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Abstract: Food regime analysis is concerned with interpreting possibilities and 

conflicts inherent to the 21st century food system in historical terms. This paper 

summarizes the theoretical discussion of the food regime method and also of the 

identification of different 'food regime periods' throughout history. While it is widely 

accepted that the so-called '2nd food regime' has already ended, there is much 

discussion on whether or not it is possible to talk about a more recent third food 

regime. This paper traces the evolution of the 'wheat complex' over the '2nd food 

regime' (1947- 1973) and over the next 45 years, and offers an explanation for the 

evolution of world wheat trade distribution, based on food regime analysis. Certain 

authors have claimed that the collapse of the WTO Doha round of negotiations may 

be understood as a 'hangover' from the 2nd food regime. Similarly, this paper argues 

that the increasing wheat dependence of poor and insecure countries over the last 

40 years may be considered as a path-dependence outcome of a process initiated 

during the 2nd food regime. 

Keywords: Food Regimes, Second Food Regime, Wheat Trade, Food 

Dependence.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This paper aims to modestly contribute to the broad field of food regime analysis by 

focusing on certain economic aspects of the regimes that followed the end of World 

War II. More specifically, the paper is concerned with the historical evolution of a 

major cornerstone in food regime analysis: the international wheat trade. Wheat is 

particularly relevant to the food regime approach and to the political economy of 

agriculture, for two reasons. First, as we shall explain, wheat was central to the 

emergence of the first food regime and it also played a key role in shaping the 

international framework that governed the postwar regime. Second, wheat has become a 

staple food in many part of the worlds and, for that reason, it has tremendous 

implications for the state of world nutrition and for the general welfare and national 

security of many countries. 

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 offers a summary of the literature on the 

food regime approach. Section 3 briefly delineates the general contours of the first food 

regime and then, more extensively, it discusses the main characteristics of the postwar 

regime. Section 3.1 is concerned with the actual evolution of wheat markets and the 

distribution of world wheat consumption over this period. More specifically, it provides 

detailed empirical support for Friedmann's and McMichael's theses on increasing wheat 

dependence in developing countries. The rest of the paper is concerned with the 

concrete behavior of wheat markets since the end of the 2nd food regime. An 

international analysis of wheat imports dependence –based on a categorization of 
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countries that considers net trade in calories and national income per capita– is carried 

out in section 4, taking into account the evolution of consumption and production trends 

in those groups of countries, and maintaining that the increasing wheat dependence of 

poor and insecure countries over the last 40 years may be considered as a lagged 

outcome of the international framework of the 2nd food regime. Chapter 5 presents a 

discussion of our main findings. 

2. THE FOOD REGIME APPROACH 

It has been said that, due to its complexity and evolving character, the concept of 'food 

regime' has a broad 'genealogy' (McMichael 2009; Ríos-Núñez 2014). The first 

formulation came from Friedmann (1987) and was thoroughly systematized in 

Friedmann and McMichael (1989). The notion of a 'food regime' was partially derived 

from previous research on the political economy determinants of the so-called 'postwar 

international food order' (Friedmann 1982) and it has indeed evolved significantly since 

its original conception. Importantly, while a 'food regime' may refer to a period of time 

with specific economic and institutional characteristics, the term 'food regime analysis' 

also refers to a particular research method.  

As a method of study, food regime analysis aims to explain the strategic role of food 

and agriculture in the "development of the world capitalist economy and in the 

trajectory of the state system" (Friedmann and McMichael 1989, 93; McMichael 2013). 

To do so, it adopts a "holistic, non-determinist historical interpretation of evolving 

social and ecological relations" (Magnan 2012, 4). As many scholars have pointed out, 

the food regime approach is deeply influenced by two strands of macro-sociological 

theory: regulation theory (Aglietta 1979) and world-systems theory (Wallerstein, 1974). 

From the French Regulation School, food regime analysis took the idea that different 

forms or regimes of accumulation have existed throughout capitalist history, each with 

its own conditions of stability. By also adopting a world-system perspective, food 

regime analysts shifted the focus "from national states to the system of states, and from 

industry to agriculture" (Friedmann 2009, 335). Thus, the food regime approach is 

concerned with identifying "stable periods of capital accumulation associated with 

particular configurations of geopolitical power, conditioned by forms of agricultural 

production and consumption relations within and across national spaces" (McMichael 

2009, 139). This is the basic idea of what constitutes a 'food regime', although several 
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other definitions have been suggested by other scholars and have provided the basis for 

identifying different 'food regime' periods over the last 150 years. 

The simplest definition of a 'food regime' is probably that provided by H. Friedmann: a 

food regime is a "rule-governed structure of production and consumption of food on a 

global-scale" (Friedmann 1993, 30). Yet other –slightly more precise– characterizations 

have been suggested. For instance, food regimes have also been defined as "stable sets 

of complementary state policies whose implicit coordination creates specific prices 

relative to other prices, a specific pattern of specialization, and resulting patters of 

consumption and trade" (Winders 2009, 132). It is possible to distinguish between two 

major components of a food regime: the geopolitical framework and the economic 

organization. Regarding the geopolitical framework, food regime analysts have focused 

mainly on the extent of state regulation, the set of national and international agricultural 

policies (with special regard to commercial policy), the political nature of international 

or supranational organizations such as the World Trade Organization (WTO), and the 

presence or absence of a hegemonic country leader (Kindleberger 1973). With regard to 

economic organization, food regime analysis is primarily concerned with the 

distribution of food production, consumption, and trade on a global scale, the 

international division of labor and capital, the relative prices of agricultural products, 

and the different forms of global production and distribution. It is argued that specific 

combinations of all those variables –both geopolitical and economic– may result in 

"stable periods of capital accumulation" that can be catalogued by scholars as 'food 

regimes'. Given the complexity of this task, the absence of agreement regarding the 

historical dating of different 'food regimes' is entirely understandable. 

It is worth mentioning that two fundamental characteristics have been central to the 

discussion of the emergence and demise of food regimes. First, one major feature of a 

'food regime' must be stability: "stable food regimes have emerged when key actors –

farmers, consumers, states, and capital– agree on implicit rules tying them into 

predictable relations of food production, consumption and trade" (Magnan 2012, 3). 

Somewhat paradoxically, the other defining feature of a 'food regime' is the existence of 

internal contradictions that can ultimately burst it asunder and lead to the collapse of the 

regime itself (Winders 2009). Outstandingly, social movements are understood to serve 

as "engines of regime crisis and formation" in the transition between food regimes 

(Friedmann 2005, 229; Fairbairn, 2008). 
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Academics tend to agree on placing the first food regime approximately between 1870 

and 1914, and there is also a broad consensus on the emergence of a second food regime 

in the years following World War II. Yet, it is less clear whether it is possible, or not, to 

talk about a third food regime, neither is the date of finalization of the second food 

regime clearly delineated. One problematic issue is that the main fields of conversation 

between food regime scholars are not only empirical, but also definitional (Friedmann 

2009). Apart from the task of empirically identifying 'food regimes', there is always a 

broader question concerning "the status of the concept itself" (McMichael 2009, 148). 

Of course, this may affect researchers' considerations in locating 'food regimes' in time. 

Considering this, in the following section, we delineate the contours of the first food 

regime, and then run through the theoretical discussion of the postwar regime. Section 

3.1 will deal with the fundamental changes in wheat markets over the peak years of the 

second food regime. The rest of the paper is concerned with the actual evolution of 

wheat markets over the last 40 years. It will be argued that deepening dependence on 

wheat markets over this period can be considered as an outcome of the second food 

regime. 

3. THE SECOND FOOD REGIME 

The first food regime –also referred to as the "prewar international food order" 

(Friedmann 1982) or the "colonial-diasporic food regime" (Friedmann 2005)– has been 

defined as "a historically specific set of rules, institutions and practices that regulated 

food and agriculture on a world scale under British hegemony" (Magnan 2012, 2). Two 

major foundations of this regime were the existence of ‘free markets’ and the flow of 

grains from the periphery to the core (Winders 2009). Depending on the author's 

approach, it has been dated between 1870-1914 (Friedmann 2005), 1870-1930s 

(McMichael 2009) or 1860-1914 (Winders 2009). On the geopolitical or institutional 

side, this food regime was characterized by minimal agricultural regulation, low trade 

tariffs, the gold standard, and the stabilizing influence of U.K hegemony. With regard to 

the economic organization, the regime was anchored in the consolidation of a stable 

trade pattern: settler-states exported wheat, meat and other food staples to Europe in 

exchange for manufactured goods, capital and migrants (hence the term 'colonial-

diasporic'). It has been argued that the whole system depended on a new international 

division of labor and, more specifically, on the formation of the 'family farm': a new 

class of commercial farming households "dependent on the unpaid labor of women, 
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men, and children, and, as a result, able to undercut the price at which food could be 

produced in Europe" (Magnan 2012, 5; Friedmann 1978). Cheap food from settler-states 

–complemented with imports of tropical foodstuffs from the colonies– served as a 

means for reducing labour costs in European manufacturing, and it is for this reason that 

this regime of capital accumulation has been considered as 'extensive' (McMichael 

2009). There were, however, a number of factors or 'internal tensions' that eventually 

led to the end of the regime. World War I spelled the end of the gold standard and a 

significant weakening of U.K hegemony. The War also revealed the "vulnerability that 

came with heavy food import dependence in the UK" (Magnan 2012, 6). And perhaps 

more importantly, the world grain market collapsed –both in volume and in prices– in 

the mid-1920s, eventually leading to widespread state regulation of agriculture. In this 

sense, the approval of the Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) in the United States in 

1933 can be considered as ‘the beginning of the end of laissez faire’ (Winders 2009a). 

