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ABSTRACT
Fish are an important source of food, livelihood and culture for millions of people worldwide. Yet, policy, research and fisheries 
management paradigms have not often recognised fish as food. Instead, fish are commonly viewed as a commoditised natural 
resource for economic development and fishing as a livelihood of last resort. However, in academic research and in some policy 
and fisheries governance circles, understandings of the importance of fish as food are increasing. This paper explores how un-
derstandings of fish as food have evolved in research, policy and governance. It shows that fish are most commonly articulated 
as food through the framing of food security. Through highlighting research gaps and limitations to securitised approaches to 
aquatic food systems and fisheries, it argues that a critical power-sensitive research agenda needs to be better engaged with in 
current ‘fish as food’ debates and discourse. Overall, this paper will review our understanding of the burgeoning push for con-
ceptualising fish as food in policy, research and governance to identify gaps in our understanding and thus potential future areas 
for research.

1   |   Introduction

The way food is produced and consumed has markedly changed 
over the last few hundred years. This is partially because of 
the deepening commodification, appropriation and dispos-
session from the means of food production by powerful actors 
(Clapp  2021). Food in contemporary capitalism is not seen as 
a common good, but rather as a privatised and alienable com-
modity (Vivero-Pol  2017).1 This means that food continues to 
be valued at its market price, rather than for the multiple cul-
tural, laborious, environmental and social processes that went 
into making the food commodity. The central tensions be-
tween food's use value and exchange value (Marx 2000; Vivero-
Pol  2017) bear manifold consequences for humanity's health 
and societies and contribute to perpetuating inequalities in the 
production, exchange and consumption of food. The deepen-
ing commodification of food in the contemporary global food 

system thus presents a stark tension between the necessity of 
eating to live and the compulsion of food commoditisation in 
‘the political economy of neoliberalism’ (McMichael 2014, 947).

This tension between food and its commodification is partic-
ularly evident in the aquatic environment. Fish2 are some of 
the most traded food commodities worldwide (Gephart and 
Pace 2015) and are also a crucial source of food, nutrition, liveli-
hood and culture for many millions of people around the world 
(Todd 2017; Hicks et al. 2019; Ganseforth 2022). Yet, despite the 
vital and acknowledged links between fish, food and nutrition, 
food policies and dominant fisheries management paradigms 
have not historically developed around an understanding of fish 
as food (Bennett et  al.  2021; Silver et  al.  2022).3 Rather, there 
remains a long-standing emphasis on fish as a commoditised 
natural resource to be managed for the betterment of economic 
development and conservation, and a prevalent assumption that 
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fishing is a livelihood of ‘last resort’ (Onyango 2011). As such, 
the tensions between fish as an economically commoditised 
natural resource, as a marine resource for conservation, as a 
culturally valuable livelihood, and as food present significant 
challenges in moving towards equitable and sustainable fisher-
ies and aquatic food systems.

However, in the last decade or so, there has been a marked 
increase in scholarly, governance and policy attention to ap-
proaching fish as food (HLPE 2014; Levkoe et al. 2017; Bennett 
et  al.  2021; Simmance et  al.  2022). Here, it is shown that ap-
preciating fish as an integral part of food systems brings about 
more holistic understandings of the interconnected nature of the 
social, economic, environmental and health aspects of fish pro-
duction and consumption (Levkoe et al. 2017), which ultimately 
aids global food and nutrition security objectives (McClanahan 
et al. 2015; Béné et al. 2015; Thilsted et al. 2016).

This paper therefore carries out a narrative literature review of 
the relatively recent policy, governance and scholarly consensus 
on situating fish as food. Through exploring the dominant nar-
ratives in which fish has been understood as food in policy, gov-
ernance and research, it shows that fish has most notably been 
understood ‘as food’ through the paradigms of food and nutri-
tion security. While food and nutrition security are dominant 
and useful paradigms through which to frame and understand 
unequal food access and consumption, the dominant conceptu-
alisation of food security is often presented as a scientific prob-
lem rather than a political one (Hopma and Woods 2014). From 
this exploration of aquatic food literature, it is evident that there 
remains a lack of research, governance and policy attention to 
the political economy of aquatic foods, in particular regard to 
how power dynamics and inequities shape access to aquatic 
foods in the contemporary, globalised food system.

Through identifying gaps in understanding regarding ‘fish 
as food’, the second part of this paper explores what could be 
next for the fish as food turn, through questioning if solely un-
derstanding fish as a part of food systems is enough to ensure 
healthy environments and equitable diets for all. It asks how 
power analyses can be centred in this fish as food turn, through 
exploring what role there is for a combined understanding of 
critical political economy and food sovereignty in advocating 
for fish as food in both food policy, research and fisheries gov-
ernance. As long as the growing (and important) fish as food 
consensus (Bennett et al. 2021) remains inattentive to how cap-
ital shapes the commodification of aquatic food production and 
consumption, the fish as food debates will remain unable to 
tackle the broader, thornier power relations which are imbued 
within inequitable contemporary aquatic food systems. It there-
fore contributes to a critical and growing literature (i.e., Clapp 
et al. 2018; Barbesgaard 2018; Campling and Havice 2018) which 
seeks to develop understandings of the role of power and specific 
interests in shaping the governance of fisheries and aquatic food 
systems, and how these, in turn, reinforce inequalities and eco-
logical degradation in fisheries systems.

