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Prefatcry Remark

Nobody will disagree, it ig assumed, with the aoal of the UNU,
as stated in lts Charter, to help find solutions to tre "'mressing global
problems of human survival, development and welfare'': nor that hunger
is, indeed, one of those pressing global problems. Hor would one necessarily
disagree with the idea of "employing muitidisciplinary anproaches to
specific major world problems', of stressing ”exce!!énce in‘gr!nglng the
benefits of advanced knowledge Into the lives of millions of people whom
circumstances deny humare conditions of existence', of brinaing '"together
from East and West, North and South, the most knowledceable experts, the
most perceptive minds, and the most promising youncer scholars fer joint
studies of maximum mutual voluc and world-wide apnlicability', focussina
"the best thought throughout the world on the major problems of humanityv’,
“operating at the highest level of world scholarship'', "thelping to create
transnational knowledge; thoroughly accurate, unbiased, and freely
available throughout the world” (from the pamphlet The United Nations
University: Present Status Summer/Fall 1977). OCne might question the
wisdom of advertising the geals and standards of the LN in such terms
before 1t has proven itself, but not the idea of bringing human infellect
to bear on the solution of the major problems facing mankind, at least as
long as one recognizes that the academic/scientific apprecach is only one
out of many.

The UNU, however, will he judged by its own standards. The following
arec some reflections brought abtout by applving those standards to the first

academic (not scientific) outout from the UNU'; the Peport of the Flirst

UiHU Expert Group on World thinaer., The reflections are.critical, some of
them very critical. Thev are presented In the spirit of co-operation In
making this important endeavour, the UNU, live up to its own standards. -

Tokyo, 13 November 1975

Johan fRaltung



(1) Composition of the expert group.

e T o v

Apart from the UNU staff there were 19 participants to the meeting.
0f these ten were from the developed capltalist countries (us 3; Japan 2;
Canada, Australia, England, Sweden, Denmark one each): six were working in
developing capitalist countries (Guatemala, the Phlllippines (a Japanese),
Pakistan, India, Nigeria and Thailand); one was from the sociallst countries
(Poland) and two from the UN Agencies (WHO and FAD). _The number of women {n
the group was zero; the number of young scholars (tentatively defined as
below 35)was zero.

The composition raises some questions. Lleaving aside the sex and age
distrlibution for a moment, there are serious problems In the geo-pollitical
composition. It Is today gennrally acknowledged that there are four
"developing'' countries that seem to have solved the problem of hunger
(and also of shelter, health and hasic education; all four at a low, but
sufficlent level): the People's Republic of China, the People's Republic of
Korea, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and Cuba. These are also the
four soclalist ccuntries in the Third Vorld. Before them, however, soclalist
countries in Eastern Furops were able to eradicate poverty, Including
hunger - like for the other four with the possible exception of'§ome poverty
pockets, particularly among national minorities. A remarkable factér In this
connection is how quickly it could be done {spans of time rangling, roughlv,
from flve to twenty-five years), and that one factor seemed to be (temporary)
dissociatlion from the general world system of trade and other forms of Inter-
action.

The significance of the sociallst experience was fully recognized In the
recent symposlum on literacy organized jolntly by the UNESCO and the Government
of lran (Persepolis, fran, 3-9 September 1975) where alli four countries were

not only lInvited but participated fully with very important contributions.



They were capable of launching not only different perspectives, but also
different, and highly practlical, experlences Into the debate. MNeedless to
say, one person from a European socialist country cannot compensate for thls,
conditions were and are highly different even If some of the marxist Idiom
may be similar.

What was possible for UNESCO and lran should also have been possible for
the UNU. If It were tried and found impossible the reasons should be analyzed;
If It were not tried, or only partly so, the reasons should also be analyzed.
Having no knowledge of this let me only venture one type of reflectlon that
may be totally mlsplaced In this context, yet be of some general signlficance
for the UNU.