The second food regime has also been referred as the "postwar international food order" 

(Friedmann 1982), the "postwar food regime" (Friedmann 1993), and the "mercantile-

industrial food regime" (Friedmann 2005). It has also been called the "aid regime", the 

"U.S regime" and the "cold war regime" (Älmas 2012). Scholars usually agree in 

placing the beginning of this food regime around 1947, coinciding with the creation of 

the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and the exclusion of agriculture 

from the Agreement. However, again depending on the approach and therefore on the 

aspects that are prioritized in the analysis, there are different opinions regarding the date 

of finalization of this regime. While Friedmann and McMichael consider that soaring 

grain prices and massive grain sales to the Soviet Union in 1972 marked the end of the 

regime, other authors argue that the regime lasted until 1996, coinciding with the 

approval of the FAIR Act, which ended price supports and production controls in US 

agriculture (Winders, 2009). Since this regime was fundamentally based on strict 

agricultural regulation, and also on grain flowing from the core to the periphery, it has 

been described as a 'mirror-image' of the first food regime (Winders 2009). Again, it is 

possible to distinguish between (1) the institutional and geopolitical framework of the 

regime (country leader, international trade framework, national agricultural policies... ) 

and (2) the 'resulting' economic organization (direction of trade flows, world 

distribution of production and consumption, relative prices of food, international 

division of labour, farm incomes...). Although it is often assumed that the 'economic 
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side' of the regime is shaped by the political-institutional organization, it is important to 

note that both the economic and the political factors are interrelated and mutually 

dependent on each other. As we will see, US politics after World War II contributed to 

shape the direction of agricultural trade flows on a global scale. Yet, farm policy in the 

United States –which can be understood as an expression of a political economy 

equilibrium within the country itself– was in turn deeply motivated by its peculiar 

agricultural situation and also by the economic and political situation in other countries.  

The United States emerged as the new consolidated hegemonic power after the Second 

World War (Patel 2007). In contrast to the situation in most European countries, 

American farmers ended the war in a healthy economic position (Collingham 2011). In 

fact, rather than facing food shortages, the United States was soon troubled again by the 

problem of surpluses. Postwar agricultural policy in the United States was indeed 

deeply motivated by the so-called 'farm adjustment problem': "a persistent tendency for 

the aggregate supply of agricultural commodities to grow faster than the aggregate 

demand for them, so that agriculture is burdened constantly with an excess supply of 

labour, even when business is expanding and there are brisk job opportunities in non-

agricultural industries" (Schultz, 1945). The enormous wartime demand for food 

alleviated the problem of surpluses for a while but, just as American agronomists had 

been anticipating during the military conflict, the end of the War brought about a 

sudden stop in demand for food that was visibly perceived as unsafe. With America's 

food production at unprecedented levels, a return to the economic depression, 

unemployment and food surpluses of the 1930s was feared by many (Collingham 2011, 

477). The main political issue –fundamentally rooted in the farm adjustment problem– 

was that gains in agricultural efficiency and output were not being matched by a 

comparable advance in farm incomes1. As a means of boosting farm earnings in postwar 

years, the U.S. government implemented a set of agricultural policies comprising price 

supports and production controls. This set of policies, which can be understood as a 

continuation of the Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) approved in 1933 (Winders 

2009a), marked the ultimate end of laissez-faire in agriculture and indeed conditioned 

U.S. foreign policy, particularly trade policy. 

                                                 

1 Before the War, President Herbert Hoover (1929-1933) had said that the farm issue was the most 

important problem the nation was facing (Winders, 2009a). In the late 1940s, surpluses and low farm 

incomes still posed a big problem for family enterprises and the politically-organized farm sector.  
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As mentioned above, scholars often situate the beginning of the second food regime in 

1947, coinciding with the coming into force of the GATT. It is well documented that the 

role of the United States was crucial in 'excluding' agriculture from the agreement, and 

therefore in institutionalizing state agricultural regulation on a global scale. According 

to Johnson (1987), restrictive trade measures in agriculture were adopted, not for their 

particular benefits, but because they made it possible for domestic measures to function. 

Price support schemes in the U.S required some techniques for preventing imports from 

entering the US market, and the GATT served to legitimize those techniques. As 

Hathaway points out, "not only did agriculture receive special treatment in the GATT, 

but the special treatment also appears to have been tailored to fit the US farm programs 

then in existence" (Hathaway 1987, 187). The full range of U.S. interference in 

agricultural trade was ultimately "sanctified" in the Section 22 Waiver of 1955, which 

allowed the US to apply import quotas to agricultural products without adopting 

measures to limit domestic production (Rausser 1995, 6). Importantly, this waiver 

applied only to the U.S and not to other members of the GATT (Ingersent and Rayner 

1999). Although there was indeed opposition to this institutionalization of agricultural 

protectionism –coming mainly from efficient agricultural producers such as Australia, 

and from developing countries that were being denied the means to protect domestic 

manufacturing with instruments similar to those allowed for agriculture– the actual 

GATT treatment of agriculture reflected U.S political hegemony and served as a vehicle 

for the spread of the regime (Winders 2009b). 

The set of policies comprising price supports, acreage controls, and government loans 

has been referred to as 'supply management policy' (Winders, 2009a) or more generally, 

as an 'agricultural welfare state' (Sheingate, 2001)2. These policies were relatively 

successful in achieving higher incomes for American farmers in the short term, but 

failed to tackle the problem of surpluses. In fact, one paradoxical outcome of price 

supports was that they stimulated increased production, thus aggravating the problem of 

excess supplies and low food prices in the long run (Tracy 1964). Solutions had to be 

found in order to adapt supply to demand, while giving farmers a 'fair' income, and soon 

                                                 

2 In fact, the term ‘agricultural welfare state’ is a broader concept. It was coined by A. Sheingate to situate 

farm policies within the larger context of American political development (Sheingate 2001). First, 

agricultural commodity programs are rooted in the expansion of government regulation during the 1930s. 

Second, these commodity programs resemble some sort of social insurance, insofar as they provided 

countercyclical spending. Lastly, like other welfare state programs, agricultural subsidies have been at the 

core of debates over how to cut spending (Sheingate 2001, 3). 
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food aid revealed itself as a practical tool for that purpose. First, the Marshall Plan for 

European reconstruction served as an outlet for US agricultural surpluses in massive 

shipments of food aid (Magnan 2012, 6). European countries happily embraced 

American aid because their agricultural systems had been devastated by the War and 

their agricultural output per capita had fallen well below prewar levels (FAO 2000). In 

fact, one of the major aims of European governments in postwar years was to raise 

agricultural production as rapidly as possible. In order to do so, they replicated the US 

model of agricultural regulation (Friedmann, 1993) and, as a consequence, they soon 

faced similar problems of unsold food surpluses. This meant that the United States had 

to find an alternative destination for their excess supplies, and it found it in the 

decolonizing, less-developed countries. 

The Food for Peace program –also known as Public Law or P.L 480– served as the 

perfect means for US surplus disposal (Eggleston 1987). Approved in 1954, it has 

sometimes been called "the 'marriage of convenience' whereby U.S agricultural 

surpluses were used as aid to less developed countries of the world" (Hedley and 

Peacock 1970, 1). The most important feature of P.L. 480 was a provision that allowed 

'concessional sales' of US surplus agricultural goods to 'friendly' countries –thus 

excluding the USSR, China and other countries belonging to the area of influence of 

communism– for local currencies. Since exporting countries normally ask for payment 

in hard currencies, sales of commodities for local, non-convertible currencies 

represented a saving of foreign exchange to the importing countries (Hedley and 

Peacock, 1970). Then, U.S agencies could use those currencies for a variety of 

development activities such as infrastructural projects, supplies for military bases, loans 

to US companies, trade fairs and locally produced goods and services (McMichael 

2000, 62). The food for peace plan served US economic and political interests: it 

allowed the US government to dispose of the surpluses while maintaining agricultural 

price supports, and it also pursued foreign policy goals over the Cold War period (for 

instance, it has been held that one of the initial motivations of the program was 

"combating the spread of communism" (Hedley and Peacock 1970). In any case, export 

subsidies in the form of international food aid became a crucial feature of US farm 

policy, alongside price supports and production controls" (Winders 2009a, 8). In this 

way, food aid became pivotal to the second food regime by considerably distorting trade 

flows and by promoting a period of 'cheap food' flowing from the core to the periphery. 
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One of the major consequences was, of course, the increased food dependence of poor 

countries. 