In this paper, I therefore firstly turn to embedding this paper's 
understanding of food systems. This is then followed by an ex-
ploration of food security literature, which is often considered an 
anchor concept and central to food sovereignty. I then overview 

the extent to which food security and food sovereignty have 
been taken up in research on fish and in particular, Small-Scale 
Fisheries (SSF), and how small-scale fishers, traders and pro-
cessors relate to the food sovereignty social movement. Because 
there are some gaps and limitations to securitised approaches 
to food, particularly with regards to political economic power 
dynamics, I then discuss key debates and contestations regard-
ing food sovereignty. I conclude with a future research agenda 
to highlight the potential role that a critical food sovereign ap-
proach could bring to discussions regarding equitable and sus-
tainable food system transformations. I propose that centring 
critical political economy in food sovereign approaches to fish-
eries may better illuminate the power dynamics, which shape 
access to nutritious fish in the contemporary globalised aquatic 
food system.

2   |   Methodology

A narrative literature review was employed to understand how 
fish has been understood as food in policy, research and gov-
ernance. A narrative literature review was chosen because it 
allows for the researcher to ‘describe what is known on a topic 
while conducting a subjective examination and critique of an en-
tire body of literature’ (Sukhera 2022, 414). This was in order to 
identify and synthesise potential research and knowledge gaps, 
as well as future research directions in the fish as food literature 
and its role in equitable and sustainable food systems transfor-
mation. The terms ‘fish OR “aquatic foods” and “food security” 
OR availability OR access OR utilization OR stability’ and ‘fish 
OR “aquatic foods” AND food sovereignty OR capital OR justice’ 
were utilised in search engines such as Scopus, Web of Science 
and Overton. Journal articles and grey literature were included 
in the scope of analysis. Because of the relatively recent scholar-
ship and consensus on fish as food (primarily but not exclusively 
since 2010), a specific timeframe was not identified. Journal 
articles and grey literature were analysed for whether they in-
cluded considerations of power, corporate interests, inequality 
and broader political economic trends. Journal articles and grey 
literature were not limited by geographical scope; however, 
this paper is limited by its focus on papers written in English. I 
use the term ‘narrative’ in this paper to discuss and explore the 
evolving stories and story making constructed around aquatic 
food systems through food security and food sovereignty fram-
ings (Hulst and Yanow 2016).

2.1   |   Integrating Aquatic Foods Into Food Systems 
Thinking

The concept of the food system has gained prominence for poli-
cymakers, scholars and practitioners in recent years as a way of 
diagnosing and discussing problems inherent to the global and lo-
calised production, trade and consumption of foods (HLPE; 2017; 
Béné et al. 2019). Food systems thinking allows for a greater un-
derstanding of trade-offs and synergies between complex food 
production, social and consumption dynamics as well as relevant 
environmental and social concerns which affect how food is dis-
tributed and consumed (Béné et  al.  2019). Food systems think-
ing goes beyond the concept of the commodity value chain (i.e., 
Ponte and Sturgeon 2015) because of its stance that modifying or 
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changing interrelated dynamics in the production, distribution 
and consumption of foods can affect the potential for food security 
or sustainability (Ingram 2011; Tezzo et al. 2021).

Aquatic foods are commonly neglected as part of the resurgence in 
food systems scholarship and in subsequent debates surrounding 
food system transformation (Tezzo et al. 2021; Crona et al. 2023; 
Nicolini et al. 2024). However, a small but growing literature has 
drawn attention to the interconnectedness of aquatic food pro-
duction, provisioning and consumption, which falls more in line 
with food system-oriented perspectives on aquatic foods (Tezzo 
et al. 2021; Silver and Stoll 2022). Yet, there still remains ‘consider-
able opportunity to further develop a food fish systems approach’ 
(Tezzo et al. 2021, 85), through advancing the study of the complex 
interactions and interlinking between production, provisioning 
and consumption of aquatic foods in food systems.

The transformation of food systems necessitates understand-
ing and exploring the interconnected production, provisioning 
and consumption dynamics, which span across the whole of the 
aquatic food value chain. However, despite the increasing refer-
ence to food systems in food-related scholarship and research, 
the social, economic and nutritional inequalities in aquatic food 
systems is still often problematised through the framing of food 
security (i.e., Elleby et al. 2025), to which the next part of this 
paper will now turn.

2.2   |   What Is Food Security?