The great advantage of the UNU Is its "academic freedom' and the abserce
of an inter-governmental bureaucracy, with the requirement that research
reports, etc. should be acceptable to member states. The UNU can recruit
the most knowledgeable experts, the most perceptlve minds ...'; meaning
that it can plck individuals frem around the world and ask them to plan and/or
execute practicable research. The preblem is that the criteria for plcking
these Individuals, 'academic excellence, universality of approach, and the
highest standards' (from the UNU Institutional Guidellnes, para"7) are 1kely
to have an homogenizing influence. More particularly, they are likely to
lead to an overrepresentation of Western scholars and people trained by them;
and even more so if the ability to reflect critically on Western sclence and
technology is low. (It has, incidentally, always been a Western assumption
that '"Westernness'' and "universality' are close to synonymous as concepts).
With all 1ts clumsiness and built-in tendency to favour diplomatic and political
elites the standard (N formulas of representativity (rather than, or In addi-
tion to, 'excellence' and "universality'') may guarantee more diversity of

approach, possibly at the expense of 'excellence''. Thls diversity is Important
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for, as will be argued later, in all the field*of ‘pressing global problems"

antagonistic, sometimes (but very rarely) even incompatible approaches. The UNU

should be a forum for comparison, confrontatlon and debate among these

approaches, not one more expression of the Western pretense of unlversality.

Onthe other hand, better geo-politlcal representativity Is neither a
necessary, nor a sufficient condition for this diversity. The diversity
can also be brought about on a completely individual basis, even If all of them
are plcked from the same country {provided the country benefits from sufficient
academic freedom to harbour diversity in mature forms.) Not having participated
in the deliberations | am not In a position to judge the level of diversity.
However, the list of participants does not Include the best known critics of
the present structure of food production, to my knowledge. Many of these
critics seem to be of the opinlon that the food corporatlions play a major role
In distorting the production and consumption patterns, and It Is therefore
remarkable that there were representatives of two such corporations present
(among the US experts, from General Foods Corporation, and from Cempbell
Soup Company), They should certainly have been there, with their Impressive
accumulation of expertise and experience, but so should thelr critlcs - for
instance the Important resecarch group from the Instltute of Policy Studies in
Washington (to mention one out of many, and one from the US since they would
be best capable of arguing the case knowing the US corporations better). The
answar to the objection that thls would smack of ''politics' Is, of course,
that so does the present list.

Finally, there is the problem of representation of disciplines. One
break-down, using the instltutional affiliations and titles {(which may some-
times be misleading when it comes to identifying individuals) would be as

-

follows: 11 in nutrition and food technology (including the two from feood
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corporatlons)and one from FAG ¢ three In medical sclences/pediatrics, and

/

one from WHO, and three in the flelds of agricultural and development
economics. This is far from the multidisciplirarity the UNU goes in for.
Moreover, where are the prectitioners ~ the feood politicians, the leaders of
rural movements, the consumers? And most Importantly, where is the bullt-in
quarantee that fundamentallv different viewvare represented? For there are
several very different concentual frameworks in thls field, out of which only
cne ls well reflected in the report,
(2) The old paradigm and the new.

My own impression from fnllowing the debate on the buncer problem, and
to soma extent from my owny resecarch {en some problems retaining to fisheries;
see the FAQ magazine CLRES No.4l}, would be that we are here as in so many
other flelds In the transition phase between two (or more) paradigms. This is
an important phase because any intellectual {and political) crisis is also a
situation of flexibillity and great opportunity of fresh thinking - and that Is
preclsely what | felt was 5o missing from the report. The following is a
clariflcation of that staternnt.

We know that nrinltive agriculture does not constitute a sufficiént basis
for provlding adequate nutrition, quantitatively or qualitatively. it may
do so In some places at some times, but It Is vulpnerable. The very limited
econocmic cycle on which it is/was hased, with the nature basis, production and
consumption all located close tn each other, and with no scientific Inputs, is
incompatible with the cbiect!ve needs of the world's population.