In addition to this kind of 'politically constructed international trade', anchored in 

profound state regulation, another defining feature of the second food regime has 

frequently been stressed: the rise of an "industrialized agrofood sector, eventually to be 

dominated by large agrofood corporations" (Magnan 2012, 6). Agricultural price 

supports in high income countries encouraged farmers to maximize production, and 

they did so through industrial intensification (Magnan 2012, 6). In Friedmann's 

characterization  of the second food regime (Friedmann 2005), while the term 

'mercantile' accounted for its protectionist dimension, the term 'industrial' referred to the 

widespread adoption of machinery, pesticides, chemical fertilizers, and new crop 

varieties. It is important to note that, whereas this process of agricultural 

industrialization was common to all major high income countries, it was actually 

restricted to only a few 'strategic development states' in the Third World3. In those 

countries (e.g. India, Pakistan, the Philippines, Egypt, Indonesia, Turkey, Mexico...) the 

Green Revolution was to some extent promoted as a tool "not only for the rebuffing of 

Communism, but staunchly for the advance of capitalism" (Patel 2012, 26). According 

to McMichael, the Green Revolution naturalized markets and commodification and, in 

doing so, it was an essential part of the 'development project': "a politically orchestrated 

initiative following the Second World War, incorporating postcolonial states into an 

imperial field of power to legitimize and expand capitalist markets as the vehicle of 

'national' economic growth and modernity" (McMichael 2005, 141). The adoption of the 

Green Revolution technological package allowed some of these countries to achieve a 

remarkable increase in agricultural production and yields4, and significant dietary 

improvements were attained thanks to complementary food aid. Yet, in many other 

countries (particularly in Africa) the Green Revolution was fundamentally absent 

(Frankema 2014), and food dependence expanded dramatically, due to subsidized food 

imports. For instance, Friedmann points out that "whereas the Marshall Plan set 

                                                 

3 Although the category ‘Third World’ was initially conceived to define countries that remained non-

aligned with either NATO or the Communist bloc over the Cold War period, in this paper ‘Third World’ 

will be used as a synonym of ‘low-income countries’, ‘periphery’, ‘global South’ or ‘developing 

countries’. These terms will define countries with relatively low GDP per capita and little bargaining 

power in the main international forums of negotiation. 
4 However, it has been pointed out that the Green Revolution also caused a loss of dietary diversity as 

well as agronomic diversity in many of those countries (Shiva, 1993).  
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resources, such as fertilizer and machinery, to reconstruct European agriculture, P.L. 

480 centered on sending food, with little effort to build up agriculture" (Friedmann 

1982). Importantly, most of these developing countries welcomed food aid as a means 

of providing cheap food for urban workers in an attempt to foster industrialization. In 

contrast to the high income countries –which were already struggling with the farm 

income problem– most Latin-American, African, and Asian countries in the postwar 

years were following industry-driven development strategies, which often had an anti-

agricultural bias (Anderson 2007; FAO, 2000).  

3.1 The Wheat Complex in the Second Food Regime 

Wheat was central to the construction of both the first and the second food regime. 

globalization in wheat markets marked "a radical rupture in the history of food 

provisioning, as entire populations (e.g., the United Kingdom) became dependent on 

distant supplies of food for survival, and food exchanges bound together states, farmers 

and eaters in new ways" (Magnan 2012, 2). Rather than being a specifically-pursued 

goal, the globalization of world wheat markets after the 1870s served as a means of 

making possible what actors really wanted to do: "wheat was the substance that gave 

railways income from freight, expanding states a way to hold territory against the 

dispossessed and diasporic Europeans a way to make an income" (Friedmann 2005, 

231). Yet despite the importance of wheat in the first food regime, wheat was no less 

crucial in the construction of the second. In fact, it has been said that many of the 

changes and developments in the regime can be traced through 'the wheat complex'. 

Friedmann's analysis of the postwar food economy (Friedmann 1992) distinguished 

between three different 'complexes' (i.e. "chains of production and consumption 

relations, linking farmers and farm workers to consuming individuals, households, and 

communities" (Friedmann 1992, 371)). Those complexes were the 'durable goods' 

complex, the livestock complex, and the wheat complex. The durable goods complex 

comprised production activities that involved deep industrial linkages (for instance, the 

turning of commodity crops such as soy and maize into inputs for industrial 

production). Biological or chemical substitutes for industrial raw materials were found 

by food manufacturing industries, leading to a declining demand for traditional 

(tropical) exports from less developed countries. The livestock complex was 

characterized by turning agricultural commodities into industrial inputs in the 
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manufacture of animal feeds for intensive meat production (Magnan 2012, 7). This 

pattern –which both promoted and was encouraged by high meat consumption in 

industrialized countries– began in the United States and was later replicated in Europe. 

It is of great significance that this complex shifted from a national to a transnational 

phenomenon when the European Economic Community (EEC) exempted US animal 

feed from import tariffs in exchange for European protection against wheat (Friedmann 

1992). Lastly, the 'wheat complex' –which surely involved fewer industrial linkages 

than the durable food and the livestock complexes– induced food import dependency in 

low-income countries. 

At the end of the War, wheat consumption was largely restricted to upper-middle or 

high-income countries (see Graph 1). Yet, this would change significantly over the 

second food regime period. 

Graph 1. Wheat consumption per capita (tonnes / population / year), 1946/50, by 

country and income group. 
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Source: author’s elaboration from FAOSTAT (1961-2010), FAO Production and Trade Yearbooks (1948-61) and 

Institut International d’Agriculture (1947). Data on population from Mitchell (2013) and United Nations (2013). 

 
 

Unlike the case of other cereals, such as maize, the bulk of wheat production in postwar 

years was destined directly for human consumption (Byerlee 1983). This meant that 

trends in per capita wheat consumption from 1947 to 1972 were highly influenced by 

direct income elasticities of demand, which tend to be zero or negative at high income 
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levels. As Graph 2 shows, per capita consumption of wheat fell or remained unaltered in 

most developed countries (and in some developing countries that already had high per-

capita wheat consumption and relatively high per-capita incomes after the War). On the 

contrary, most developing countries significantly increased their wheat consumption per 

capita over this period, even while most of them also experienced high population 

growth. Importantly, while in some of these countries increasing wheat consumption 

only represented a continuation of an already-initiated process, in others it was the result 

of a marked and unexpected dietary shift towards wheat products.  

Graph 2. Variation of wheat consumption per capita (tonnes / population) between 

1951/56 and 1971/76, by country and income group. 
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Changes in consumption patterns in developing countries were indeed motivated by 

multiple variables, and it is hard to isolate the effects of each. Yet there are many 

historical reasons to believe that the increase in wheat consumption per capita in low 
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income countries was fundamentally driven by certain institutional aspects of the 2nd 

Food Regime. In his seminal work on the world wheat economy, W. Malembaum 

pointed out that excess wheat supplies in exporting countries after WWII coexisted with 

the unfilled nutritional needs of millions of hungry people in many parts of the world 

(Malembaum 1953). He suggested that the United States should use its wheat surpluses 

as a “positive tool of foreign economic policy”, but he also noted that a transfer of 

wheat surpluses “would have involved a basic shift in the pattern of consumption in the 

underdeveloped areas" (Malembaum 1953: 213). There was no real demand for wheat 

from the undernourished areas which the market itself did not fill, yet it was clear to 

everyone that there was a fundamental imbalance in the market, and that “it might seem 

untimely to talk of surpluses when shortages were lasting so long, and paradoxical to 

call them surpluses when hundreds of people still lacked many of the basic necessities 

of life” (FAO 1947: 10). The view of the Food and Agriculture Organization after the 

War was that there may be institutional and income barriers preventing people around 

the world who wanted to buy wheat from getting it. In contrast to certain economists 

who advocated measures to reduce supply, FAO advocated action to increase demand 

(FAO 2000: 109). This meant that there was an institutional effort to promote wheat 

consumption in countries where wheat was not the preferred grain or was not consumed 

at all.  

This kind of ‘dietary proselytizing’ was primarily directed towards developing 

countries, but also towards some industrialized countries, such as Japan. It has been said 

that “conquerors have always influenced the cultures and life-styles of the vanquished, 

but seldom in history have they changed the food and meals of the defeated as America 

did after WWII” (Morgan 1979, 100). Wheat bread was almost unknown in Japan when 

General Douglas MacArthur began importing wheat into the occupied nation in 1946. 

Rationales such as ‘bread is nutritious’ were soon found, and wheat bread began to be 

extensively used to feed schoolchildren and civilians. The United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) sponsored school lunch programs, trained bakers, and funded 

department-store exhibits that introduced the Japanese to such American foods as 

pancakes (Morgan 1979, 104). The South Korean government also began to exalt the 

virtues of eating wheat and actively promoted a shift from rice noodles to wheat noodles 

(Rupiya 2004, 85). In Taiwan, “President Chiang Kai-shek gave a helping hand by 

having his propagandists announce that ‘wheat eating is patriotic’” (Morgan 1979, 100). 
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This soon changed the staple food patterns of large parts of South Asia (Rupiya 2004, 

85).  

