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Abstract

Research on the relationship between food insecurity and unrest has a long history.

The food price spikes in 2007-2008 and 2010-2011 coincided with demonstrations

and incidents of large-scale violence, prompting renewed scholarly interest in the

link between food insecurity and unrest. This paper reviews the literature, syn-

thesises its main empirical findings and central explanations, and identifies four

particular issues to consider to enhance our understanding of how food insecurity

is related to unrest. First, there is a wide range of suggested theoretical mecha-

nisms of how food insecurity is related to unrest, but the empirical tests are akin.

Second, there exist various notions of the independent variable, but there is a gap

between the theoretical definition and measurement. Third, the focus is often on

”food riots”, but whether riots is the most likely response, and whether it is possi-

ble to separate between ”food-related” unrest and other types of turmoil is unclear.

Lastly, there is a challenge to address the endogenous nature of food insecurity

and unrest. The paper adds to the literature by pointing to the theoretical mech-

anisms linking food insecurity to unrest, relating both to the type and degree of

food insecurity, and how we understand and define unrest.

Introduction

In recent years, research on the relationship between food insecurity and unrest has seen a

sharp increase. This attention is not surprising: international food prices have seen excep-

tional fluctuations in the last decade, increasing dramatically since 2005.1 In 2007-2008,
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prices of a majority of food stuffs increased by more than 50 percent, and in 2010-2011,

the world saw yet another food price spike.2 The increasing prices on food commodities

have had detrimental economic effects on the poor in developing countries, who spend a

majority of their household budget on food.3 Food price spikes are related to general mar-

ket fluctuations, but slow-changing processes over time in agricultural trade and climatic

conditions are also important for both the price and access to food.45 These structural

changes have increased the concern that conflicts over food will be more frequent and

widespread in the future,6 and highlighted the importance of understanding the societal

consequences of increased food insecurity. There is also much case evidence to suggest

that this concern is warranted: during the latest food price spikes, protests and violence

occurred in several countries, such as Bangladesh, India, Cambodia, Kenya, Mozambique,

Senegal, Uganda, Egypt, Algeria and Morocco.7 The reactions to increasing food prices

ranged from peaceful demonstrations to large scale violence, where one of the most in-

tense events occurred in Guinea, where government crackdown on demonstrations led to

around 200 deaths in early 2007.8

The events in the late 2000s put the question of whether food insecurity is related to

unrest to the fore in the academic debate. Motivated by the recent wave of social insta-

bility, a number of quantitative studies probed the relationship between food insecurity

and unrest. These studies added to a substantial, primarily cased-based literature, devel-

oping over the past decades. Rather than looking mostly at developing countries in Asia,

the Middle East and Africa, this literature focused on unrest caused by changes in the

access to food in the eighteenth century England and France. Both classical and more

recent contributions focusing on food insecurity and unrest has produced a number of

strong and nuanced findings within the field. However, in spite of the increasing number

of studies addressing the relationship between food insecurity and unrest, there are still

unsettled issues and room to advance conceptual and empirical clarity. This article thus

offers a review of this booming research field to give an overview of what has been done,

what findings that exist, and what questions and challenges that remain to be tackled to

better grasp the relationship between food insecurity and unrest.
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Within this large and diverse literature, the explanations of unrest during increasing

food insecurity tend to have deprivation at the core of the argument, while the locus of

the grievance varies across different theoretical accounts. Some discuss grievances at the

level of the individual, either through absolute or temporal deprivation. Other studies em-

phasise group-level explanations, focusing on group-oriented relative deprivation through

mechanisms such as elite capture, food hoarding or unequal access. Others again empha-

sises the state. These accounts tend to either centre around variations in the policies the

state pursues through market liberalisation or the removal of social security nets (state

action), or on the lack of state intervention (state inaction), through its inability to shield

its population from higher food prices or food shortages. Based on this review, the article

also points to four challenges that should be addressed to enhance our understanding of

the relationship between food insecurity and unrest. First, there exist a wide range of

definitions of food insecurity in the literature, placing various weight on poor access or

hunger and positive food price shocks, and different suggested theoretical mechanisms

of how food insecurity is related to unrest. However, despite divergent mechanisms, the

relationship tends to be tested in a similar way. Second, there are various notions of

how to best measure the independent variable, and there is often a mismatch between

the theoretical understanding of food insecurity and applied indicators. The third aspect

relates to the dependent variable, and the types of unrest that are most prominent in the

literature, and whether it is possible to separate ”food-related” from other types of unrest.

Lastly, the article discusses some challenges relating to endogeneity and causal effects.

Suggestions for future research include more explicit definitions of food insecurity and

the corresponding indicators to facilitate comparisons between different contributions, to

model assumed conditional effects, and to disaggregate studies with a more sub-national

focus to tease out how the effect of increased income from agricultural goods interact

with the cost effect of higher prices for consumers.

In the following, the paper will briefly present the concepts of food insecurity and unrest,

and relate these definitions to the evolution of the research field, spanning from early

modern Europe to more recent events corresponding with the food price spikes in 2007-

08 and 2010-11. The paper then moves on to identify and discuss the individual-, group-
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and state-based explanations within the literature on food insecurity and unrest. The

paper further suggests some areas for future research, such as the need to clarify how

food insecurity is defined and explicitly model the proposed theoretical mechanism, to

make use of more disaggregated and sub-national analysis to tease out the net effect of

changing food prices, and to make use of the number of events, and not reports classi-

fied as food-related unrest as the dependent variable. Over the next twenty five years,

there is an expectation that food security will experience increased pressure because of

changing climatic patterns and urbanisation.9 Improving our understanding of the rela-

tionship between food insecurity and political instability could help to reduce the scope

and frequency of unrest in the future.

Food insecurity and unrest: Overview of the

research field

What exactly is food insecurity?