Food security is a dominant contemporary frame for analysing 
how, or if, people can access and consume food in today's global 
food system. Food security emerged at an international level during 
the 1974 world food price crisis at the World Food Conference 
(Jarosz 2014), because of post-Second World War reconstruction 
efforts in food system productivity (Maye and Kirwan 2013). The 
concept was initially conceived of at a state level, so that interna-
tional food prices could be stabilised (Jarosz 2014). At this time, the 
cause of hunger globally was conceived of as because of a decline 
in the availability of food and subsequent food price hikes on the 
global market (Clapp et al. 2022). Technological innovations which 
focused on expanding food production were seen as a solution to 
such food crises (Clapp et al. 2022).

Since 1974, food security discourses have developed under 
‘the influence of neoliberal globalisation policies’, which have 
centred around framings of developmentalism and economic 
growth (Jarosz 2014, 170). In the 1980s, the concept of food in-
security was introduced, which notably shifted food security 
discourse away from local, regional, national and global levels, 
to instead measuring food insecurity at individual or household 
levels (Borras and Mohamed 2020).

The most widely used and authoritative definition of food secu-
rity was developed through an (approximately 50 year) iterative 
process by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). In 
1996, food security was said to exist when:

All people, at all times, have physical [social] and 
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food 

which meets their dietary needs and food preferences 
for an active and healthy life. 

(FAO 1996)

This definition is underpinned by four pillars, namely: ‘avail-
ability’, ‘access’, ‘utilisation’ and ‘stability’. Each of these pillars 
is multi-faceted, their definitions and indices are contested, and 
are mutually dependent (Webb et al. 2006). Availability is under-
stood as necessary but not necessarily sufficient for access; utili-
sation refers to who is able to utilise food and its nutrients. Food 
utilisation depends on access, but access does not guarantee util-
isation (i.e., you may be able to access nutritious food but cannot 
utilise it because you are ill). Stability is a necessary and contin-
uous (across time and seasons) condition for availability, access 
and utilisation (Clapp et al. 2022). These metrics have been in-
fluential in shaping food-related policy, particularly since food 
price inflation in 2007–2008 (Maye and Kirwan 2013).

The concept of food security reached its global zenith in 2008, 
where it came to prominence in the World Food Security sum-
mit organised by the FAO. This summit symbolised food secu-
rity's ‘renewed geopolitical status’ (Maye and Kirwan 2013, 1) 
through shining a light on how the food price hikes and riots 
experienced in 2008 posed a threat to global food security. 
After 2008, policymakers and politicians became increasingly 
aware of the interdependence of agri-food systems because of 
food price inflation in oil and basic food staples on international 
commodity markets (Maye and Kirwan  2013). The two main 
responses to the food crises experienced in 2008 were firstly 
that food production needed to increase by 50% by 2030, and 
this number needed to double by 2050 to feed a world popula-
tion of 9 billion (Maye and Kirwan 2013). Thus, the productivity 
mantra as a solution to world food crises rose to the fore again, 
becoming central to global food security discourse (Maye and 
Kirwan 2013).

A historical and present-day focus on food productivity levels, 
however, comes amidst increasing and persistent global hun-
ger and malnutrition because of widening food inequalities 
and climate change. This has provoked questions regarding 
if the four-pillared approach to food security can best counter 
the challenges facing food systems today (Clapp et al. 2022). As 
such, there have been recent suggestions to add the metrics of 
‘sustainability’ and ‘agency’ as central pillars to the definition 
of food security (Clapp et al. 2022). Here, agency is understood 
as the ‘capacity of individuals and groups to exercise a degree 
of control over their own circumstances and to provide mean-
ingful input into governance processes’ (Clapp et  al.  2022, 3). 
Agency in food systems is important, particularly when it comes 
to marginalised peoples actively participating in food sys-
tems decisions, rather than being a passive consumer (Vivero-
Pol 2017). Furthermore, the pillar of stability in the definition of 
food security was borne out of accounting for shorter-term dis-
ruptions, such as those created by natural disasters. However, 
in Clapp et al.'s (2022) view, sustainability allows for ‘the con-
nections between ecosystems, livelihoods, society, and political 
economy to maintain food systems and support food security 
into the distant future’ (p. 5). Adding these two metrics to the 
definition of food security, it is argued, would allow for more nu-
anced depictions of power, as well as incorporating longer-term 
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visions for healthy and equitable food systems (Clapp et al. 2022; 
Termine 2024). The evolving concept of food security has been 
integral to grasping the different dimensions of hunger and mal-
nutrition and has equally been integral to placing aquatic foods 
firmly within food-related debates and policies.

2.3   |   Food (In)security & Fish: From Neglect to 
Productivism?