The efforts of U.S. officials were also directed towards creating new markets for wheat 

in Africa and Latin America, especially after the approval of P.L. 480 in 1954. In most 

Sub-Saharan countries bread was virtually unknown as a food until European colonialist 

arrived in the 19th century. In the first half of the 20th Century only Europeans living 

there imported small amounts of flour for their needs However, a slow but steady 

change took place in the diet of the African urban population, soon after the first 

shipments of U.S. wheat aid. The efforts of the USDA’s representatives went hand-in-

hand with the active promotion and ‘market development’ made by the main grain 

trading companies (Morgan 1979). They contributed to create a new system of food 

distribution around imported flour, and a vast network of bakeries appeared in African 

cities and towns. For instance, by the time the French company ‘Continental’ arrived in 

Zaire in 1967 –with a proposal for a modern flour mill– “bread was displacing the more 

traditional Congolese foods in the capital. […] Agricultural attaché Williams, an 

enthusiast of ‘market development’ was to note in a report to Washington that bread 

was winning against chikwanga at breakfast” (Morgan 1979, 229). It is important to 

note that bread had been the staple diet of the colonial masters and was adopted by the 

elite. In the case of Zaire, bread was eaten by Mobutu’s elite corps of bodyguards 

(Morgan 1979). This helps to explain why bread consumption identified with progress 

and modernity for the masses in many parts of Africa. 

In general, it was cheaper and noticeably easier to import flour to feed the rural-urban 

migrants than to increase agricultural production and improve the rural distribution and 

transportation systems. Of course, increases in wheat consumption per capita in 

developing countries were not matched by a similar increase in national production. In 

the immediate postwar years, there were only four significant wheat exporters: the 

United States, Canada, Australia, and Argentina (according to our data, those four 

countries together accounted for roughly 90 % of total world exports of wheat in 1945). 

This meant that most countries – including most Western European countries – were net 

importers of wheat in postwar years (although they had varied degrees of self-

sufficiency, depending on their production levels and consumption requirements). 

Graph 3 illustrates the situation in wheat markets (net exports per capita) in 1951/55. 
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Graph 3. Net exports per capita (tonnes / population) in 1951/55 (mean), by country and income 
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This situation would change dramatically over the second food regime. On the one 

hand, most high-income countries significantly improved their wheat trade balance over 

this period. The U.S and Canada resorted to price supports and food aid in order to deal 

with the twin problems of low farm income and excess wheat supplies. In Western 

Europe, many countries implemented price support schemes with the aim of increasing 

production after the War. As mentioned above, the US allowed EEC countries to protect 

their wheat industries in exchange for the exemption of US animal feed from import 

tariffs. Some of these European countries  –outstandingly, France– were exceptionally 

successful in this task, and soon had to rely on export subsidies in order to dispose of 

their wheat surpluses.  As a result, they not only managed to reduce wheat dependence, 

but became significant wheat exporters. On the other hand, the vast majority of 

developing countries had to dramatically increase wheat imports in order to meet their 

higher consumption levels (Graph 4). 

Graph 4. Difference between net exports per capita 1971/76 and net exports per capita 1951/56. 

Wheat + wheat flour equivalent (tonnes / population). 
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Although there were certain developing countries that slightly improved their trade 

position –notably traditional exporters, such as Argentina and Tunisia, or countries that 

greatly benefited from the Marshall Plan, such as Turkey– and there were also some 

developed countries that increased their dependence on wheat imports, it is possible to 

distinguish a clear pattern: the wheat complex facilitated food import dependency for 

low-income countries. As Friedmann has pointed out, "when previously self-

provisioning countries began to import food in the 1950s and 1960s, the food they 

imported most of all was wheat, no matter what the customary dietary staples" 

(Friedmann 1992, 372). The reasons for this phenomenon are to be found in the 

institutional construction of the food regime: the wheat trade was not organized through 

markets but through international aid mechanisms and politically-constructed 

agreements, mainly bilateral arrangements between the United States and Third World 

states. The geopolitical component of the regime –which was in turn shaped by the 

internal economic considerations of the US as the world hegemonic leader– resulted in 

increased wheat consumption and dependence in most developing countries. Cheap 

wheat was cheerfully welcomed by many of these countries because it was seen as a 

means to create an urban working class and because "the ideology of development 

focused on industrialization to the point of obsession" (Friedmann 1992, 373). Yet, 
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wheat dependence revealed itself as unsafe in the long term, particularly when 

international wheat prices rose in the 1970s. The following section will deal with what 

happened later, when the foundations of the second food regime disappeared. 

4. PATTERNS OF WHEAT TRADE AFTER THE 2ND FOOD REGIME 

As mentioned before, food regime scholars tend to agree that there were a number of 

institutional and economic factors that put an end to the second food regime in the early 

1970s. While it can be argued that changes in the institutional framework favored an 

economic restructuring of the regime, it is also conceivable that the institutional 

alterations were motivated by changing economic conditions. In any case, there are 

several factors and events that are usually interpreted as signals of the collapse of the 

regime. First, the so-called 'Cold War economic dam' was broken in 1972. The sudden 

entry of the USSR in international wheat markets created unexpected shortages and 

pushed food prices up considerably (particularly wheat prices). Since the US Food 

Regime was anchored in cheap food, soaring grain prices marked a fundamental 

departure from the second food regime foundations: US surpluses disappeared and food 

aid plummeted5.. With regard to the shape of institutional regulation of agriculture, –

which is considered one of the major defining features of a food regime– there is also 

wide support for a significant shift from extensive state regulation during the 1970s. 

According to Sheingate, "agriculture provides us with an example of successful welfare 

state retrenchment [...] Beginning in the 1970s, agricultural policy came under attack 

from a variety of quarters. Over a two-decade period, consumer advocates, budget 

hawks, and other critics of farm programs successfully pressed for reductions in 

agricultural subsidies" (Sheingate 2002, 3). The culmination of this process is usually 

considered to be 1996, coinciding with the passage of the Federal Agriculture 

Improvement and Reform Act (FAIR), which removed nearly all restrictions on 

agricultural production in the US and replaced market price supports with fixed annual 

payments (decoupled from production and prices).  

 

                                                 

5 This is, however, a polemic topic. While it is true that grain prices skyrocketed in 1972, it is indeed 

controversial to consider this episode as the end of the cheap food era. In fact, there was a strong and 

clear deterioration in the terms of trade for agricultural products, over the period 1970-2000 (Pinilla and 

Serrano 2011). This was true for all major foodstuffs, especially for wheat. 
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While the 'wheat complex' was central to the 2nd food regime, now the complex is 

considered to have lost its distinct existence (Friedmann 1992). According to 

Friedmann, the proliferation of new uses for wheat have accelerated the diversification 

of the anachronistic grain companies –which were closely tied to family wheat farms in 

the second food regime– and have encouraged them to adopt new industrial practices 

linking them to the durable food and livestock complexes (Friedmann 1992). 

Furthermore, there is the idea that the shift from food aid to commercial sales over the 

1970s –coinciding with massive wheat sales to the USSR and the sudden disappearance 

of wheat surpluses– put an end to what had been the main foundations of the complex 

during the second food regime. Soaring wheat prices after the chaotic irruption of the 

USSR in international markets led to increasingly fierce competition over wheat 

exports, and definitively ended U.S supremacy in global wheat sales.  

Food regime analysts have paid much attention to the incorporation of agriculture into 

the multilateral trading system. Particularly, they have long wondered whether the 

inclusion of agriculture would coordinate a new stabilized regime that would "resolve" 

the turmoil of the 1980s (Pritchard 2009). Some authors are of the opinion that the 

collapse in the WTO Doha round of negotiations changed "precisely nothing" (Pritchard 

2009). It has been held that the WTO has served as a tool to maintain Northern subsidy 

regimes while enforcing liberalization on the rest of the world (Pritchard 2009; 

McMichael 2012) but it has also been acknowledged that the new multilateralism has 

provided an arena for hegemonic contestation (Pritchard 2009). In this sense, the 

collapse of the Doha round may well be understood as a consequence of the absence of 

an hegemonic power (since "both the global North and the global South are willing the 

exertion of influence over the WTO, and neither is unequivocally prevailing" (Pritchard 

2009, 304)). This international trade framework has been described as a "hangover" 

from the second food regime, and it has been argued that "the WTO is more 

appropriately theorized as a carryover from the politics of the crisis of the second food 

regime, rather than representing any putative successor" (Pritchard 2009, 305). Thus, it 

has been argued that –regardless of whether or not it is possible to talk about a third 

food regime– the world institutional framework that has shaped agricultural relations 

over the last 40 years has been deeply influenced by the second food regime. Similarly, 

we argue that there is also a substantial lag from the second food regime when it comes 
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to the economic aspects of the new 'emergent' regime, and this is particularly true 

regarding the evolution of international wheat markets. 

As mentioned above, the end of the second food regime is often dated around 1972. 

Other than the aforementioned reasons – grain sales to the USSR, end of surpluses and 

soaring grain prices, shift from food aid towards commercial sales, a new trend towards 

supply management policy retrenchment...– there are two other factors that are 

frequently considered to indicate the end of the regime. Both have to do with the wheat 

complex and led to reduced dependence on US wheat. The first is the new ability of 

many industrialized countries –primarily members of the European Community– to 

compete with the United States in the game of export subsidies (Friedmann 1992). 