The term food insecurity is broad and encompasses many different understandings, and its

meaning has changed and developed over time.10 The FAO’s own definition of food inse-

curity is a ”(...) situation that exists when people lack secure access to sufficient amounts

of safe and nutritious food for normal growth and development and an active, healthy

life”,11 and the definition of food insecurity has continuously broadened. Within the lit-

erature there exist a wide range of definitions of food insecurity. We see contributions

that includes no specific definition,12 to price changes such as increasing international

food price,13 to definitions of food security concerning ”(..) the (in)ability of actors (...)

to secure adequate access to food”,14 to definitions not concerning food insecurity itself,

but the threat of it: ”We define the threat of food insecurity as the prospect of decreased

access to food due to shocks to the price and supply of food within a state”.15 Thus, the

definition and understanding of food insecurity varies between contributions. However,

the commonality across all definitions seems to be that food insecurity is a phenomenon

relating to the individual. It is the nutritional well-being of the individual that is central

to the definitions, and the risks and threats to this status.
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How has food insecurity been studied?

Generally, it is possible to identify four clusters of research that have studied the rela-

tionship between food insecurity and unrest. The first cluster primarily draws on case

study evidence from revolutionary settings in Europe and Russia - mostly focused on

factors such as changing governmental food policies, the formation of a national market,

as well as failing harvests. One of the first studies on riots during food shortages was

Rudé16 on the crowd in action in French and English modern history, where “by far the

most numerous of riots of the eighteenth century, the most persistent, widespread, and

stubbornly promoted, were those occasioned by a shortage or a sudden rise in the price

of food.”.17 In her work on the food riot in early modern France, Tilly18 emphasised

that violence related to food was not simply about hunger and/or increasing food prices,

but a phenomenon that occurred within a context where consumer protection was de-

emphasized and a centralization of the market that reduced the local control of grain:

”The political consciousness of ordinary people was sharpened as they rioted, not only

because they were hungry, but also because the thought that the government had an obli-

gation to act in specific ways when faced with high food prices”.19 In a similar vein when

studying Eighteenth century England, Thompson20 emphasised that although riots were

triggered by increasing food prices or by hunger, these reaction occurred within a con-

text of social norms on what was deemed legitimate policies and behaviour by the state.21

The understanding of food insecurity in the earlier contributions are quite broad, speaking

to both chronic, seasonal and transitory food insecurity through a focus on both prices

and food shortages. The explanatory variables for food-related unrest centred around

governmental liberalisation policies and what was seen as legitimate practices of food

trade by the people. These contributions focuses more specifically on the trade of food,

not just relating to its cost, but also the presence of grain in terms of crop failure and

whether the grain is sold on the local market or not.

The second cluster of research moved beyond Western Europe and revolutionary strug-

gles, and focused on the widespread protests that occurred in several developing countries
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in the 1970s and 1980s, often termed the ’IMF riots’.22 Between the nineteenth century

and mid 1970s, with the exception of occasional reports of riots, unrest related to food

were understood as rare and usually connected with idiosyncratic national circumstances.

The 1970s saw a recurrence of protests, however, starting in Peru and Egypt. These types

of austerity protests, demonstrations, strikes and riots spread rapidly, and Walton and

Seddon23 registered 146 protests in 39 countries between 1976 and 1992. During this

period, “an international wave of price riots, strikes, and political demonstrations (...)

swept across the developing world in a pattern once historically unprecedented and rem-

iniscent of classical food riots best documented in European social history.”.24 Although

similar in their focus on the consequences of liberalisation policies on the public, it was

not domestic changes in the trading of food that caused unrest, but the international

political economy. However, the effects of the changes were analogue to the economic

liberalisation transformations in the 18th century.

A third empirical wave was inspired by the later unrest that corresponded with food

price peaks in the 2000s. The largely quantitative literature that set out to analyse these

patterns of social unrest - and their linkages to food insecurity - focused specifically on

the type of food insecurity relating to food price shocks, understood as a rapid increase

in the price of food affecting consumers, and includes studies with both international25

and domestic food prices.26 Thus, the attention is on the changes in price of food, and

how this relates to unrest27 These contribution focus mostly on the transitory aspect

of food insecurity, thereby having a more narrow understanding of what food insecurity

entails. However, there are also some recent quantitative contributions that have focused

on indicators such as child stunting and child malnutrition rate, speaking to a broader

understanding of food insecurity that focuses more specifically on the chronic lack of

access to food.28 However, to tease out the effect of food insecurity on unrest from low

economic development in general can be difficult. Table 1 in the Appendix presents the

most recent contributions within the field from 2000 to 2017.

When it comes to the outcome of food insecurity, the third empirical wave separates

from earlier contributions. While the previous literature focuses most on case study ri-
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ots, the more recent contributions include a variety of different reactions, ranging from

measures including non-violent demonstrations and strikes29 to large-scale violence and

intra-state conflict,30 and includes both onset and incidence of events. While much of

the case study literature makes use of historical sources and news archives,31 much of the

recent quantitative literature relies on conflict databases such as the ACLED dataset,32

the PRIO USDAA dataset,33 and the SCAD dataset.34 While some studies focus on a

shorter time period, for example Berazneva and Lee35 who focus on the years of 2007 and

2008, others have longer time periods, such as the study by Hendrix and Haggard36 that

covers 1961 to 2010. Also, the geographical scope ranges from country studies or local

markets37 to studies covering the entire world.38 The above examples illustrate the large

variety in the choices of the dependent variable. Thus, although the term ”unrest” is an

elusive concept, it is used here in order to capture the range of measured outcomes in the

studies within the literature of food insecurity and domestic instability.