Global hunger and malnutrition are increasing worldwide 
(FAO  2024a). In 2023, it was estimated that nearly 2.33 bil-
lion people did not have access to adequate food (FAO 2024a). 
Analyses of contemporary issues within global food-related lit-
erature have mostly focused on land-based agricultural systems 
and have not fully considered the role of fisheries and aquacul-
ture in their relation to the issues presented by the contempo-
rary food system (Simmance et al.  2022). This is even though 
global consumption of aquatic foods is increasing, with the 
global average consumption of fish and other seafood reach-
ing a record high of 20.5 kg per person in 2019 (Richter 2022). 
However, there has been an uptick in recognising fish as food 
in academic and policy circles, particularly over the last decade. 
The FAO first recognised the importance of capture fisheries 
to alleviating hunger in 1945 (Bennett et  al.  2018). In 2015, it 
published The Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication (SSF guidelines). These voluntary SSF guidelines 
emphasised the importance of the connection between SSF and 
food security. They were the first internationally agreed upon 
guidelines dedicated to SSF, so were a step towards recognis-
ing fish as food. These guidelines also emphasised the impor-
tance of the post-harvest sector, something which is generally 
overlooked in fisheries management. The post-harvest sector 
is vital to ensuring aquatic food security and is made up of the 
processes that predominantly occur after fish is landed right 
up to consumption (including market exchange). Labour in the 
post-harvest sector is often gendered, with women undertaking 
much post-harvest fisheries work (Harper et al. 2013). It is esti-
mated that approximately 130 million women worldwide work 
in the fisheries sector, yet despite increasing acknowledgement 
in literature, their contributions are often undervalued (Harper 
et al. 2013).

The connection between food security and fisheries has also 
been the subject of increased academic research and literature 
over the last few decades. Research has spanned from the im-
portance of capture fisheries for global food security (Pauly 
et al. 2005) to emphasising how SSF are vital to ensuring aquatic 
food security (Loring et al. 2019) and to highlighting the import-
ant links between nutritional dietary intakes and fish consump-
tion (Hicks et al. 2019; Omukoto et al. 2024). The complicated 
relationship between aquaculture and food security has also 
been explored (Garlock et  al.  2022). Aquaculture risks under-
mining aquatic food security for SSF because of its reliance 
on small pelagic fish as fishmeal and fish oil (FMFO) (Willer 
et al. 2024). Additionally, the role of trade, markets, infrastruc-
ture, post-harvest losses and food quality and safety has been 
increasingly noted in literature as vital to ensuring aquatic food 
security (Akintola and Fakoya 2017; Overå et al.  2022). Other 
links to food security have been made with regards to inland 

fisheries (Funge-Smith and Bennett  2019) as well as the rela-
tionship between marine biodiversity and nutrient intakes from 
fish (Hamilton et al. 2024).

A wide-ranging, rich and broad literature has thus spanned out 
from conceptualising fish as key to food security (i.e., fish as 
food). However, much of the ‘fish as food’ literature does not con-
sider the political economic underpinnings that shape aquatic 
food production and consumption. As such, consensus regard-
ing operationalising food security is often ‘fractured’ (Maye and 
Kirwan  2013). Methods for ensuring food security have long 
been tied to a productivist ideology, whereby quantity of food 
produced has been prioritised over quality and access (Maye 
and Kirwan 2013; Rosin 2013). This has historical echoes in the 
relationship between fish and fisheries management, whereby 
the quantity of fish caught within maximum sustainable yields 
(MSY) was often prioritised for maximum wealth creation 
(Hubbard 2014). Food security policies and programs still over-
all tend to be designed with an emphasis on food productivity 
and supply and are often understood as an exclusively technical 
problem, rather than a political one (Hopma and Woods 2014).

As previously noted, the exclusion of fish and other seafood are 
often underaddressed or even left out of food-related policies. 
This exclusion is also reflected in dominant fisheries manage-
ment paradigms, where fish is managed for economic efficiency, 
rather than for its food and nutritional importance (Gephart 
and Pace 2015; Bennett et al. 2018; Allegretti and Hicks 2022). 
Dominant fisheries management paradigms have historically 
developed around the cornerstones of privatisation, marketi-
sation and profit (Mansfield 2004), have often depicted SSF as 
the opposite of ‘modern’ (Overå 2011) and have not traditionally 
recognised fish as food (Bennett et al. 2021). Fisheries biological 
science has been long intertwined with state-based territorial ex-
pansionism. Fisheries science was founded on a pervasive prin-
ciple that fisheries in the deep oceans were inexhaustible and 
that productivist fishing policies would also allow for efficient 
conservation of fishing stocks (Hubbard 2014). Productivism in 
state-based policies meant that fisheries became managed for 
maximum economic gain through implementing private prop-
erty rights, such as in the form of Individual Transferable Quotas 
(ITQs) (Cunningham et al. 2009; Cardwell 2015) and through 
encouraging further industrialisation as a means of state-led 
modernisation and economic development (Mansfield  2010). 
SSF are also often seen as culpable for the crisis of overfishing 
in the global South (Mansfield 2010), leading to policies which 
prioritise of industrialised fishing methods (Ayilu et al. 2023). 
Dominant paradigms within fisheries science have also devel-
oped alongside, and often in the service of, orthodox economic 
models and colonial interests and logics (Silver et al. 2022). The 
colonial history of fisheries science and management (Silver 
et al. 2022) props up and reproduces certain logics which per-
petuate inequality in aquatic food systems (i.e., a reverence for 
maximum wealth creation within sustainable limits in fisher-
ies), leading to some to call for nutrition-sensitive governance in 
fisheries, in particular for countries in the global South, where 
fish is vital for diets and livelihoods (Robinson et  al.  2022; 
Allegretti and Hicks 2022). Hence, an understanding of fish as 
food within mainstream fisheries governance and management 
paradigms has often been neglected. Consequently, the invis-
ibility of fish as food in fisheries management paradigms and 
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in food-related literature, means that how power and wealth 
concentration shapes aquatic food systems is often overlooked 
by aforementioned discourses on food security and other more 
technocratic approaches to fish as food. The historical and con-
temporary legacies of productivism in fisheries science and man-
agement means that fish are often produced as commodities for 
the market. Commoditising fish through productivist manage-
ment models subjects them to competitive, capitalist dynamics, 
namely power and wealth concentration and centralisation.