Although wheat surpluses disappeared in the early 1970s, they had reappeared again by 

the end of the decade and exporting countries had to find new ways to dispose of them. 

Trade wars and increasingly fierce competition over export markets led to a diminishing 

share of US wheat exports, and this trend was further exacerbated when the Soviet bloc 

entered international wheat markets as an exporter, following the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

The second concerns the success of certain developing countries in applying Green 

Revolution techniques and showing results for import substitution (Friedmann 1992). 

This could be interpreted as a source of reduced wheat dependence in Third World 

countries, and therefore as a reversion of the trend initiated after the War. Yet, since the 

data on the wheat trade reveal different patterns of wheat dependence in developing 

countries over the last 45 years, this observation must be nuanced. 

In order to analyze the evolution of wheat dependence after the second food regime, we 

use a categorization of countries based on both national income per capita and on net 

trade in food (measured in calories). This categorization is inspired by that of McMahon 

(2013), and it will be useful for the analysis, insofar as it will allow us to study the 

evolution of the wheat trade according to the relative position of each country in the 

international food system. Hence, countries will be classified into the following five 

groups: (1) established food exporters, (2) emerging food exporters, (3) the (barely) 

self- sufficient, (4) rich food importers, and (5) poor and insecure countries6.   

                                                 

6 This categorization is based on GDP per capita and net trade in food in 2005/07 (see McMahon, 2013). 
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(1) Established food exporters: these are the countries whose major challenge has been 

how to deal with overproduction. Pioneers in establishing the complex set of policies 

known as ‘supply management policy’, they have been "the powerhouses of the global 

food system, both as exporters and as designers of international trade policy" 

(McMahon 2013, 26). In addition to being blessed by nature –and also being located in 

areas particularly suitable for growing wheat– greater labour productivity in these 

countries is anchored in the early adoption of the 'modern agricultural revolution': farms 

are large, heavily capitalized, and mechanized. These countries are both economically 

advanced and net exporters of food, and the most prominent of them are the USA, 

Canada, Australia, and France.  

 (2) Emerging food exporters: middle income countries endowed with a large amount of 

arable land per person and competitive agricultural sectors capable of producing their 

own surpluses. Many of these countries have been part of the CAIRNS group, a 

coalition of emerging agro exporters that have been "the most vocal opponents of rich-

world subsidies and tariffs, blaming these policies for lowering world prices and giving 

less efficient producers in Europe and North America unfair advantage" (McMahon 

2013, 32). This group includes countries from Asia – Vietnam, Thailand, Myanmar... –, 

Latin America – Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil... – and some countries belonging to the 

former Soviet Union, such as Russia, Ukraine, and Kazakhstan. Note that some of these 

countries, even when classified as “emerging” exporters, were already significant food 

(and wheat) exporters prior to 1918 (for instance, Argentina and some countries that 

later became part of the USSR). 

(3) The (barely) self-sufficient: eager participants in the Green Revolution process of the 

1960s and 1970s, these countries –mostly developing Asian countries– have managed to 

increase national food production in order to meet their high population growth. Land 

productivity in these countries is similar to that of their North American and European 

counterparts, but output per farm worker is significantly lower. This is mainly due to 

their more labour-intensive and less-capitalized agricultural sector. China, India, and 

other populous Asian countries are illustrative of the success of this group of countries 

in achieving a certain degree of food self-sufficiency. Importantly, success in increasing 

food production has been the result of government policy and wide state regulation, 

rather than a triumph of liberalization policies (McMahon 2013).  
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(4) Rich food importers: high income countries that either "have dense populations, 

small amounts of fertile land, limited quantities of freshwater, or all three" (McMahon 

2013, 35). They pay for their food imports either through 'hydrocarbon exports' –oil, 

gas...– or through exports of other goods such as manufactures. These are countries 

belonging to different continents: Asia (Japan, South Korea), the Persian Gulf (United 

Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia...), and Europe (the United Kingdom and many 

other countries of the European Union). In these countries, wheat dependence does not 

necessarily imply food insecurity. 

(5) Poor and insecure countries: this group includes developing countries that are net 

importers of calories. These countries are mainly from Central America, Asia, and 

Africa, and are characterized by low agricultural yields and rapidly growing 

populations. Most were recipients of extensive food aid and eventually became hooked 

on cheap grain from more advanced agricultural regions. It has been said that the WTO 

"forced these countries to dismantle import tariffs and farm subsidies as part of a drive 

towards freer trade [...] but there was a strong whiff of hypocrisy about this, as 

American and European policymakers urged these governments to get out of agriculture 

while maintaining subsidies for their own farmers and dumping food on markets at 

artificially low prices" (McMahon 2013, 41). In many of these countries, dependence on 

wheat imports has proven to be an essential source of food insecurity.  

One useful indicator to measure the degree of wheat dependence is the self-sufficiency 

ratio. This indicator is constructed as follows: [production / (production + imports - 

exports)]* 100. Thus, while net exporters of wheat will have a SSR > 100, net importers 

will have a SSR < 100. In general, the lower the SSR, the greater the degree of 

dependence upon wheat from international markets. Graph 5 shows how self-

sufficiency ratios in wheat have changed with respect to the last years of the second 

food regime. 

Graph 5. Variation in self-sufficiency ratios (SSR) in wheat between 1966/10 and 2006/10, by 

country and group.  
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Source: author’s elaboration from FAOSTAT (1961-2010).   

 

With the exception of the United States and New Zealand –which has traditionally been 

a net importer of wheat– the established food exporters solidified their position as wheat 

exporters over this period. The group of emerging-developing exporters (Argentina, 

Uruguay, Paraguay, countries from the former USSR...) improved their self-sufficiency 

in wheat, and the same is true for many countries belonging to the '(barely) self-

sufficient' group (most notably India, China, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Turkey). Yet, 

other countries that have managed to achieve a certain degree of self-sufficiency in food 

over those years (such as Ecuador, Chad, Guatemala, and Burundi) have actually 

worsened their position when it comes to wheat. It is worth mentioning that most of 

these are located in areas not particularly suitable for wheat production. There is no 

clear trend in the group of rich importers: while some have managed to reduce wheat 

imports, or even to become net exporters (Germany, the UK...), others have indeed 

increased their import dependency (most notably Southern European countries such as 

Spain, Portugal, Italy, and Greece). Finally, most countries belonging to the 'poor and 

insecure' group have not improved, but rather extended their dependence on wheat 

imports. This is particularly striking because, as we shall see, they came from an already 

fragile position.  

Graph 6. Self-sufficiency ratios (SSR) in wheat in 2006/10 (5 year average), by country and group 
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Source: author’s elaboration from FAOSTAT (1961-2010). 

 

As graph 6 shows, there is a group of influential, high-income countries that preserve 

their status as significant wheat exporters: Australia, Canada, France, and the United 

States (even when the latter has lost an important share of international export markets 

over the last 30 years7). Argentina and Uruguay are still among the most significant 

developing countries that export wheat, but other emergent countries have made their 

appearance as wheat exporters. These countries are mainly from Eastern Europe: 

Bulgaria, Hungary, Czech Republic, and countries belonging to the former USSR. 

There is also a significant group of developing states that were dependent on wheat 

imports during the second food regime, but are now relatively self-sufficient (most 

notably India, China, and Zambia) and another group of countries whose national wheat 

production has roughly kept pace with consumption since the end of the War (Pakistan, 

Nepal, and Turkey). All have actively participated in the so-called Green Revolution 

process, which has shown positive results when it comes to achieving national self-

sufficiency and reducing import dependency. Finally, there is a group of rich countries 

that have always been net importers of food –and still are net importers of calories– but 

have managed to become self-sufficient or even major net exporters when it comes to 

                                                 

7 While more than 40% of total world exports came from the United States in the late 1970s, the US 

accounted for only 20% of total exports in 2010. More information about the evolution of wheat exports 

can be found in the appendix (Table 2). 
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wheat. This is the case of Germany, Sweden, Austria, and the United Kingdom. This 

situation may be attributable to particularly good conditions for growing wheat but also, 

and perhaps more importantly, to the farm programs that have been in existence in these 

countries.  