A fourth cluster of literature has evolved in parallel, but is nevertheless relevant to

the field on food insecurity and unrest. Whereas the above literature focuses on food

from a consumer standpoint, this literature is primarily concerned with the production of

food and the loss of income from agricultural yields.39 Since much of the literature opera-

tionalises food insecurity by focusing on the amount spent on food, this raises the question

of how increasing prices affect the welfare of those that depend on food production for

their livelihood. This is an unsettled issue of how the net effect of increased income from

agricultural yields with a market based price work alongside the food-insecurity effect

of higher prices for consumers. Unfortunately, these two strands of literature are not

referring much to each other. This literature is not concerned with the uncertain access

to food, but about poverty and income, and is related to food only to the extent that

people get their income from agricultural produce. The suggested mechanism that links

food to unrest is not through the insecurity of it, but through the loss of income, lead-

ing to lower opportunity costs or weaker state capacity to hinder unrest.40 This review

will not include food as a source of income through a producer perspective. However,

despite the fact that the two literatures suggest different theoretical mechanisms of how

food is related to unrest, there are similarities between the two literatures that should be
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discussed, and I will return to this issue in the section of data heterogeneity.

A categorisation of theoretical mechanisms

In the following, the paper presents the central suggested mechanisms in the literature

on food insecurity and unrest. The different waves of research and the large variation in

theoretical focus makes this a very interesting field of research, but can also complicate

the matter of finding commonalities in the literature. Nonetheless, there is a trend

that emerges when tying the literature together: explanations for how food insecurity is

related to unrest tend to have deprivation at the core of the argument, while the source of

grievance that scholars choose to focus on differs between contributions. To get a better

overview of the explanations, the review divides the different approaches as relating to

explanations on the individual, group and state level. Figure 1 presents a causal diagram

of the various suggested mechanisms in the field of food insecurity and unrest, which will

guide the discussion of the different explanations.

Individual level explanations

Absolute deprivation

One strand of explanations within the literature is focused on the plight of the consumer

in the face of increased costs of living, either in absolute or relative terms. When it

comes to absolute deprivation, Homer-Dixon41 predicted that scarcities of environmental

resources such as cropland, freshwater, and forests could increase violence; “(..) prelim-

inary research indicates that scarcity of renewable resources (...) can contribute to civil

violence, including insurgencies and ethnic clashes.” These assumptions are related to

the Malthusian argument, where food resources fail to match a growing population, and

poverty, hunger and social disruption are the inevitable outcomes.42 During the food

price spikes in 2007-08 and 2010-11, both policy makers and the media argued that food

price volatility could lead to conflict through hunger. For example, Foresight43 noted

that hunger “(...) leads to distress behaviour that undermines development, (...) the

prompting of outmigration and, at worst, permanent destitution, prostitution and child
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trafficking. It also contributes to the onset of armed conflict.” News reports at the time

noted that ”Across the globe, empty bellies bring rising anger”,44 and reporting on ri-

ots in Egypt, Al Jazeera45 stated that the “unavailability of basic food products such

as bread, rice, sugar and cooking oil, coupled with high food prices has led many to

protest against the Egyptian government and resort to violent tactics”. Violence then

becomes the rational response to food price rise, where riots corresponds to the depth of

hard times.46 Thus, according to these accounts, violence occurs when people cannot ac-

cess food, and become so desperate that they protest and engage in violence to acquire it.

Relative deprivation

Other contributions focusing on deprivation emphasise that it is not absolute deprivation

that leads to conflict, but relative deprivation. The causal arguments in recent large-N

studies linking food insecurity to unrest are often based on relative deprivation theory.

According to Gurr,47 relative deprivation is the experienced gap between a person’s de-

sired and actual situation. This discrepancy could occur either by temporal changes,

caused by increased grievances over time (for example by increased prices of food), or by

social differences between individuals48, and relative deprivation was seen as a precondi-

tion for violence.49 Most of the classical contributions of relative deprivation theory tend

to focus on the temporal dimension where people’s standard of living deteriorates over

time.50 A recent study by Weinberg and Bakker51 find a positive correlation between food

prices and social unrest. They claim that the argument of relative deprivation causing

violence would seem especially relevant for access to food, due to its fundamental nature

and the inability to substitute it with any other good, and the share of total income spent

to buy food. Food price is the most satisfactory measure of individual well-being, and pro-

vides a more accurate assessment of food scarcity than any other indicator. Also, Jones,

Mattiacci, and Braumoeller52 suggest that shocks to food security increases grievance by

obstructing individuals access to basic necessities.

Although these explanations focus on the individual and how food security changes over

time, the source of grievance differ. Whereas explanations that focus on food insecurity
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Figure 1: Causal diagram of the main theoretical mechanisms within the field of food

insecurity and domestic instability.
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leading to hunger remains agnostic of any specific mechanisms through which food de-

privation leads to unrest, explanations that focus on temporal deprivation point to the

share of income spent on food as a mechanism for unrest.

Group level explanations

Some parts of the literature focus on food hoarding, elite capture, where the population

blame other segments of society for the increasing food prices, or for lack of fair redis-

tribution. This theoretical approach is linked to the relative deprivation argument that

focuses on group comparisons, also known as horizontal inequalities.53 Examples of this is

the work of Smith,54 Arezki and Brückner55 and Sneyd, Legwegoh, and Fraser.56 Smith57

presents a theoretical expectation that elite capture of income due to rising international

prices of export commodities could lead to unrest caused by grievances due to structural

inequities. In the same vein, Arezki and Brückner58 find that increasing international

food price causes a significant increase in real GDP per capita for net food exporting

countries, but that the food price rise also causes a reduction in per capita consumption

and increases income inequality. They find that the food net-export price increase is sig-

nificantly correlated with intra-state conflict, and attribute this to elites that capture the

surplus during the food price spikes, guarded by the elites from the people by reducing

political rights. According to Sneyd, Legwegoh, and Fraser,59 the population engage in

violence during food shocks because other groups in society, especially merchants, are

gaining from rising food prices. This view on unrest builds on the notion that violence

does not come from the level of food scarcity, but the perception that some segments in

society are benefiting from the increasing prices, while others’ economic status is deterio-

rating.60 According to Bush,61 rather than being seen as a exogenous and uncontrollable

process on the world market, rioters in the 2008 price spike knew why the food prices

were increasing, and who benefited from the food price rise. Thus, these group level ex-

planations tend to focus on the conditional effect of food price on unrest, through factors

such as elite capture, increasing income inequality, and merchant hoarding.
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State level explanations