2.4   |   Power and Wealth Concentration in Global 
Aquatic Food Systems

There is significant debate with regards to how food security 
can be operationalised in a political food system which is con-
trolled by the agri-food complex, corporate power and the state 
(McMichael 2009; Kass 2023). These concerns are particularly 
relevant for fisheries. Although often underaddressed in food 
systems literature and policy (Silver and Stoll  2022), aquatic 
foods are subject to international market dynamics and indus-
try consolidation. For example, a relatively limited number of 
large transnational actors exercise power and ownership over 
fisheries production. Thirteen ‘keystone’ corporations control 
approximately 11%–16% of global marine catch and own 19%–
40% of the most valuable stocks (Österblom et al. 2015).4 Firms 
usually pursue strategic mergers with major market, licence 
or quota holders and operate at varying nodes in the aquatic 
food value chain (Österblom et al. 2015). This follows the same 
trajectory for levels of corporate ownership in terrestrial food 
production, where it is estimated that through mergers and ac-
quisitions, only four firms control over 60% of the global seed 
market (Clapp 2021).

This trajectory of ownership and access concentration, com-
bined with economic development policies and globalised 
markets in fish, has gone hand-in-hand with the increased in-
dustrialisation of the global fishing fleet (Arthur et  al.  2022). 
Industrial fishing rose to prominence in the 1900s, where states 
sought to expand their territory into international waters, pro-
mote seafood exports and increase food availability. By the 
1960s, many large firms came to prominence in securing access 
to high-value fisheries and sought to expand their fishing and 
processing activities within the Global South (Campling and 
Havice  2018). The continued industry control over high-value 
fish species is also propped up by the state. In 2018, over 80% 
of global fisheries subsidies went to the large-scale industrial 
fisheries sector, including roughly $7.2 billion in fuel subsidies 
(Schuhbauer et al. 2020). This means that a fisher involved in 
the large-scale industrial sector receives 3.5 times more in subsi-
dies than a fisher involved in the small-scale sector (Schuhbauer 
et al. 2020).

There has been a growing emphasis on ensuring fish food and 
nutrition security through aquaculture (FAO 2024b), potentially 
failing to recognise the multiple welfare benefits SSF provide5 
(Béné et al. 2007). Despite SSF's contributions, aquaculture now 
accounts for over half of global fish production (FAO  2024b). 
Emphasis on aquaculture for ensuring food and nutrition se-
curity, however, bears inherent contradictions because of aqua-
culture's reliance on wild-caught (often small pelagic fish) for 

feeding a few species of carnivorous fish such as salmon (Willer 
et al. 2024). In 2018, approximately 22 million tonnes of wild-
caught fish (often caught in West African waters) were des-
tined for non-food uses, mainly to produce fishmeal and fish 
oil, which is vital for the aquaculture and petfood industries 
(Feedback 2024).

The commercial aquaculture sector has also rapidly expanded 
into an intensive production system that is dominated by a few 
large corporations (Asche et al. 2013). As an example, farmed 
aquatic foods, such as Atlantic salmon, are envisioned as play-
ing a vital role in the transition towards sustainable dietary 
transitions (Gephart et al. 2020) and currently account for 2% of 
global aquaculture (Naylor et al. 2021). However, just five com-
panies control a 34.8% share of salmon aquaculture production 
(Österblom et al. 2015). Oftentimes, consumer demand is cited 
as the key reason for this intensified growth in farmed salmon 
(Robinson and Fernandes 2025). Yet, the drivers that shape this 
demand growth are much less understood (Asche et al. 2013). 
Corporate control over salmon farming has shaped aquatic food 
demand and consumption in the UK through ‘several purpose-
ful actions from market actors, such as the processing and cre-
ation of convenience food products, wide availability, and health 
and sustainability labelling’ which led to a positive assessment 
of salmon by UK consumers (Robinson and Fernandes 2025, 5). 
Salmon has displaced other aquatic foods of better nutritional 
value from UK diets, while also being marketed for more af-
fluent consumers (Robinson and Fernandes  2025). This also 
coincides with UK levels of seafood intake remaining below rec-
ommended dietary levels (Harrison et al. 2023).