From this, howaver, It dnes not follow that the extreme negation of this
cycle constlitutes the solution either. The extreme ncgation,'engendered by
world caplitallism, operates on the basis of world-encompassing economic cycles

whereby soll and other natural resources are used for the producticn of
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nutrlents consumed by thoss able to pay - meaning above all richer people In
the rich countries. These cycles, then, usually have thelr administratlve, R§D
and flnance faclllitles ir the rlich countries, from which flow managerial

skills and decisions, sclentific/technical flndings and capital into the poorer
countrles, or into the ellte reciplents in the poorer cpuntri¢§. Such cvycles
can only be administered efficiently by transnational corporations, hence

the International food corporations. The evidence that a substantial part of
the productive natural resources leocated in poor countries are used to produce
food consumed in rich countries, nften via the wastce”ul conversion of, say,
fish protein to broilers, Is impressive. But similar cycles also operate
Inside the poor countries, Tavouring clites in the hircer cities of those
countries.

The dissatisfaction with this structure has led in manv countrles to the
search for alternative structures, and sometimes als:: tn an unfortunate,
romantic nostalgia for the old pattern (a tendency found among some rich
country intellectuals). 9ne elesent in the new formula would be to reserve,
sometimes using expropriation and nationallzation as instruments, national
natural resources that can be used for food production for internél cénsump-
tion, and no longer for cash crops for export. Another element would be to ook
for Intermediate economic cycles, hullding on local sclf-reliance as far as
possible, transcending the llmitations of the villace, but belna sceptical
of “internal exportation’ to the bilg clties {vwhich viould then have to grow
more of thelr own frnod in the !mmedlate environment - or, which may be no bad
solution, reduce their population). Still another element is the well known
transition from land reform (abnlishing latifundos and minifundos, emergence of
more viable famlly farms) via mutual ald and farmers rooperatives of

elementary and advanced nature to some type of communal ownership pattern
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{Chinese peoples communes, the Israeli Kibhutzlm, agro-towns In Bulgaria,
uvjamaa villages In Tanzanlia, sarvodaya experiments in India, simllar
patterns in the other Third Vorld socialist countries, etz.). There are
very many variations of thls theme, but thev all seem tn be directed agalnst
two other ''solutions''; fragmentation into Individual farms, Incapable of
utilizing new knowledge and wilithstanding pressure from nature and economlc
forces onthe one hand, and larae-scale statc centralization (Soviet model) on
the other. The emernence ~f the rural commune as entrepreneus, self-reliant,
constructed (often) as a federation of villaces, nroduacing what It consumes,
and exchanging the surplus from a position of collectlive strength seems to
be rather significant.

Needless to sav one is spesking here not marely ot intellectual exerclises
and paper plans, but of stark political realities,since there are very strong
political forces supporfing and resisting these structures. The problem
is what follows from this if cone wants to design a research programme in the
terribly important field of worid hunner. There are nany ioplications, and
the following i35 cne list,

a. The most important factor in alleviating world hunger .Ls_,s_t_sy.c_t_kir_a_‘,-

it is very hard to prove this assertion, hut the experlence of the
soclalist Third World countries would tend to corroborate 1t. It Is
therefore remarkable to the point of the scandalous that this possibility
Is not mentloned in the concentual framewark of the renort. Equally
important as an empirical study of how they went akout would bhe research Into
these structural factors, Inte various alternative models fnvolving such
components as local self-reliance (and elements of natlona! and collective
Third World self-reliance In food matters) and intermediate economlc cycles,

probably also Implying some kind of intermediate technology. Natlonal and

’
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collectlive self-relitance should actnally also be stressed: both In order
to make countries and regions less vulnerable to rressures from food-exnorting
countries, and In order to make use nf complementary economies.

To the extent that this preposition iIs teue first priority should
certainly be gliven to suzh tonlss of research as how fnadequate structures
can be overcome, not eschewing them with a Hland reference to "the complexity
of contributing social, ~cononic, and political factars, ard resistance to

change'', even using this as a hasis for the staterent 'no early solutlon to

the problem of poverty is In siant’ «both from Pel). The point about what
happened In the szcinliat Coundries was precisely that it wont relatively
qulekly = althouqgh it v, aten conceivably. have heer “or other reasons
than the ones indicated here. FPrecisely that would constitute an excellent
research topic in its owun richs,