State action

Some of the literature on food insecurity and social instability has its explanatory focus

on how food is traded, and the perceived legitimacy of this food trade. Riots in early

modern European history were often interpreted as a direct result of hunger. However,

this approach was questioned early on in the study of the food riots in England and

France.62 According to Tilly,63 the worst famines had already passed when the riots

occurred, and the supply of food was probably on the rise. Thus, rioting and violence

were not necessarily reactions to hunger during food crisis in early modern Europe:

Food riots in France since the seventeenth century can be most meaningfully

explained not in a simple economic formula of food shortage/hunger/riot, but

within a political context of changing governmental policy and in terms of

secular economic change in marketing arrangements of grain.

Rather, Tilly64 emphasised increasing political centralisation of decisions on economic

policies, and the formation of a national market as causes of violence. Similarly, Thomp-

son65 criticised other scholars for explaining the riots in England in the eighteenth cen-

tury as the instinctive reaction to hunger, where riots were “rebellions of the belly”.

Thompson66 claimed that food riots occurred as people were defending traditional rights,

customs, and social norms, termed ”the moral economy”, and that they had the support

of the community at large. Hunger or soaring food prices were only triggers, set off by

authorities going against the popular consensus on what was legitimate practices within

the market. Peasants engaged in protest when elites, government or market forces went

against these moral assumptions of the rural poor. Thus, people rallied against price rise

and changes in the market structure not as a natural reaction to hunger, but because of

injustice.

A key contribution within the moral economy explanation is James Scott’s book The

moral economy of the peasant on rebellion and subsistence farming in Southeast Asia in

the early 1900s67,68 which described a subsistence ethic in most pre-capitalist societies

such as Vietnam and Myanmar, with moral principles such as reciprocity, communal land
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and work-sharing amongst farmers. The colonial periods in Southeast Asia were marked

by an abandonment of the moral economy and any maintenance of a minimal income.

The commercialisation of the agricultural sector removed most traditional forms of social

security nets. Scott claims that the peasant riots over food was restorative, where the

peasants seeked to reinstate traditional market procedures and institutions. The protests

were a reaction to a threat to subsistence and increasing poverty, and represent a collec-

tive response by the rural community.69

According to Tilly,70 the riots in the rural areas in France resulted from political cen-

tralisation and the formation of a national market, moving from a paternalistic economy

to laissez-faire policies. The unrest occurred during the formation of the nation state, as

households became more dependent on buying food at the market, the commercialisation

of food production focused more on national needs rather than local markets, and control

by the local population over food distribution was weakened.71 By engaging in violence

the rural dwellers sought to force the central government to shield the local consumers

from low food availability or high food prices, also referred to as the problem of subsis-

tence.72 Thus, while Tilly73 and Tilly74 saw food riots as a function of state centralisation

and market expansion, scholars emphasising the moral economy, such as Thompson75 and

Scott,76 argued that the decision to engage in fighting is also dependent on traditional

decisions on what is deemed legitimate in local communities.77

The period of structural adjustment programs in the late 20th century saw changes in the

system of food that were similar to the historical riots in England and France. Walton

and Seddon78 view the riots during the implementation of the IMF austerity measures

as a result of increasing pressure on the population due to state policies of economic lib-

eralisation and market reforms. The austerity protests occurred due to a combination of

measures, such as subsidy cuts, reduction in wages, and price rise due to exchange rate de-

valuations.79 Thus, both the classical and IMF riots are explained by policy changes that

promote free-market economies80, and point to the same theoretical mechanism: market

liberalisation puts pressure on the population that increases the likelihood of unrest.
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State inaction

Like with most internal affairs, the size and impact of food insecurity is dependent on

national circumstances, and state institutions are likely to affect the relationship between

food insecurity and unrest in two ways.81 The first relates to the state’s ability to shield

its inhabitants from food shortages, increasing prices and negative income shocks. What

distinguishes countries resilient to food insecurity from countries vulnerable to shocks

is how exposed they are to changes in the access to food, and the links between food

insecurity and social instability is highly context-specific.82 Whereas developed states

often have the resources to dampen factors such as shocks in food prices, weak states

largely dependent on food imports are especially vulnerable to food price fluctuations.83

Changes in food prices have a particular influence in poor households in fragile states,

who are net buyers of food.84 Thus, one conditional mechanism is the extent to which

governments provide food subsidies to the population to dampen the effect of increased

hardship in terms of food. Governments in the developing world, especially authoritarian

regimes, have often intervened to lower food prices paid by consumers.85 For example,

Weinberg and Bakker86 model the policy efforts by states by measuring whether national

agricultural policies impose costs or benefits on consumers. People experiencing increased

pressure due to food shortages may ask for assistance from the state either through food

subsidies or improve conditions in other sectors such as income.87 For example, Carter

and Bates88 find that the relationship between food price increase and conflict becomes

insignificant when government policies favour consumers by intervening in markets to

cushion the effect of more expensive agricultural products, pointing to a high costs for

governments if they choose not to interfere in the market when food prices go up. How-

ever, food subsidies aiming at shielding consumers from higher food prices can cause

constantly increasing expectations amongst the population that are difficult to meet. For

example, the Egyptian food and fuel subsidies constituted 1.4 percent of total GDP in