Moreover, in efforts to encourage free market exchange of quo-
tas and licences, the enforcement of property rights to manage 
fisheries, such as ITQs, allows for ownership to concentrate 
and consolidate in the hands of the supposedly most efficient 
and powerful actors within a jurisdiction, negatively impacting 
SSF (Cardwell and Gear 2013; Haas et al. 2016; Bodwitch 2017; 
Knott and Neis 2017; Silver and Stoll 2022). Consolidation can 
be understood as practices carried out by firms, which occur 
when a small number of companies build and control a large 
market share of production (Silver and Stoll 2022). ITQs and li-
cences allow for the ability to sell access to fisheries resources, 
which leads to the financialisation of fisheries and aquaculture 
(Knott and Neis 2017). Financialisation in the aquatic food sec-
tor means that the deregulation of financial markets and institu-
tions has enabled firms to ‘generate wealth through investment, 
speculation, and other financial products, services and strate-
gies’ (Silver and Stoll 2022, 8). Research suggests accumulative 
and consolidative tendencies will continue to occur in low-risk 
and high-value sections of aquatic food value chains (Österblom 
et al. 2015).

Highly entrenched systems of power are thus at play in fisheries 
management systems and aquatic food value chains, meaning 
that access to nutritious and cheap fish is increasingly shaped by 
corporate and state interests. Yet the growing policy, research and 
governance consensus around the importance of fish as food (i.e., 
FAO 2024b) often fails to centre an analysis of power. This fail-
ure to acknowledge inequities in fish production and value chains 
risks perpetuating the same levels of corporate concentration and 
ownership in aquatic food systems as in agricultural food systems. 
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It is thus evident that true food security and insecurity cannot be 
dealt with until the power dynamics and politics which perpetuate 
hunger, malnutrition and inequity in global food systems are chal-
lenged.6 Calls for attention to how food security can be achieved, 
and the social, economic and political contexts, which shape the 
conditions of food production, mean a more sustained focus on the 
power dynamics, which perpetuate inequality, dispossession and 
marine ecological degradation in aquatic food systems.

2.5   |   What Is Food Sovereignty?

One approach that foregrounds power and the production of in-
equality through food systems in contemporary capitalism is food 
sovereignty. Since its inception in the 1990s by La Via Campesina, 
the peasant-led food sovereignty social movement has grown to 
represent more than 200 million small-scale food producers world-
wide (La Via Campesina 2021). The food sovereignty movement 
speaks to issues of power and justice within the globalised food 
system, representing those who are marginalised and dispos-
sessed by dominant, global agri-food corporations. Definitions of 
food sovereignty within the social movement have changed over 
the last few decades. Most recently, it has been defined as:

The right of peoples to healthy and culturally 
appropriate food produced through ecologically 
sound and sustainable methods and their right to 
defend their food and agriculture systems. 

(La Via Campesina 2021, 1)

Much like food security, food sovereignty is a framing through 
which access to food can be understood. However, it differs 
from food security because food sovereignty expresses the 
right for people to define and shape how food is produced, not 
just consumed. The food sovereignty movement articulates the 
principle that all people have the right to food and that demo-
cratic principles regarding how food policy and trade rules are 
made are integral to this right (Fairbairn 2008). Questions re-
garding hunger, according to the food sovereignty movement, 
should thus be attentive to ‘the social and political configu-
rations around power over food’ (Patel  2012). Sovereignty in 
this case does not mean self-sufficiency, rather it means the 
power to decide over how, where and who produces food, and 
the power to decide what a food system should look like. Long-
term food security, it is argued, can only be achieved through 
food sovereignty (Patel  2012). The importance of women 
within food systems, and the way that gender inequality is 
created and perpetuated through food systems, is also cru-
cially recognised as key in moving towards food sovereignty 
(Patel 2012). The food sovereignty movement articulates that 
food is a basic human right, argues for democratic control over 
food trade and markets and emphasises the importance of 
producing and maintaining a healthy food ecosystem (La Via 
Campesina 1996).

2.6   |   Food Sovereignty & Aquatic Foods

Many of the aforementioned debates surrounding food sov-
ereignty have focused on land-based, agricultural dynamics, 

meaning that there has been an ‘almost total absence of fish’ in 
critical food systems understandings such as food regime the-
ory (Foley and Mather 2018, 239). Despite this, food sovereignty 
activists have paid some attention to the struggles of fisherfolk 
globally. The locus of struggles for food sovereignty in fisheries 
has often been centred around issues affecting SSF. Two-thirds 
of the fish caught by SSF are destined for direct human con-
sumption (FAO  2020). Moreover, approximately 90% of those 
employed in fisheries work in SSF (Virdin et al. 2023). Despite 
SSF's importance to food and livelihood, SSF have often been 
neglected in fisheries policy in favour of industrial fishing activ-
ities (Smith and Basurto 2019).

