial food system. Following Eric Olin Wright (2010)'s “real
utopias”, scientiﬁc and political evidence points to the need to
develop alternative visions to the industrial food system, no matter
how little support that may get initially, since the mere fact of
proposing alternatives outside the dominant mainstream may
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contribute to creating the conditions in which such support can be
built, as Victor Hugo nicely wrote24. And the power of food to
generate a substantial critique to the neoliberal corporate and
industrialized food system and to harness multiple and different
alternatives shall not be underestimated (McMichael, 2000). Food
is a powerful weapon for social transformation. The consideration
of food as a commons or a public good can be considered as a
utopian thought in three ways, after Stock et al. (2015): as critique
of existing and dominant narrative of food as a commodity that
sustains the industrial food system; as an alternative that experiments with possible better futures in innovative niches; and as
process that recognizes the complexities inherent to transition
pathways to change the dominant regime.
The consideration of food as a commons includes sharing,
cooperation, re-embeddedness, ecologically-attuned food systems,
transformative and emancipatory framings, more meaningful food
and a narrative that provides the moral ground where customary
niches of resistance and contemporary niches of innovation may
work together to crowdsource a powerful and networked alternative to produce good food for all within the planetary limits.
Valuing food as a commons will enable food producers to fulﬁl a
role as environment stewards (Ding et al., 2016), eaters25 to unfold
more democratic and participatory food systems (De Schutter,
2014), managers to foster people's engagement in managing their
own life-enabling systems (Pretty, 2002; Rundgren, 2016), engaged
food professionals to ﬁnd a common narrative that sustains alterand counter-hegemomic transformative actions (Vivero-Pol, 2017a)
and, last but not least, humans to reconsidered their role in the
relational valuation of Nature (Seegert, 2012; Chan et al., 2016). The
consideration of food as a commons is:
 A normative concept and a moral compass for a fairer food
transition or, following a Kantian rationality, a point of departure and a justiﬁcation of civic food actions.
 A social construct, politically speaking. This consideration is
rather epistemological (place-, time- and culture-related) and
not ontological (as considered by the currently hegemonic
economic approach to food).
 A fundamental right, legally speaking, associated to the most
fundamental right of all, the right to life. This link confers primacy to the right to food over the right to private property.
 The recognition of a historical reality that has been dominant in
the greatest part of human beings' existence: the special political consideration granted to food.
Finally, should the complete food system be managed as a
commons, it could fulﬁl a triple role as life sustainer, as a means of
passing on our own cultural identity and as a vehicle for the production and stewardship of biodiversity, understood as the wealth
and complexity of all living things (Pessione and Piaggio, 2010).
Managing food systems as a commons would, ultimately, be the
best way to manage the Planet Earth, our common home.

Conﬂicts of interest
I don't have conﬂicts of interest.

24
“There is nothing like a dream to create the future. Utopia today, ﬂesh and bone
tomorrow” Victor Hugo, Les Miserables, 1862.
25
Thompson (2012) (p.64) considers that deﬁning ourselves as “eaters”, in opposition to just consumers, may be a more important self-awareness narrative in a
global society than establishing, for instance, a nation-state identity.
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