2002. In 2011 it amounted to more than eight percent. When state legitimacy and effec-

tiveness is based on the willingness or ability to provide consumer subsidies, the cost of

avoiding protest can potentially become too high.89
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The second relates to the fact that while increasing food insecurity may motivate people

to engage in riots, aggrieved actors must also have the opportunity to engage in un-

rest through mobilisation. An explanation in the literature emphasising state context

has therefore been political opportunity structures, and the organisational capacity that

groups have to engage in collective action. Theories emphasising collective action focus

on the observation that many people are poor and hungry, but social instability caused

by it is rare. The opportunity structure in society is then dependent upon the social

groups’ ability to organise, and the capacity of the state to manage these groups.90 Thus,

the ability for groups to mobilise is dependent on whether political institutions facili-

tate or impede collective action. Hendrix and Haggard91 find that democracies are more

prone to urban unrest than autocracies, as autocracies are better positioned to repress

public unrest. Also, protest is more common in democracies because aggrieved citizens

are allowed to engage in protest and demonstrations. Thus, while democracy provides

a channel for accountability that could reduce grievances, they also have more limited

ability to repress demonstrations and riots. Democracies tend to pursue policies more

favourable to the rural sector, as the median voter in developing countries lives in a rural

area. Larger winning coalitions in democracies are therefore more likely to follow policies

that make the population in general better off.

Economic policies that favours some segments in society is not irrational for leaders

who promote them, but may be required to hinder political upheaval in non-democratic

systems drawing their support from a small political elite.92 For autocratic leaders that

do not face electoral constraints, satisfying urban dwellers is most important as they

pose the most credible threat due to their ability to mobilise.93 Urban dwellers are more

concentrated and therefore more likely to overcome collective action problems to engage

in violence against government authorities. This is why governments are often more re-

sponsive to urban consumers, also referred to as urban bias.94 According to Hendrix and

Haggard,95 this bias has a logic;

Although introducing economic distortions, such interventions have an equally

obvious political rationale; the greater the extent of government intervention

in favour of urban consumers, the less likely grievances associated with high
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prices will translate into urban unrest.

Even though rural consumers often are more vulnerable than urban consumers to increas-

ing food prices, peasants’ lack of potential for collective action is an important reason

for why they often fail to improve their welfare.96 Urban residents, however, are often

accommodated by governments to avoid the potential of urban riots over increasing food

prices. When citizens can more easily mobilise, the cost is low for those who choose to

mobilise, but the impact of protesting in a mobilised way can lead to large costs for the

state.97 If consumers are sheltered from the global shocks through state response, the

expectation is that they are less likely to resort to violence. However, other scholars find

that more autocratic regimes experience more unrest,98 while others again find that it

is hybrid regimes (neither democratic or autocratic), who experience the most violence

during food price spikes.99 Thus, the findings on the effect of political institutions and

type of regime during food prize spikes on unrest are inconclusive.

Explanations that focus on state (in)action has two different starting points in the causal

chain. Contributions focusing on changing food policies emphasise where the food insecu-

rity comes from, whereas contributions focusing on lack of government state interference

focus more specifically on how increasing food prices or decreasing economic revenue

through failing agricultural output may lead to unrest depending on the action or inac-

tion by the regime in power.

Way forward

The literature on food insecurity and unrest have seen a remarkable expansion in recent

years, with important advances in our knowledge on this topic. At the same time, there

are some aspects that could be improved as the field moves forward. The first focuses

on the various definitions of food insecurity and the different proposed theoretical mech-

anisms that tend to be tested empirically in a similar way. The second concerns the

various notions of the independent variable, where there often is a mismatch between the

theoretical definition of food insecurity and how it is measured. The third relates to the

dependent variable, and the forms of unrest that the literature chooses to focus on, and
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whether it is possible to tease out what ”food-related unrest” is as an outcome variable.

The fourth issue concerns the handling of endogeneity and causal effects.

Of course, this is not to say that the theoretical focus and design in the literature on

this broad topic can be uniformly applied to all scholars who wish to study it. Contri-

butions differ in which mechanisms they propose. Rather, there is a need to be explicit

about the definitions of food security and the assumptions of the causal mechanisms that

one chooses to focus on, and whether it is possible to test empirically. Clear definitions

of key concepts facilitates comparisons of results from different studies. Before conclud-

ing, the article will highlight some of the current issues within the field, focusing on the

theoretical mechanisms, the independent and dependent variable, and methodological

issues.

Theoretical mechanisms

Within the literature on food insecurity and unrest, there exist a wide range of under-

standings of food insecurity and suggested theoretical pathways. To advance conceptual

and empirical clarity, it is useful to be explicit concerning the definition of food insecu-

rity that underpins the research, what aspects of food insecurity that are under scrutiny,

and how this understanding of food insecurity relates to unrest. For example, is food

security about the current status of an individual, or the potential threat of a change

in status? Jones, Mattiacci, and Braumoeller100 state that ”(...) a sudden increase in

the threat of food insecurity emerges from two distinct processes: extreme precipitation

within a state, which undermines agricultural production, and international food prices,

which may make food unaffordable.” However, whether increasing food prices lead to

food insecurity in more general terms, and whether there is a clear distinction between

the threat of food insecurity and insecurity itself is often unclear in the literature.

The suggested theoretical explanations in the literature for the link between food inse-

curity and unrest is related to factors such as collapsing food entitlements, the increased

share of income spent on food, or the unique nature of food as an unsubstitutable good.101
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Others suggest that unrest occurs due to people’s poor economic or nutritional status, a

sudden perceived failure of the government to provide security nets when food insecurity

increase, or that the desperation caused by food insecurity reduces the costs associated

with engaging in violence.102 Thus, the contributions diverge in which theoretical mech-

anism they choose to focus on, but tend to have deprivation at the core of the argument.