Yet, most countries of the world today are net importers of wheat and, as mentioned 

above, there are a great number that have worsened their position since the end of the 

second food regime. First, there are a number of developing countries that are net 

exporters of food (or roughly self-sufficient), but at the same time are highly dependent 

on wheat imports. Most of these countries do not produce any wheat at all (Fiji, 

Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Malaysia, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Ghana, 

Malawi, Rwanda, Uganda) but are specialized in other kinds of agricultural production 

and exports. Importantly, although most of these countries have experienced a dietary 

shift towards wheat products, wheat has not yet become the preferred grain of these 

populations (for instance, the previously cited Asian countries eat much more rice than 

wheat). Second, there are the rich food importers of the Middle East (Arab Emirates, 

Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia) the European Union (Norway, Belgium, Spain, Italy, 

Portugal, Greece) and Asia (Japan, South Korea), that have no problem paying for 

wheat by exporting other things. Finally, there is a group of poor and insecure states in 

which no country has managed to significantly reduce wheat dependence. Roughly half 

of the countries belonging to this group do not currently produce any wheat, which 

means that all wheat consumption must be supplied from imports (these are the 

countries whose self-sufficiency ratios are zero, or close to it). As mentioned, the 

majority of such countries are located in areas not suitable for wheat production, mainly 

Central America (El Salvador, Honduras, Panama) the Caribbean (Cuba, Dominican 

Republic, Jamaica, Haiti), Asia (Philippines, Sri Lanka), and Sub-Saharan Africa 

(Angola, Sierra Leone, Gambia, Guinea, Somalia). Importantly, wheat consumption per 

capita in these countries has grown significantly since 1970. Other countries of this 

group do produce –or did produce, at some point in their history– certain amounts of 

wheat, but its production levels have not been able to keep pace with population growth 

and increased per-capita consumption. These countries are, again, primarily located in 

Latin-America (Colombia, Mexico, Venezuela), North Africa (Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, 

Morocco), Asia (Afghanistan, Iran), and Sub-Saharan Africa (Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, 

Namibia, Niger, South Africa). 
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Thus, while it is true that the end of the second food regime was followed by reduced 

wheat dependence in a selected group of lower-middle income countries, it is also true 

that the most common trend among developing countries after the 1970s has been one 

of increasing dependence. In this sense, rather than a break with the previous food 

regime, data on the wheat trade reveals a degree of continuity in the trend initiated 

following World War II. Graph 7 illustrates the increasing importance of wheat imports 

in the group of poor and insecure countries. While this group of countries accounted for 

roughly 20% of total wheat imports at the end of the 2nd food regime, their share had 

risen to approximately 40% by 2010. The trend has been strong and steady8.  

Graph 7. Wheat imports 1939-2010: shares of total world imports by groups of countries. 

 

Source: author’s elaboration from FAOSTAT (1961-2010), FAO Production and Trade Yearbooks (1948-61) and Institut 
International d’Agriculture (1947). Data on population from Mitchell (2013) and United Nations (2013). 

 

 

The reasons behind increased wheat dependence in low-income countries during the 

second food regime have been explained in section 3: protectionist schemes in rich 

countries, wheat aid and export subsidies in order to get rid of the surpluses, and an 

active ‘market development’ in poor countries. Yet, despite the disappearance of most 

of those conditions in the 1970s –and parallel to the reconfiguration of the food regime– 

wheat dependence in poor countries has increased over the last 40 years. This may be 

considered as an enduring effect of the 2nd Food Regime, and it has to do with some sort 

of path-dependence in the demand side, the supply side, and the institutional 

configuration of the emergent regime. 

                                                 

8 More information about the distribution of wheat imports and exports since 1939 can be found in the 

appendix (Table 1 and Table2). 
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With regard to the demand side, it is important to note that, caeteris paribus, 

consumption habits do not tend to change much. Wheat consumption per capita in poor 

countries increased between 1945 and 1980 as a result of international wheat dumping 

and market promotion carried out by USDA officials, grain trading companies and 

international agencies (Collingham 2011). Wheat displaced traditional food staples such 

as millet, sorghum, and cassava as the main staple food in many Latin American, 

African, and Asian countries. As graph 8 illustrates, this dietary shift was stronger in the 

group of poor and insecure countries than in any other group, including that of the 

‘(barely) self-sufficient’ countries. This graph shows the changing importance of wheat 

consumption in relation to that of the traditional staples, by groups of countries. In 

addition, graph 9 shows the growing importance of wheat over other major cereals in 

the average grain consumption of developing countries.  

Graph 8. Wheat consumption (kcal/capita/day) / [Total consumption of wheat + millet + sorghum + 

cassava (kcal/capita/day)], 1961-2010, by groups of countries. 
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Source: author’s elaboration from FAOSTAT (2015). Each point corresponds to one country-year pair.  

Coloured lines are quadratically fitted values, by groups of countries. 

 

Graph 9. Wheat consumption (kcal/capita/day) / Total cereal consumption (kcal/capita/day), 1961-

2010, by groups of 

countries.
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Coloured lines are quadratically fitted values, by groups of countries 

 

Wheat has been increasingly consumed (in relation to cassava, sorghum and millet) in 

the group of poor and insecure countries throughout the whole period. Importantly, this 

dietary change continues, although the displacement rhythm has been slower over the 

last 30 years. Besides, as graph 9 illustrates, wheat has also been progressively more 

consumed – on average – in relation to other cereals such as maize or rice in developing 

countries (the ‘barely self-sufficient’, the ‘emerging food exporters’ and ‘poor and 

insecure countries’)9. Second food regime policies were successful in promoting an 

initial shift towards wheat consumption in countries where it was virtually unknown. 

Yet, other factors have accelerated this growing wheat consumption trend. The 

popularity of bread in these countries also came from practical reasons: “the American 

diet did not, of course, spread around the world only because a few bureaucrats wished 

it to do so. The overflowing populations of Asian and South American cities could most 

easily be fed with wheat, just as the European industrial workers were in the 19th 

Century” (Morgan 1979, 100). In general, shifts towards wheat consumption have been 

strongly correlated with the process of urbanization (Delgado and Reardon 1991; 

                                                 

9 Total cereal consumption includes the consumption of wheat, maize, rice, rye, oats, barley, sorghum, 

millet and other minor cereals.  
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Pingali 2004; Fabiosa 2006). Urbanization changed employment patterns, along with 

the value of women’s time, and increased the cost of returning home for the midday 

meal (Delgado and Reardon 1991). Bread was relatively inexpensive, it tasted better 

than other food staples such as manioc, and washed down with tea or cola, it was ideal 

for the lunch boxes of workers in certain African countries (Morgan 1979). Large urban 

markets created the scope for the establishment of large supermarket chains and enabled 

the massive spread of fast food branchs such as McDonalds (Pingali 2004). Growing 

supermarket power has been cited as a distinctive feature of the third/emergent food 

regime (Magnan 2012, 8) and it should also be considered as an indirect source of 

wheat dependence for low-income countries (insofar as it has encouraged the massive 

consumption of wheat-based products over the traditional meals of those countries). 

Importantly, higher wheat consumption per capita in poor and insecure countries has led 

to a huge aggregate demand for wheat in international markets, due to the significant 

population growth of these countries over the last 40 years,  

With regard to the supply side, many of the countries that began eating wheat due to 

subsidized P.L.480 wheat shipments, or other food aid schemes, are located in areas that 

are essentially not suitable for wheat production. In other developing countries, that can 

actually produce wheat, foreign wheat aid –which was welcomed as a way to foster 

industrialization– restricted national agricultural production because it postponed 

essential agricultural reforms, failed to give agricultural investment sufficient priority, 

and maintained policies with an anti-agricultural bias (Bovard, 1998). The major 

outcome of these surplus-disposal schemes –notwithstanding their vague humanitarian 

goals– was that many developing countries became hooked on the most expensive grain 

when, roughly around 1972, wheat prices soared and aid programs gave ground to 

commercial sales. Despite the gradual disappearance of the anti-agricultural bias in low-

income countries over the last 40 years (Anderson 2007), wheat production in most of 

these countries has not been able to catch up with their consumption requirements (nor 

has it been able to be as efficient as it would have been if not for years of institutional 

neglect). To some extent, the productivity gap that exists between wheat production in 

developed countries and in some developing countries may be considered as an 

outcome of 2nd food regime policies. While the wheat sector was highly protected in 

rich countries, it was strongly disregarded in many low-income countries until the late 

1970s. Following Chang’s argument (Chang 2002), poor countries would have required 
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even higher levels of protection than those of industrialized countries after WWII, in 

order to compensate for roughly 30 years of this kind of 2nd food regime policy. 

However, as we shall explain, the international institutional framework that emerged 

after the collapse of the regime, and developed over the last 40 years, has not been 

favorable to that type of agricultural regulation.  

It is possible to argue that some aspects of the 2nd food regime remained essentially 

unaltered after its collapse. The wheat trade during the second food regime period was 

anchored in the fundamental exceptions conceded by GATT to agriculture. In particular, 

the GATT was specifically designed to accommodate the farm programs then in 

existence in industrialized countries (which would be the essential cause of growing 

wheat surpluses and would later become the cornerstone of a 'politically constructed 

wheat trade'). Following the end of the second food regime, new forms of 

multilateralism appeared and agriculture was formally integrated into the global free 

trade agenda. Yet, it has been held that "the period from the inception of the Uruguay 

Round in 1986, until the Seattle meeting in 1999, exhibits a global politics of food in 

which elite northern interests strategized to create and use the WTO as a tool to preserve 

their own subsidy regimes, while at the same time enforcing liberalization on the rest of 

the world" (Pritchard, 2009, 302). Northern countries have shown no desire to alter the 

paradigms within which their domestic food policies were framed, and in this sense the 

new institutional framework regulating wheat trade may be seen as a ‘hangover’ from 

the second food regime. This institutional lag has its counterpart in the actual evolution 

of the wheat trade over the last 40 years. While it is true that crucial developing 

countries, such as China and India have managed to reduce wheat imports, the data on 

the wheat trade reveal that the most common trend among low-income countries has 

been one of deepening dependence. In the 1970s, these countries faced unprecedented 

dilemmas of capitalist development, because they could not easily repeat the 

development strategy of Japan, or many European countries (to import food and pay for 

it with industrial exports), neither could they imitate the food export model of countries 

such as the US, Canada, and Australia (Friedmann 1990). In addition, the new 

multilateral trade framework has been, to some extent, a new source of induced wheat 

dependence for those countries. Importantly, high wheat dependence revealed itself as 

catastrophic when international wheat prices skyrocketed in 2007, 2008, and 2011. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS 

This article comprises both theoretical and empirical parts. The theoretical section is 

concerned with certain aspects of the food regime approach. Following a brief review of 

the literature on the history and methods of food regime analysis, we present a 

characterization of the First and Second Food Regimes. The empirical part is centered 

on a cornerstone of food regime analysis: the evolution of international wheat markets. 