For the purposes of fisheries management, fisheries have often 
been divided into small-scale and industrial categories. An in-
dustrial fishery can be understood as a ‘geographical area of 
operation of a complex of capitals whose form of organisation 
is the firm and whose medium of operation is fishing vessels’ 
(Campling 2012, 252). There is contrastingly no agreed, singu-
lar definition of SSF; however, SSF can encompass ‘all activities 
along the value chain – pre-harvest, harvest, and post-harvest’ 
(FAO 2015, ix). SSF are generally involved in petty commod-
ity production, which is characterised by high labour- and low 
capital-intensive inputs and organised around family labour 
(Barbesgaard  2025), and cannot be considered as one homog-
enous group because of differing gendered, racialised and class 
dimensions. SSF are often marginalised by unequal power-
laden relations and decisions made in dominant fisheries man-
agement paradigms (FAO 2015; Smith and Basurto 2019). These 
terms can, however, obscure the diversity and heterogeneity 
within the small-scale and industrial fisheries sectors (Smith 
and Basurto 2019).

The prioritisation of the industrial fishery in contemporary pol-
icymaking contributes to the marginalisation of SSF, something 
which is evident in blue economic discourses, which tend to see 
the ocean as a new economic frontier (Cohen et al. 2019). Within 
blue economic discourse, conservation of ocean resources 
and economic growth are not seen as contradictory premises. 
Furthermore, SSF are not perceived as a part of the blue growth 
vision and are often squeezed out of policymaking and seafood 
trade conversation in favour of larger conservation and eco-
nomic pressures (Cohen et al. 2019). For example, capture fish-
eries, including SSF, are seen as having no substantial growth 
potential and are not considered in the European Union's Blue 
Growth Strategy (Sulanke and Rybicki 2021).

In 1997, because of increased marginalisation and dispossession, 
SSF globally banded together to establish the World Forum of 
Fish Workers and Fish Harvesters, from which the World Forum 
of Fisher Peoples was established in 2001 (Ertör et al. 2020). The 
World Forum of Fisher Peoples adopted food sovereignty as a 
guiding principle in 2007 (KNTI and WFFP 2017) and is part 
of a larger movement of small-scale fish worker groups around 
the world which advocate for food sovereignty in fisheries. 
Stressing the vulnerability of many fishing communities to cli-
mate change, as well as emphasising how fishing communities 
are dispossessed of resources through the implementation of 
blue growth initiatives, fisher peoples joined voices with La Via 
Campesina and others in the food sovereignty movement (KNTI 
and WFFP 2017).
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Building upon earlier conceptualisations of food sovereignty 
agreed at the Nyéléni forum in Mali in 2007, the WFFP and 
Indonesian Traditional Fisherfolk Union (KNTI) published a 
document in 2017 defining six pillars of food sovereignty which 
are specifically relevant to SSF. These pillars are: 1) Focuses on 
food for people; 2) Values food providers; 3) Localises food systems; 
4) Puts control locally; 5) Builds knowledge and skills; 6) Works 
with nature (WFFP 2017). KNTI & WFFP argue that the domi-
nant framing of food security, which is often used as a means of 
understanding issues facing SSF, ‘ignores the root causes of hun-
ger’ in so far as it does not ‘address people's rights to access and 
control of territories’ (2017, 6). Put another way, the reasons for 
food insecurity in SSF lie not in the inadequacy of fish supply, 
but are rather because of inequity of access to and distribution of 
food, water, land and other productive resources.

Despite movement towards recognition of food sovereignty in 
fisheries, fish has still often been neglected in favour of a focus 
on small-scale and agroecological farming. Still, there exists 
limited but growing academic sources which explicitly engage 
with food sovereignty and SSF (Levkoe et al. 2017). Some aca-
demic literature relating food sovereignty and fisheries has fo-
cused on indigenous self-determination in fisheries governance 
(Lowitt et al. 2020), the importance of indigenous knowledge for 
food sovereignty (Alvarez et al. 2025; Carter et al. 2025), the re-
lationship between equitable fisheries co-management and food 
sovereignty (Quimby et al. 2023), the role of small pelagic fish 
in achieving food sovereignty (Katikiro and Mahenge 2022), the 
relationship between SSF, power and access in local food sys-
tems (Arthur et al. 2022), the complex role of the state in imped-
ing food sovereignty for fisheries, particularly in West African 
countries such as Senegal and Ghana (Moreno-Maestro  2023; 
Standen 2025a), and the convergence of fisheries resource jus-
tice movements and food sovereignty (Mills 2018).

There has also been a broader academic fisheries literature 
which encompasses some of the key themes addressed by the 
food sovereignty movement, without explicitly mentioning food 
sovereignty. Themes range from rights-based approaches to fish-
eries governance (Allison et al. 2012), justice for small-scale fish 
workers in the blue economy (Cohen et al. 2019), centring small-
scale fish workers' voices and needs in decision-making over 
fisheries governance (Chuenpagdee and Jentoft 2018), and how 
direct sales of SSF products benefit fisherfolk (Stoll et al. 2015), 
amongst many other relevant themes. Supporting the aims of 
food sovereignty, such as gender equality and democratic control 
over aquatic food systems, allows for fisheries to be seen as a site 
of social struggle and distributional justice, rather than a site of 
governmental managerial concern (Bavinck et al. 2018).