However, despite that the literature often presents different explanations or pathways as

to why unrest occurs, contributions tend to proxy the indicators in a similar way on an

aggregate level: whether food price correlates with unrest. Despite the many different

theories for why instability occurs as a consequence of increased food insecurity, we lack

more precise measurement and analysis that capture these different suggested mecha-

nisms to tease out under what conditions we would expect that food insecurity leads to

unrest.103

According to some strands of the literature, it is likely that the unrest is caused by some-

thing other or more than net suffering.104 Poor households in developing countries are

likely to be affected by increasing food insecurity, but unstable food markets do not neces-

sarily lead to instability. Thus, it can be argued that unrest is not simply about the price

and access to food commodities, but is often a more complex phenomenon conditional on

societal aspects.105 Rather, factors such as increasing food prices can function as a cat-

alyst for political mobilisation, and be an opportunity to address grievances concerning

a range of issues. For example, Goldstone106 claims that the European revolutions illus-

trate that market fluctuations coupled political demands for reform destabilised regimes

in England, France and Russia. In addition, in their study on media reports during the

recent food price spikes, Sneyd, Legwegoh, and Fraser107 find that the international media

mostly focused on hunger and poverty as causes of violence, whereas local media pointed

at fundamental political and economic conditions, where food price rises functioned as

triggers. Food price rise were just one of several grievances in the population. Also,

according to Berazneva and Lee,108 ”food riots (...) became a pretext for airing other

grievances, such as dissatisfaction with economic policies, and government effectiveness

and corruption”, while Bush109 claims that ”rioter protest went well beyond calls to re-

duce the price of food”.
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There is an assumption that there are important contextual mechanisms for whether

unrest erupts, but these are often not modelled, especially in large-N analyses. It is not

always immediately clear how food insecurity is defined and understood in the literature,

and there tends be a gap between the proposed theoretical mechanism and the empir-

ical test, where the suggested mechanisms diverge, but the empirical test is analogous.

To better test the argument of how food insecurity is related to unrest, it would be a

step forward to explicitly model conditional effects to specify in which contexts we would

expect violence to occur, as done by Hendrix and Haggard,110 who have included the

conditioning effect of regime type in their analysis of food price rise and urban unrest.

The independent variable

The second issue relates to the measurement of food insecurity. How food insecurity is

defined and understood should have implications for the appropriate empirical test, where

the theoretical definition of food insecurity ideally would match the chosen independent

variable and research design. To date, there exists a wide range of different indicators

of food insecurity, such as food price increase, the human poverty index, weather chocks

that reduce agricultural output, the percentage of regional cropland, child stunting and

child malnutrition, agricultural value as a percentage of GDP, and the state’s imports as

a percentage of the state’s GDP, to name a few.111 The measurement of food insecurity

tends to be indirect and based on food balance sheets, including factors like income dis-

tribution, food imports and consumer expenditure.112113 Thus, due to the complicated

phenomenon and the different relevant aspects of food insecurity, it can be difficult to

capture in measurement. The use of proxies has the potential risk that some aspects of

the phenomenon is not measured, that indirect proxies introduce other aspects that does

not necessarily capture or relate to food insecurity, which again introduces a mismatch

between how food insecurity is defined and how it is measured. For example, Koren

and Bagozzi114 definition of food insecurity is the inability of actors to secure adequate

access to food, whereas it is proxied as the percentage irrigated and non-irrigated crop-

land within a country. Of course, to be able to investigate questions related to food
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Figure 2: Domestic food price and volatility index in Africa, 1990-2014

Source: FAO.116

insecurity, researchers must break it down to measurable pieces. However, this type of

measure may also capture a range of different local dynamics in addition to the access of

food. In any event, the theoretical definition of food insecurity and how it relates to the

chosen measurement should be made explicit to facilitate comparisons of results between

different studies. Figure 2 shows two of measures of food insecurity from FAO, displaying

an indicator for stability, food price fluctuations, and access, domestic food price index,

over time.115

Although the literature includes a wide range of different approaches as how to best

measure food insecurity, the majority of the recent studies tend to focus on food prices,

both domestic and international. In their article, Weinberg and Bakker117 criticise some

of the literature that rely on indirect measures of food such as farmland availability and

environmental degradation. They claim that such measures has the potential for food

shortages, but that they do not capture price outcome. However, although the usage of

food prices is a more direct measure on the amount spent on food, it does not necessarily

get any closer to its effect on food insecurity. Prices may go up, but coping mechanisms

could secure access to food despite a price increase. Thus, much of the literature look at

whether food prices are correlated with unrest, but the increasing prices may or may not
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affect the level of food insecurity in general.118 Also, there are unresolved issues relating

to whether it is food price shocks or food price rise over time that causes unrest. Most of

the studies, both classical and more recent, tend to focus on shocks as the explanatory

variable, rather than changing prices over time. Thus, while both types of food insecurity

should be equally relevant to explanations such as the moral economy, grievances and loss

of income, chronic food insecurity has largely been left out. Although sudden shocks can

be more easily connected unrest in its immediate aftermath, chronic food insecurity is

often related to low economic development and poverty in general. This indicates that

explanations linking chronic food insecurity to violence can be related to the literature on

low economic development and conflict in more general terms. For example, communal

conflicts often occur in a setting of permanent food insecurity, but the effects of increas-

ing food insecurity over time on violence is unclear.119 To get closer at these different

mechanisms, Bellemare120 uses natural disasters to identify the causal link between food

price rise and social unrest. Using global monthly data in the period between 1999 and

2011, he finds that food price increase over time has led to increased social unrest, while

food price spikes have not.

Also, while rising prices may put increasing pressure on net consumers, it is an unre-

solved issue of how different sectors are benefiting or losing out given food price changes.

The level and extent of impact due to increasing food prices vary greatly. Whether a food

price shock adversely affects a country depends on factors such as their agricultural pro-

file, the degree of import dependence and state policies. Changing prices of food can have

a heterogenous effect both between and within states, depending on economic and soci-

etal structures.121 Thus, there is an unsettled issue of how the effect of increased income

from agricultural goods interact with the cost effect of higher prices payed by consumers,

and a parallel literature exists that finds that a reduction in agricultural yields increases

the risk of unrest. According to the literature on negative agricultural income shocks

and violence, environmental stress and fluctuations in the food market can put peoples

livelihood at risk, especially those that are dependent on agricultural output for income.