The analysis is based on data from a range of sources and provides detailed information 

about trends in wheat consumption and trade on a global scale. Several categorizations 

of countries are employed in order to capture phenomena such as the concentration of 

world wheat exports in only a few countries, and the relationship between net exports 

per capita and national income. We find that a trend of increasing wheat dependence in 

poor and insecure countries began after World War II and accelerated following the 

1970s.  

Our thesis is that increasing wheat dependence over the last 40 years may be considered 

as an enduring effect of the 2nd food regime, since there have been path dependence 

mechanisms influencing the evolution of the demand side (wheat consumption trends), 

the supply side (wheat production), and the institutional side (the new international 

trade framework and the WTO).  

It is important to note that dependence on food imports does not necessarily mean food 

insecurity, and wheat imports, as such, are not negative. For instance, many countries 

belonging to the “rich food importers” group have been dependent on wheat imports 

and have shown no signs of food insecurity. Yet wheat dependence may well be a 

significant source of food insecurity, when combined with other variables (such as, for 

example, low income levels). It has been acknowledged that the concept of food 

security is complex and has multiple levels: food availability, food access, utilization, 

and stability (FAO, 2006). Thus, identifying import dependency with food insecurity 

would be a mistake, mainly because the latter is a much broader concept. A cereal 

import dependency ratio is one of many indicators that have been suggested in order to 

measure food insecurity (FAO, 2006), and is included among the indicators concerned 

with stability, a concept that may refer to both the availability and access dimensions of 

food security (FAO, 2006). First, it is widely acknowledged that high import 

dependency levels tend to increase a country’s vulnerability to external market shocks 
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(for instance, sudden price spikes). Second, it has been pointed out that imports of basic 

foods such as wheat, on which many people, and especially poor people, depend, can 

easily become a geostrategic “weapon” (Hoering, 2013). To sum up, in situations of 

high import dependency, people may not get enough food due to mechanisms –market 

forces, political-economic outcomes in other parts of the world…– that are beyond the 

control of the governments themselves. Thus, high wheat import dependency may be 

considered as a matter of food security in low income countries, insofar as wheat-based 

products account for a relatively high percentage of the total cereal consumption (or, 

more generally, of the total caloric intake). This may well not yet be the case in some 

developing countries, but it has become a reality in many others (see graphs 8 and 9). - 

Identifying high wheat import dependence with food insecurity is problematic, even 

when it comes to the group of the poorest countries of the world. Yet the trends are so 

clear that they are worthy of analysis. This paper traces the roots of wheat import 

dependence in low-income countries, using a food regime approach. We suggest that 

today’s food insecurity in many parts of the world has its origins in a process 

originating after World War II, during the so-called Second Food Regime. Moreover, 

our analysis suggests that increasing wheat dependence in low-income countries after 

the 1970s may be understood as a lagged outcome of the international framework of the 

Second Food Regime.  
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Appendix 

Table 1. Wheat imports, 1940-2010. Market share by groups of countries, and shares of the 5 most significant importers. 

 McMahon Classification Income Classification Most significant importers 

 Established 

Food 
Exporters 

Emerging 

Food 
Exporters 

The 

(barely) 
Self -

Sufficient 

Rich Food 

Importers 

Poor and 

Insecure 

Low 

income 

Lower 

middle 
income 

Upper 

middle 
income 

High 

income 

United 

Kingdom 

USSR China Egypt Brazil 

1940 5.02 8.89 5.88 74.76 5.43 0.76 1.23 15.77 82.22 40.14 - 3.57 0.01 5.32 
1945 7.64 11.75 6.51 59.22 14.86 1.81 5.96 22.97 69.24 25.17 - 1.78 0.87 7.40 
1950 3.81 8.65 11.88 59.91 15.73 2.42 14.73 16.99 65.84 18.09 - 0.05 2.61 5.71 
1955 3.90 14.80 5.63 59.32 16.33 3.00 7.10 22.13 67.74 18.69 0.12 0.00 0.91 6.86 
1960 2.23 14.49 17.80 47.04 18.41 2.50 24.74 18.52 54.23 12.59 0.33 0.00 2.93 5.46 
1965 1.75 20.27 28.55 32.25 17.15 1.86 22.59 38.65 36.88 8.35 11.95 11.70 3.66 3.33 
1970 0.94 15.34 23.89 41.85 17.96 4.06 18.86 31.07 45.98 9.15 3.96 10.89 2.21 3.57 
1975 0.85 20.61 22.90 31.65 23.97 5.18 25.04 35.41 34.34 4.89 12.96 5.63 5.11 2.84 
1980 0.86 26.55 17.63 26.25 28.68 3.78 16.42 50.79 28.99 2.28 16.21 11.95 5.49 4.82 
1985 0.85 28.78 11.34 26.88 32.12 4.03 18.01 48.98 28.97 1.54 20.66 6.19 6.66 3.85 
1990 1.19 21.08 20.51 23.92 33.28 3.98 19.09 50.56 26.36 0.84 14.52 13.01 6.07 1.85 
1995 2.32 19.65 18.43 26.38 33.19 3.94 20.78 45.05 30.21 0.83 6.56 11.40 4.80 5.53 
2000 2.74 20.08 7.39 27.50 42.26 6.15 20.87 41.12 31.84 0.97 6.69 1.83 3.82 6.06 
2005 2.27 17.01 9.39 31.44 39.87 6.51 23.24 35.08 35.15 1.00 3.98 3.79 4.28 3.73 
2010 3.11 17.21 8.92 30.63 40.11 7.98 24.62 32.35 35.03 0.77 3.84 1.66 6.62 4.51 

Source: author’s elaboration from FAOSTAT (1961-2010), FAO Production and Trade Yearbooks (1948-61) and  Institut International d’Agriculture (1947).  
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Table 2. Wheat exports, 1955-2010. Market share by different groups of countries, and shares of the 5 most significant exporters. 

 McMahon Classification Income Classification Most significant exporters 

 Established 

Food 

Exporters 

Emerging 

Food 

Exporters 

The 

(barely) 

Self- 
Sufficient 

Rich Food 

Importers 

Poor and 

Insecure 

Low 

income 

Lower 

middle 

income 

Upper 

middle 

income 

High 

income 

United 

States 

Canada Australia Argentina France USSR 

1955 69.88 24.48 1.18 1.80 2.64 0.00 2.63 23.92 73.43 27.17 22.94 9.47 13.67 10.87 7.67 
1960 72.90 21.84 0.67 3.55 1.01 0.00 0.05 22.95 76.99 40.32 19.40 8.82 6.36 4.57 15.11 
1965 77.30 16.07 0.56 4.05 2.00 0.15 0.32 17.85 81.67 34.69 22.47 11.45 11.81 8.45 3.59 
1970 74.22 16.26 0.66 8.46 0.38 0.17 0.34 16.51 82.97 33.39 20.10 12.77 4.22 7.78 10.35 
1975 81.19 9.01 1.03 8.61 0.14 0.01 0.02 10.00 89.95 43.14 16.01 11.12 2.60 10.63 4.71 
1980 81.85 8.32 1.43 8.15 0.23 0.01 0.22 9.31 90.44 37.19 17.74 15.12 4.57 12.09 2.12 
1985 75.08 13.72 0.99 10.00 0.19 0.01 0.36 13.79 85.82 25.09 16.73 15.19 9.33 18.26 1.61 
1990 73.47 8.72 0.46 16.33 0.99 0.03 0.50 9.10 90.36 26.57 16.85 10.74 5.59 17.87 1.00 
1995 68.36 15.49 3.07 11.79 1.27 0.18 1.38 15.65 82.78 29.47 14.95 6.86 6.28 16.26 3.44 
2000 66.69 15.96 3.32 12.64 1.37 0.14 1.20 16.90 81.75 22.75 14.96 14.17 9.05 15.43 5.11 
2005 54.72 28.07 4.63 11.16 1.39 0.06 2.55 28.21 69.16 20.91 10.83 10.91 8.01 13.05 16.25 
2010 53.66 26.49 4.54 13.09 2.20 0.20 0.90 28.20 70.68 17.89 11.91 10.19 3.32 14.07 17.45 
Source: author’s elaboration from FAOSTAT (1961-2010),  FAO Production and Trade Yearbooks (1948-61) and  Institut International d’Agriculture (1947). 