A study of this kird would crobably call on the exvertise of historians,
sccial scientists {particulariy specialists in rura! sncicloay) In cooperation
with nutriticnists, some ©f %o frem the countries concerned, some of them

from other countrics. it would not he an easy study te launch, but If the UNU

should not do It, who else would Le capable?



b.  The report on hunger Is cenceptually within the old paradiom.
""Post-harvest food and anricultural technology is ar inter-disclpllnary
science whose functions begin after crops arc harvested, animals
slaughtered, or fish caught. |t covers handling, storage, processing,
packaging, and transport, as well as distribution and ultimate use of
food. Its maln objective Is to contribute towards solving world food
problems through inter-disciplinary application of sclence and
technology and manaznemant practlices In order *o ronserve food and
Improve, to the extent nussible, its nutritionpal auality to meet human
needs.'" (p.11.)

Thls looks so cbviously true, yet ralses some verv lrnortant problems that
can be summarized under one heading: it is quite possible that these measures
may preserve food and increase the total volume of foodl available, but at the
same time they may also increas: the costs, ericing the nroducts out of the
reach of the poorest people. “hare Is alsc another asnect to it: instead of
mobilizing the ingenuity of nernie therselves, mokine trem more self-confident,
this will probably play much more power to rcanarate idess into the capltals and
citles where universities and instltutes tend to be located, thus élpp1ng the
intellectual balance even further in favour of the centre and away from the
periphery the sucaestiosns oo Joubt are intended to serve.

T he more soeci®ia th approach talken may be dnncerons precisely
because it is so commanil Ve with the extended and exprrding cconomic cycles
idea. 1t takes no fmaginacion o envisage the transiationai corporations In
the field of food jacianing Soioring the aleture oivoe Shoy represent great
expertise in all phascs iadicasad (hand1inc, storace, provessing, packaging,

cransport, distribution). Fut in order to do apythine like this both capital



and research are needed, if models are to be practised widely in the poorer
parts of the world - and the capital 1s likely to come from centres which
would want their money back. and wlth interest. Thus. even if the poor were
able to pay, profits would be more likely to accumulate in the centres, would
not necessarily be reinvested locally, and 1f they were; nnot né&essarily

for the purpose of allaviating hunger.

This Is all reminiscant of the green “revealution”, and readlng the
report one gets the imsrassion that the quantity of mad research on the
social impact of certain inpovations in the field of Ligh-viald varieties
(but also ccologically more vo'nrable because of dnereneod diversity) is
not properly reflected. Tolay there is no contradiction Latween increased
output and decreased consumpling locally, for the recsons mentioned: the
structure makes rescarch~ani capital-iatensive forrns of production compatible
with stagnant or decroas’s. Jovals of need-satisfaction for, say, the bottom
10, 20 {aven nore) nercons. At tne sane time it also contributes to the
migration from the rura) eaviropment nrecisely hecause cvolac arn set up
where evervibody sensas vhern capital and Tdeas come Froo, hence where-the
center is. It is wvar: o7 foeagttan In 1515 Lype of study that neonle do
rot only want ro he fad, e cant to he sonehody - they want to be a little
center of their own. Suc’ Ffasrors are not fnponderabies, thev are highly
tanglble when they get poli ianl cunression as they soretimes do, but are not
easlly Integrated into the paradigms of nutritionists and ecanomists.

»

The report mentions the irpnrtance of offsetting “fond losses at a time
when production costs have ircreased as a result of o three-fold rise in the

cost of fertilizers and othar innuts' (p.13). 0Of course this presupposes,
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Firally, a remark that s nnt 50 much related to this sarticular report as

) -

to the anproach in general. and 1s assantial o hyman 112 hut In a much

-

hroader sense than as A corrier of nutrition, Toan! i a3 woy of 11fe; sharing a

meal Is a social act, maklng foed is an act af «ncial communication, a lanauage,
nften of love and dedicatina. Yo snend consliderable ~artions of our lives in
activlities relating to fand:  wmalina it (directly ar o' rectly throuah our
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trovandously Taportant comtei ariies ta antind arnciosty y ralacing
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