The discrepancies in some of the findings in the literature, where some find a correlation

between increasing prices and unrest, whereas others find a link for decreasing prices and
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unrest, can be tied back to the heterogeneity of the data, where different pressures on the

economy leads to varying outcomes. The effect of increasing, or decreasing, food prices

varies greatly between households. These differences are related to both urban-rural and

producer-consumer categories. Whereas high prices is expected to hurt urban consumers

dependent on the market for food, it could benefit rural producers who get a better price

for their products. Likewise, decreasing food prices would help the urban consumers,

while leading to a loss of income for rural dwellers producing food.122 Thus, the effect

of food price fluctuations varies greatly not only between states, but also within. For

example, in a case study of Colombia, Dube and Vargas123 claim that price increases

leads to different pressures on the likelihood of conflict. They find that price increases

on labour intensive commodities such as agricultural goods will reduce conflict, whereas

price increases in non-labour intensive goods such as natural resources increase conflict.

Informed by the broader civil war onset literature, the literature on agricultural income

shocks often focus on an opportunity-cost mechanism for engaging in violence during

income shocks. For example, Fjelde124 argues that a reduction in agricultural price levels

facilitates the emergence of rebel organisations by effecting the level of rural poverty.

Given that ”(...) agriculture accounts for a large share of income for many rural house-

holds, external shocks that affect the economic returns from agriculture are likely to

significantly affect poverty levels”. The theory is based on the assumption that individ-

ual incentives to rebel rise when alternative sources of income falls. The opportunity-cost

explanation suggests that a reduction in prices for agricultural products, and thereby a

decrease in income, should increase the risk of violence as food producers in the rural

sector see the gains of fighting relative to food production increase.125 The argument links

lower agricultural prices with economic loss that affects the individual’s economic gains

of partaking in a rebellion compared to other economic activities. Thus, the decision

to engage in violence is based on individuals’ expected benefits of joining a rebel group

versus normal economic activities.126 If the prospect of regular and legal income activi-

ties are reduced, participating in a rebellion becomes an economically more viable option

than the status quo. Some segments of the literature on agricultural income shocks and

unrest also point to the role of the state, where the proposition is that climatic condi-
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tions affecting agriculture negatively, via their negative effect on economic growth, could

reduce the resources available for the government.127

At first glance, these two literatures would seem conflicting, since one explanations focus

on increasing price of food whereas the other focus on reduction in agricultural income.

However, they focus on different groups in society, and illustrates how fluctuations in the

domestic economy puts different pressures on groups such as urban consumers and rural

producers. Both explanations centres around the temporal changes in the household bud-

get, and the total share of that budget spent on food. However, whereas the literature

on food insecurity and conflict focus on the access to food as the proposed theoretical

mechanism, the literature on agricultural income shocks centres around explanations fo-

cusing on lower opportunity costs and loss in state revenues. Thus, explanations focusing

on agricultural yields relates to loss of income, not loss of food.128 A possible solution to

tackle this variety in impact is to look closer at a relatively similar group of countries or

markets, to get closer to how changing patterns in food affect the society given certain

societal conditions, including a more sub-national focus.129

The dependent variable

The issue of heterogeneity does not only relate to the independent variable, but also the

dependent. How do we define unrest related to food? The literature includes a variety

of events such as peaceful demonstrations, protests, riots, communal conflict and civil

war.130 Most of the contributions have focused on riots as the dependent variable.131 To

focus on protests or riots implies a given reaction to increased food insecurity. However,

it is not necessarily the case that this type of response to food insecurity is the most likely

or obvious, as there does not seem to be theoretical implications that would suggest that

unrest related to food only manifests itself through protests or riots. A wide range of

possible actions can occur due to increased food insecurity.132

Some contributions in the literature look specifically on types of unrest that are specified

as food riots.133 For example, in his analysis Bellemare134 the dependent variable ”(...) is
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a proxy for actual food-related social unrest”, which includes new stories that has words

such as ’cereal’, ’commodity’, ’food’, ’grain’ and words such as ’demonstration’, ’mob’,

’protest’, and ’riot’ in the same news article. However, what food-related unrest entails

varies between contributions, as food-related unrest can be very difficult to identify, and

the rising cost of living is a constantly recurring issue in all types of unrest. Indeed,

any explanations for the reasons behind the riots can be highly biased, where rising food

prices are described as the underlying reason for unrest, often only in retrospect.135 A

variety of reactions to the changing access to food are often studied together, and the

degree to which food actually is the main reason behind mass mobilisation is often un-

clear. Thus, varying results in the literature is likely to be dependent on the different

definitions of both social instability and food insecurity. Although there are no quick

fixes when it comes to these types of issues, it is perhaps beneficial to either not dis-

criminate between different types of unrest as a potential outcome (i.e. where it is the

number of actual events, and not the number of food riot reports that are included as the

dependent variable),136 or focus on a clearly defined type of violence, based on theoretical

expectations.