 

 



42 

 

REFERENCES 

Aglietta, M., 1979. A Theory of Capitalist Regulation. London: New Left Books. 

Älmas, R. and H. Campbell, 2012. ‘Introduction: emerging challenges, new policy frameworks and the 

resilience of agriculture’. In Rethinking agricultural policy regimes: food security, climate change and the 

future resilience of agriculture, eds. R. Älmas and H. Campbell. Bingley: Emerald. 

Anderson, K., 2007. Distortions to agricultural incentives: a global perspective 1955-2007. Washington: 

The World Bank and Palgrave McMillan. 

Bovard, J., 1998. ‘How American food aid keep the third world hungry’. The Heritage Foundation 

Backgrounder, 665, August 1.  

Byerlee, D. and E.H. De Polanco, 1983. ‘Wheat in the world food economy: increasing role in developing 

countries’. Food Policy, 8 (1), 67-75. 

Chang, H-J,. 2002. Kicking Away the Ladder. Development Strategy in Historical Perspective. London: 

Anthem Press.  

Collingham, L., 2011. The Taste of War: World War II and the Battle for Food. New York: Penguin 

Press. 

Delgado, C.L. and Reardon, T., 1991. ‘Cereal Consumption Shifts and Policy Changes in Developing 

Countries: General Trends and Case Studies from the West African Semi-Arid Tropics’. In 1991 

International Sorghum and Millet CRSP Conference Proceedings, INTSORMIL Publication 92-1. 

Eggleston, R.C., 1987. ‘Determinants of the Levels and Distribution of PL480 Food Aid: 1955-79’. 

World Development, 15 (6), 797-808. 

Fabiosa, J., 2006. ‘Westernization of the Asian Diet: The Case of Rising Wheat Consumption in 

Indonesia. CARD Working Papers no. 06-WP 422. Center for Agricultural and Rural Development, Iowa 

University. 

Fairbairn, M., 2008. Framing Resistance: International Food Regimes and the Roots of Food  

Sovereignty. University of Wisconsin, Madison. 

FAO,. 1947. The State of Food and Agriculture 1947. Geneva: Food and Agriculture Organization of the 

United Nations. 

FAO, 2000. The State of Food and Agriculture 2000. Rome: Food and Agriculture Organization of the 

United Nations. 

FAO, 2006. ‘Food Security’, Policy Brief (2), FAO Agricultural and Development Economics Division.  

 

Frankema, E., 2014. ‘Africa and the Green Revolution: A Global Historical Perspective’. Wageningen 

Journal of Life Sciences, 70, 17-24. 

 

Friedmann, H., 1978. ‘Simple Commodity Production and Wage Labour in the American Plains’. Journal 

of Peasant Studies, 6, 70-100. 

Friedmann, H., 2009. ‘Discussion: moving food regimes forward: reflections on symposium essays’. 

Agriculture and Human Values: Journal of the Agriculture, Food and Human Values Society, 26 (4), 335-

344. 

 



43 

 

Friedmann, H., 1982. ‘The Political Economy of Food: the rise and fall of the postwar international food 

order’. American Journal of Sociology, 88, 248-86. 

 

Friedmann, H., 1987. ‘International regimes of food and agriculture since 1870’. In Peasants and peasant 

societies, ed. T. Shanin, 258-76. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 

 

Friedmann, H., 1990. ‘The Origins of Third World Food Dependence’. In The Food Question: Profits 

versus People, ed. H. Bernstein, B. Crow, M. Mackintosh and C. Martin, 13-31. Great Britain: The 

Guernsey Press. 

 

Friedmann, H., 1992. ‘Distance and durability: shaky foundations of the world food economy’. Third 

World Quarterly, 13 (2), 371-383. 

Friedmann, H., 1993. ‘The Political Economy of Food: a Global Crisis’. New Left Review, 197, 29-57. 

Friedmann, H., 2005. ‘From colonialism to green capitalism: social movements and the emergence of 

food regimes’. In New directions in the sociology of global development. Research in rural sociology and 

development, ed. F.H. Buttel and P. McMichael, 229-267. Oxford: El Sevier. 

Friedmann, H. and P. McMichael, 1989. ‘Agriculture and the state system:  the rise and fall of national 

agricultures, 1870 to the present’. Sociologia Ruralis, 29 (2), 93-117. 

Hathaway, D.E., 1987. Agriculture and the GATT: rewriting the rules. Washington DC: Institute for 

International Economics. 

Hedley, D. and D. Peacock, 1970. ‘Food for peace, P.L. 480 and American agriculture’. Agricultural 

Economics Report, 156. Michigan State University, Department of Agricultural Economics.  

Hoering, U., 2013. ‘Alternatives to Food Import Dependency’. FDCL Policy Paper. Centre for Research 

and Documentation Chile-Latin America, 24 pps. 

Ingersent, K. and A.J. Rayner, 1999. Agricultural policy in Western Europe and the United States. 

Northampton: Edward Elgar. 

Johnson, D.G., 1987. World Agriculture in Disarray. London: MacMillan. 

Kindleberger, C.P., 1973. The World in Depression, 1929-1939. Berkeley: University of California Press.  

Malembaum, W., 1953. The World Wheat Economy, 1885-1939. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.  

Magnan, A., 2012. ‘Food Regimes’. In The Oxford Handbook of Food History, ed. J.M. Pilcher. Oxford 

Handbooks Online. 

McGlade, J., 2009. ‘More a Plowshare than a Sword: The Legacy of US Cold War Agricultural 

Diplomacy’. Agricultural History, 83 (1), 79-102. 

McMahon, P. 2013. Feeding Frenzy. Great Britain, Profile Books Ltd. 

McMichael, P.,1996. Development and social change. A global perspective. Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine 

Forge Press. 

McMichael, P., 2000. Development and social change: a global perspective. Thousand Oaks: Pine Forge 

Press. 

McMichael, P. and B. Rogali, 2005. ‘Global Development and the corporate food regime’. In New 

directions in the sociology of global development, eds. F.H. Buttel and P. McMichael. London: El Sevier.  



44 

 

McMichael, P., 2009. ‘A food regime genealogy’. The Journal of Peasant Studies, 36 (1), 139-169. 

McMichael, P., 2012. The land grab and corporate regime restructuring. The Journal of Peasant Studies, 

39 (3-4), 681-701. 

McMichael, P., 2013. Food Regimes and Agrarian Questions. Canada: Kate Kennedy, Agrarian Change 

& Peasant Studies. 

Morgan, D., 1979. Merchants of grain. The power and profits of the five giant companies at the center of 

the world’s food supply. Lincoln, iUniverse. 

Patel, R., 2007. Stuffed and starved: markets, power and the hidden battle for the world food system. 

London: Portobello. 

Patel, R., 2012. ‘The Long Green Revolution’. The Journal of Peasant Studies, 40 (1), 1-63. 

Pingali, P., 2004. ‘Westernization of Asian Diets and the transformation of food systems: Implications for 

research and policy’. ESA Working Paper No. 04-17, The Food and Agriculture Organization of the 

United Nations.  

Pingali, P. 2012. ‘Green Revolution: Impacts, limits and the path ahead’, PNAS, 109 (31), 1-7. 

Pinilla, V. and R. Serrano, 2011. ‘The terms of trade for agricultural and food products, 1951-2000’. 

Revista de Historia Económica, 29 (2), 213-243. 

Pritchard, B., 2009. ‘The long hangover from the second food regime: a world-historical interpretation of 

the collapse of the WTO Doha Round’. Agricultural and Human Values, 26 (4), 297-307. 

Rausser, G., 1995. GATT negotiations and the Political Economy of Policy Reform. New York: Springer. 

Ríos Núñez, S.M. and D. Coq-Hueva, 2014. ‘The transformation of the spanish livestock system in the 

second and third food regimes’. Journal of Agrarian Change, 15(4),  519-540. 

Rupiya, M.R., 2004. ‘Food Aid. The Implications for Food Security in Africa’. African Security Review,  

13 (1), 83-89. 

Schultz, T.W., 1945. Food for the World. Chicago, Chicago University Press. 

Serrano, R. and V. Pinilla, 2010. ‘Causes of world trade growth in agricultural and food products, 1951-

2000: a demand function approach’. Applied Economics, 42 (27), 3503-2518. 

Sheingate, A.D., 2001. The Rise of the Agricultural Welfare State. Institutions and Interest Group Power 

in the United States, France and Japan. Princeton, Princeton University Press.  

Shiva, V., 1993. Monocultures of the mind: Perspectives on Biodiversity and  Biotechnology. Malaysia, 

Zed Books.  

Tracy, M., 1964. Agriculture in Western Europe. New York: Praeger. 

Wallerstein, I., 1974. The modern world-system. New York: New York Academic Press. 

Winders, B. (2009a). The Politics of Food Supply; U.S. Agricultural Policy in the World Economy. New 

Haven and London: Yale University Press. 

Winders, B. (2009b). ‘The Vanishing Free Market: The Formation and Spread of the British and US Food 

Regimes’. Journal of Agrarian Change, 9 (3), 315-344. 

 


