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When did agro-food globalization begin?

Ask three historians –
and you‘ll get three different answers!

Around 1500

Around 1870

Around 1990

Around 1870 
world market for
basic foodstuffs



The making of a global wheat market

Wheat price difference between Chicago and Liverpool, 1850-1913

Drivers:
• Falling transport costs (e.g. steam-powered

ships and trains)
• Stable exchange rates (gold standard)
• Free-trade agreements (e.g., GB & F 1860)



Waves of agro-food globalization

  
Agricultural world trade, 1850-2016  ‚Great Specialization‘ (UK-centered

agro-food regime, c.1870-1910/30)


Great Depression & WW II


 ‚Great Acceleration‘ (US-centered
agro-food regime, c. 1950-1970/80)


Stagflation, energy & food crisis


 ‚Turbo-Capitalism‘ (WTO-centered
agro-food regime), c. 1990-2010/20)


Polycrisis (climate, energy, prices, etc.)
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Europe in grain markets: from importer to exporter

Europe (excl. Russia/USSR)
Russia/USSR
North & Central America
Asia
Africa
South America
Oceania
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Grain trade balance by world regions, 1850-2016



Europe in oilseed markets: long-term importer
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Oilseed trade balance by world regions, 1870-2016
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Europe in meat markets: from importer to exporter
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Meat trade balance by world regions, 1870-2016
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Europe in agricultural markets: from trader to self-supplier







Percentage of agricultural imports
(1909-38 at 1925 prices, 1952-2000 
at 1980 prices)

Percentage of agricultural exports
(1909-38 at 1925 prices, 1952-2000 
at 1980 prices)



‚Great Specialization‘ in the UK-centered regime, 1869-1929

West East

South
European colonies

in Africa & Asia
(plantations)

Gold standard & 
free-trade agreements

protectionist
reactions

Settler colonies in 
the Americas & Australia

(family farms)

Settler colonies
in Central Asia

(family farms)

Grain

Transport revolution
(steam-powered

technology)

European empires & 
nation states:
• Classical liberalism

(state & market)
• Multiple pathways:
− Low-tariff importer

(e.g., UK)
− Low-tariff exporter

(e.g., DK)
− High-tariff self-supplier 

(e.g. F)
− High-tariff customs

union (e.g., A-H)

UK & Western Europe
(working classes)



‚Great Acceleration‘ in the US-centered regime, 1947-1973

West East

South
Neoliberal

reform

GATT & Bretton 
Woods System

C
old W

ar

USSR & 
Communist block

Developing countries
(rural & urban poor)

EEC & Japan
(middle classes)

USA
(family farms) Green revolution

(oil-powered
technology) 

European Economic
Community (1957):
• Neo-mercantilism

(state & civil society)
• Aims: producers‘ 

income security & 
consumers‘ food
security (ISA)

• CAP: price support & 
productivist technology

• Trade: duty-free 
imports of inputs & 
protection of outputs



‚Turbo-Capitalism‘ in the WTO-centered regime, 1995-2020

West East

South
Global South

(rural-urban migrants)

Alter- & counter-
movements

EU  & Japan
(middle classes)

USA
(family farms)

China
(middle classes)

New Agricultural
Countreis

(capitalist companies)

Gene revolution
(biotechnology)

flexible exchange rates, WTO & TNCs

European Union (1993):
• Neoliberalism

(firms & civil society)
• Aims: market-

dependent income & 
food security

• CAP reform: direct
payments & post-/neo-
productivism

• Trade: European inte-
gration, deregulation
(WTO) & reregulation
(agrarian support)



Managing the current polycrisis – but how?

• Neoliberal strategy (e.g., WTO): adopting
the agro-industrial model (‚feeding the world‘)

• Reformist strategy (e.g., FAO): food aid and 
greening of conventional agriculture

• Progressive strategy (e.g., fair trade): niches
of justice and sustainability

• Radical strategy (e.g., La Via Campesina): 
strenghtening of food sovereignty



Further reading
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