Methodological issues

The topic of food insecurity and unrest also faces some challenges when it comes to

causality, i.e. how to measure the effect of food insecurity on social unrest.137 The chal-

lenges relating to endogeneity is by no means unique for the literature on food insecurity

and conflict, but is perhaps especially important to take into account, given that armed

conflict has been an important factor for increased food insecurity historically.138 These

conflicts damage agricultural production, disrupt food production and food systems, and

leads to loss of assets and revenues.139 As a result, they are major drivers of food insecu-

rity and malnutrition, both acute and chronic. In their analysis of 113 markets between

1997 and 2010, Raleigh, Choi, and Kniveton140 find that increasing food prices leads to

conflict, while conflict leads to higher food prices. Thus, food insecurity can lead to con-

flict, but the outbreak of conflict can also increase food insecurity, leading to simultaneity

where feedback loops exist. Also, the estimates may be biased due to omitted variable
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bias, where some third factor explains both the level of food insecurity and the level of

conflict, for example GDP per capita. In the likely event that the relationship between

food price shocks and unrest is endogenous, it is important to take this into considera-

tion as failing to do so can provide skewed results. Examples within the literature where

simultaneity has been handled are studies such as Smith,141 where instrumental variables

such as international grain prices and rainfall scarcity are used as identification strate-

gies, and Bellemare,142 who uses the occurrence of natural disasters as an instrumental

variable for the effect of food price levels on unrest.

The literature on food insecurity and unrest have relatively few studies that explicitly

try to model a causal effect. There may be several reasons for this. One is that the field

with a quantitative focus is relatively new, and methodological development to model

theoretical assumptions is at the forefront of this research field. Thus, we are likely to see

rapid methodological advances as the field moves forward. Second, although the stan-

dard way of dealing with endogeneity is with instrumental variables regression, suitable

and strong instruments can be difficult to come by. Previous mentioned instruments are

international commodity prices, rainfall deviations and natural disasters. Other possible

instruments could be climatic conditions in exporting countries that negatively affects

wheat production, which again influences food prices in the importing country.143 A

challenge with all these potential instrumental variables is to find strong enough instru-

ments where we can assume that they are highly correlated with food insecurity, and

also meet the exclusion criteria. That is, that the instrument only affects unrest through

it’s effect on food prices. When it comes to rainfall, for example, it is possible to think

of alternative pathways through which weather events affect different types of unrest.144

The literature on income shocks use weather conditions as an instrument for reduced

agricultural output, leading to economic loss, which again lowers opportunity costs.145

This is a quite different suggested mechanism through which weather patterns is linked to

unrest. A suggested avenue for future research is to look into different types of experimen-

tal, natural and quasi-experimental designs to draw inference concerning the relationship

between food insecurity and domestic instability.146
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Conclusion

This review has presented research on the relationship between food insecurity and unrest,

ranging from the riots in England and France starting in the early eighteenth century,

to recent events during the food price spikes in 2010 and 2011 in Africa, Asia and the

Middle East. The theoretical mechanisms presented in the field operate on the state,

group and individual level, but tend to have grievance-based explanations at the core.

The review suggests several avenues for future research. The interesting questions re-

lated to this topic are many, and an important step would be to go beyond the correla-

tion between insecurity and social instability, and incorporate empirically the assumed

mechanism and conditional effects, also with a sub-national focus. It is of course, as

with so many other issues, easier said than done. Nonetheless, hopefully the suggestions

presented here could provide some pointers.
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Table 1: Overview of empirical studies, 2000-2017
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Table 1: Overview of empirical studies, 2000-2017 (continued)
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Table 1: Overview of empirical studies, 2000-2017 (continued)
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Karla

Z. and
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Working

Paper

Global food

prices
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occur because of a sudden perceived

failure of the government to provide

basic security to its population.
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and the
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High international food prices

are associated with social un-

rest, where riots occur over a

certain threshold of the FAO

price index.

News reports

Maystadt,

Jean-

Franois,

Tan,

Trinh and

Breisinger,
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matter for transition
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Policy
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and food im-

ports/total ex-
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conflict
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dence
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and North
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2010

Food insecurity both on the

macro level and at the house-

hold level is linked to civil con-
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UCDP-PRIO
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Pinstrup-

Andersen,

Per and
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Satoru
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health and nutrition
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2008 Food

Policy

Undernutrition

rate, child

malnutrition
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Absolute and relative deprivations

due to poor economic, health and
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tion of potential collective violence

and thus increase a predisposition

to armed conflict.
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Conflict on-

set

146 coun-

tries, 1980-

2005

There is a positive and sig-

nificant effect of poverty and

poor nutrition rate on the oc-

currence conflict.

UCDP-PRIO

dataset
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Table 1: Overview of empirical studies, 2000-2017 (continued)

Raleigh,

Clionadh,

Choi, Hyun

Jin and

Kniveton,

Dominic

”The devil is in the

details: An investiga-
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across Africa”

2014 Global

Environ-

mental

Change

Local commod-

ity prices

Both a direct link between food

price and conflict, and an indirect
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Armed civil
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Conflict inci-

dence

113 African

markets,
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There is a positive feedback be-

tween food price and conflict,

where higher food prices in-

crease conflict rates, and con-

flict raises food price.
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Smith,

Todd G.

”Feeding unrest: Dis-

entangling the causal

relationship between

food price shocks and
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in urban Africa”

2014 Journal

of Peace

Re-

search

Domestic food

price

Elite capture of increased rev-
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grievances over structural inequal-

ity.

Social unrest Unrest

events

Urban areas
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1990-2012

Rising domestic food prices in-

creases the risk of urban un-

rest in a given month, espe-
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Sternberg,

Troy

”Chinese drought,

bread and the Arab
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2012 Applied

Geogra-

phy

International
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Egypt, 2010-

2011

The extreme drought in China

in 2011 contributed to a sharp

increase of international wheat
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price of bread of Egypt, which
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Sneyd,

Lauren,

Legwegoh,

Alexander

and Fraser,

Evan

”Food riots: Media

perspectives on the

causes of food protest
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2013 Food Se-

curity

Domestic food

prices

Food riots Riot inci-

dence

14 African
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2007-2011
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food riots as being part of a

range of factors, including eco-

nomic and political grievances

in the population.
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Food price rise is correlated
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The high share of the household

budget used to purchase food, the

visibility of price rises and the lack

of any substitutable good give con-

sumers incentives to act against

their government during food price

rise.
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The findings indicate a positive

relationship between increasing

food prices and social unrest.
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