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Transformation for Food Sovereignty
Food sovereignty is perhaps best understood as a process 
that seeks to expand the realm of democracy and regenerate 
a diversity of locally autonomous food systems. It is a 
transformative process in which fundamental change is a 
central issue for the individuals and organisations involved. It 
involves a deep awareness of alternative worldviews and the 
possibility of doing things differently. As such, it is a shift in 
consciousness and represents a transformative kind of learning. 
A transformative learning process involves ‘seeing things 

differently’, ‘doing better things’ and re-thinking whole systems 
on a participative basis. This is in sharp contrast with more 
mainstream and/or reformist ways of dealing with food and 
agricultural crises (see box).

The food sovereignty paradigm is deeply transformative in its 
vision, policies and practice. For example, food sovereignty 
as well as individual and collective autonomy all imply a 
fundamentally new conception of citizenship: economic, political, 
social and cultural. This ‘participatory’ conception of active 
citizenship is well described by Fotopoulos (1997):

2 of 80



Change and learning are central issues for the individuals 
and organisations involved in designing sustainable food and 
agricultural systems. At its simplest level, learning is a process 
through which new knowledge, values and skills are acquired. 
At a deeper level, learning involves “a movement of the mind” 
(Senge, 1990). Different orders or levels of change and learning 
are involved here:

•	 	First	order	change	and	learning.	This	takes	place	within	
accepted boundaries and involves adaptive learning that 
leaves basic values unexamined and unchanged. This single 
loop learning poses ‘how’ questions. How can we deal with 
the problem we face? How can we avoid the mistakes we 
are making? Much of the focus of first order change is on 
making adjustments to the existing system—doing more of 
the same, but doing it better (emphasis on efficiency) or by 
reorganising components, procedures and responsibilities 
(emphasis on effectiveness).

•	 	Second	order	change	and	learning	involves	critically	
reflective learning, examining the assumptions that influence 
first order learning. This double loop learning focuses on 
‘why’ questions. The organisational culture and facilitation 
continuously encourage the questioning of existing practices, 
rules, procedures and regulations. Such learning seeks 
to expand collective knowledge and understanding by 
understanding the assumptions and goals behind existing 
routines, practices, theories and policies. This is sometimes 
called ‘learning about learning’ or ‘thinking about thinking’.

•	 	Third	order	change	and	learning	happens	at	a	deeper	level,	
when organisations and individuals see things differently. 

This is creative learning and involves a deep awareness of 
alternative worldviews and the possibility of doing things 
differently. This triple loop learning articulates the deeper 
‘underlying why’ questions related to will and being. It 
focuses on underlying paradigms, norms and values that 
frame and legitimise the purpose of knowledge, policies, 
organisations, technologies and practice. It involves ‘seeing 
things differently’, ‘doing better things’ and re-thinking 
whole systems on a participative basis. As such, it is a shift 
in consciousness and is a transformative level of learning. 
This learning process will usually ‘see’ that individuals and 
organisations need to engage in fundamental change in order 
to facilitate deep change in the wider system, i.e. there is a 
need to transform in order to be transformative.

The individual and organisational learning responses to the 
social and ecological crisis of modern food systems thus span 
the following:

•	 	No	change:	no	learning.	Denial,	tokenism	or	ignorance

•	 	Accommodation:	first	order	learning.	Adaptation	and	
maintenance of the status quo.

•	 	Reformation:	second	order	learning.	Critically	reflective	
adaptation

•	 	Transformation:	third	order	learning.	Creative	re-visioning	
and fundamental re-design of whole system

Sources: Pimbert, in press; Sterling 2001.

Box: Reform or revolution in food and agriculture
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“…political citizenship involves new political structures 
and the return to the classical conception of politics (direct 
democracy). Economic citizenship involves new economic 
structures of demotic ownership and control of economic 
resources (economic democracy). Social citizenship 
involves self-management structures at the workplace, 
democracy in the household and new welfare structures 
where all basic needs (to be democratically determined) 
are covered by community resources, whether they are 
satisfied in the household or at the community level. Finally, 
cultural citizenship involves new democratic structures 
of dissemination and control of information and culture 
(mass media, art, etc), which allow every member of the 
community to take part in the process and at the same time 
develop his/her intellectual and cultural potential.”

Indeed, a key goal of the more emancipatory federations and 
organisations mentioned above is to develop a public sphere that 
allows for maximum democracy in the literal sense of the term. 
In its present form, this new politics in the making increasingly 
affirms the values of ‘citizenship’, ‘confederalism’, ‘dual power’, 
‘social inclusion’, ‘community control of land and territories’, 
‘transforming knowledge and ways of knowing’ ‘agro-ecological 
approaches and ecological literacy’, and ‘deepening democracy’. 
At the same time however, these guiding values and principles 
for transformation deeply challenge the nascent food sovereignty 
movement to transform itself.

In the next chapters of this book I critically reflect on the 
potential and challenges of these processes of transformation 
towards ‘food sovereignty’.
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The Raita Teerpu. A citizens’ jury on the governance of agricultural research  December 2009, Fireflies Ashram, Karnataka, India

Photo	credits:	Peter	Reason.	For	more	information	see:	www.raitateerpu.com
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