Cultural Identity-based Food Sovereignty
Background
Indigenous Women are instrumental in food sovereignty because they raise
children, feed them and care for their health. They also gather knowledge and
transfer values and customs that are closely related to the management of
natural resources and in particular of food and medicinal plants. Through the
language, they transfer ancestral knowledge, cultural traits, affirm identity and
allow the relation to other cultures from their own cultural identity. They are the
driving force of household economy and raise awareness on the maintenance
and recovery of food practices and food habits.
Traditional knowledge of agricultural cycles and diversity of plants and animals
also plays a part both in food sovereignty and in health, since very often women
oversee the home garden to grow food and plants that are needed for
traditional healthcare activities.
Indigenous Peoples’ food sovereignty includes an element related to peoples’
worldviews and to the use and production of food. Traditional knowledge of
agricultural cycles of the various ecosystems where Indigenous Peoples live lies
at the source of social and economic organizations as well as cultural
organizations. Thus, certain types of food are prepared for different life events,
for example, harvesting and sowing are specific periods for fertility ceremonies
and the reason for many celebrations, musical expressions, dances, etc.
However, the introduction of new industrial foods (canned food, sweetened
soft drinks, cookies, candies, alcoholic beverages, etc.) has affected the quality
of life and the environment permanently. Health impacts can also be
devastating, such as obesity, teething problems, diabetes or alcoholism.
Increased consumption of such products contributes to the loss of identity
among young people, who

neglect daily activities regarding food preparation, closely linked to social
cohesion, knowledge transfer and cultural patterns, and neglect the growing of
food and therefore the close relationship with land and territories.
Other obstacles to preserve Indigenous Peoples’ food sovereignty are
environmental pollution and the lack of access to land, water and traditional
natural resources, as well as free trade agreements, GMO food and seeds, and
large-scale and industrial farming practices. The disappearance of languages,
cultural practices and ways to transfer traditional knowledge to next
generations are also barriers, as is the impact of climate change and the
proposed “solutions” of biofuel or agrofuel production.
The recent emergence of the global Covid-19 crisis sharpened the need to
strengthen food sovereignty in almost all the States of the world. Indeed, the
movement restrictions hindered the big urban centres' food supply, while the
agricultural activities were obstaculated or even paralized. On the other hand, it
highlighted the existing gap among the different Indigenous Peoples’ food
sovereignty: while some of them demonstrated strong abilities in the food
storage and management of their own production, food scarcity and/or
unaffordable prices was the reality of many others during the pandemic. In fact,
the United Nation Fund for Children (UNICEF) already warned that the sanitary
crisis exacerbates the already existing food crisis in an alarming way.7
The concept of food sovereignty was born out of concerns for the advance of
neoliberal policies and the trade and agrarian policies imposed on a large part
of the world during the 1980s and 1990s. It is an eminently political concept
whose main goal is to stop the expansion of agro-export models that, based on
the Washington Consensus, had been fostered by institutions such as the World
Trade Organization (WTO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the
World Bank (WB).

This concept is closely linked to that of Environmental Justice, since for
Indigenous Women Environmental Justice includes elements related to the
harvesting of products, the protection of traditional seeds, and the knowledge
and know-how that is transmitted intergenerationally. In other words,
Environmental Justice is understood from the perspective of food security
(among other) and without Environmental Justice there can be no food
security, and vice versa.
Environmental Justice (a term initially coined by the First National People of
Color Environmental Leadership Summit held in 1991) affirms the sacredness of
Mother Earth, the interdependence of all species and the right to be free from
ecological destruction. Environmental Justice is seen as a basis for the right to
an ethical, balanced and responsible use of land and renewable resources for
a sustainable planet for human beings and other living creatures (Reichmann,
2003). Environmental Justice and food security are also mainly collective rights
for Indigenous women, who continue to bear a heavier burden when it comes
to fighting environmental injustice.
According to FAO’s most recent report (2019)8 , Indigenous Peoples are
disproportionately represented in malnutrition and food insecurity indicators,
as well as child malnutrition. Likewise, despite their contributions to family food
security, economic empowerment and social development, Indigenous Women
often face marginalization and discrimination within their own communities.
The
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report also highlights that Indigenous Peoples’ traditional systems and practices
contribute to the preservation of biodiversity.
In addition, CSW Resolution 56/4 recognizes that Indigenous Women are key
actors in poverty and hunger eradication.
It is therefore necessary to treasure the knowledge and contribution of Indigenous
Women to peoples’ food sovereignty and biodiversity conservation, and rightly
acknowledge the value of their traditional knowledge. It is necessary to empower
them and provide them with adequate conditions to continue the transfer of their
knowledge and practices, as well as of their culture and identity, to future
generations.
Guiding questions:
What are some concrete examples where food sovereignty has been maintained or
recovered through traditional knowledge and/or intergenerational transmission?
What are the lessons learned?
What are some major challenges faced by Indigenous women with respect to food
sovereignty? How are they addressing them in their communities?
How does rural-urban migration affect traditional agricultural systems and food
sovereignty?
How does food sovereignty relate to traditional medicine or language?
What is the relation between the food sovereignty and Mother Earth?
How the Covid-19 crisis impacted the traditional knowledge related to food and/or
traditional medicine practices? In particular, how did it affect the cultivation work
and commercialization?

What were the effects of Covid-19 on your community and your country’s food
sovereignty?
How does food sovereignty affect the sustainability of the women in your
community?
Which strategies could be implemented in order to strengthen sustainability and
food sovereignty in your community or region?
Does an intergenerational dialogue on seeds management and preservation exist in
your community?
What is the role of the elders in connection with food sovereignty?
Interactive Table 4: The power of Indigenous Women’s resilience: standing up for
a life free of violence
Background
Violence against Indigenous Women is multifactorial and intersectional.
Indigenous Women suffer triple discrimination, comprising poverty, gender and
ethnicity. Racism, historical marginalization and the legacies of colonialism have
made them targets of hatred and violence at several levels. The patriarchy deeply
rooted in society means that their rights are also violated within their own
communities.
Despite gradual recognition of gender-based violence at international and national
levels, and progress in the recognition by some States of the particular vulnerability
faced by Indigenous Women, their rights are still violated at different levels.
Although gender violence affects all women, it reaches alarming levels in the case
of Indigenous Women .