In fisheries and aquatic food policy, as opposed to food security, 
food sovereignty is not a dominant framing when it comes to artic-
ulating unequal access to and consumption of aquatic foods. Much 
reference to food sovereignty and fisheries in policy is related to 
indigenous knowledges, indigenous self-sufficiency and tradi-
tional food practices (World Food Programme  2025). However, 
the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, 
Michael Fakhri, noted that the Voluntary SSF Guidelines (2015) 
were developed in the context of food sovereignty to counter the 
‘long-standing marginalisation of small-scale fisheries in policy-
making processes’ (FAO 2025, 17). Food sovereignty in the SSF 

guidelines (2015) has been discussed most notably in the context of 
customary tenure rights and social development (FAO 2025). Food 
sovereignty was therefore developed in the SSF guidelines (2015) 
as a means of countering the marginalisation of SSF through loss 
of access rights, tenure rights, marginalisation of women and the 
increased privatisation of ocean space (FAO 2025).

The food sovereignty movement has, however, been critiqued 
for positioning small-scale farmers and fishers as a homogenous 
group, or as ‘capital's other’ (Barbesgaard 2025). Political struggles 
for food sovereignty often revolve around the articulation of the 
political subject of the ‘peasant’ food producer,7 who has been eco-
logically and socially dispossessed from their own means of pro-
duction by corporations. Within this movement, the picture of the 
peasant within agricultural production is that of ‘a cautious figure 
who balances food with cash-crop production, guided by a strong 
aversion to ecological and market risk’ (Li 2015, 205).8

More orthodox Marxist scholars, however, are critics of the con-
ception of the peasant, or the peasant way, within food sover-
eignty. They suggest that the food sovereignty movement enforces 
too strict a binary between the all-encompassing corporate food 
regime and a romanticised idea of the peasantry (Bernstein 2016). 
This binary can ignore the complications that many small-scale 
food producers often wish to be ‘incorporated into larger commod-
ity networks’ (Jansen 2014, 213) and can obscure the class dynam-
ics of peasant and small-scale fisherfolk producers (Bernstein 2010; 
Barbesgaard 2025). Bernstein goes further to argue that the peas-
ant figure does not exist in the contemporary world, because of 
peasant modes of food production having been superseded by cap-
italist social relations of production and reproduction (Bernstein 
2006). Critics of food sovereignty also further question the poten-
tial for food sovereign and agroecological models of food produc-
tion to be able to sustain or improve upon current capitalist levels 
of food production in agriculture (Bernstein 2014; Jansen 2014).

SSF globally are integral to the struggle for food sovereignty 
in aquatic food systems, despite fisheries not being tradition-
ally centred as part of food sovereignty discourse, and food 
sovereignty an oft-ignored framing in dominant aquatic food 
and fisheries policy, research and management paradigms. 
Understanding (unequal) access to and consumption of fish 
through food sovereignty arguably allows for a questioning of 
who gets to access fish, why and under what conditions this 
fish is produced and consumed. Questions over differentiation 
in small-scale fisheries remain pertinent (Barbesgaard  2025). 
Yet, despite a resurgent interest in food sovereignty by fisheries 
scholars (Levkoe et al. 2017; Quimby et al. 2023), a critical ap-
proach to fisheries and aquatic food systems which centres dif-
ferentiating axes such as gender, class, race, power, inequality 
and access issues, and how these issues span across the whole of 
the fisheries value chain (from production to consumption), still 
remains underexplored.

2.7   |   Food Sovereignty Meets a Critical Political 
Economy of Aquatic Food Systems

While the holistic focus on the production and consumption 
of fish within a food sovereignty framing is a useful means of 
understanding the complexities and inequities of aquatic food 
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systems, it remains unclear how a research approach to fisheries 
and aquatic food systems, which is critical of dominant power hi-
erarchies and class relations, may be engaged with. Formulating 
a critical food sovereign approach, anchored in critical political 
economy, to understand the interconnectedness of the political, 
socio-economic and ecological underpinnings of the production 
and consumption of fish around the world, could help to illumi-
nate pathways to the equitable and ecologically sensitive trans-
formations of aquatic food systems, which the food sovereignty 
movement calls for.

Drawing on the theory of food sovereignty, Levkoe et al. suggest 
that a food sovereign approach to fisheries ‘builds on the ongo-
ing work of those seeking to re-envision how we understand 
small-scale fisheries and their contributions to health, nutrition, 
and livelihoods’ (Levkoe et al. 2017, 69). Levkoe et al. propose 
that a deeper engagement between food sovereignty and fish-
eries is needed, as ‘a growing body of research on small-scale 
fisheries seeks to address socio-ecological relationships and is-
sues of power’ (2017, 65). Yet, despite such increasing academic 
interest in food sovereignty and issues of power in fisheries (i.e., 
Ertör et al. 2020), food sovereignty still remains a contested con-
cept and its evolving aims can be contradictory (Agarwal 2014).

This is because food sovereignty and other food movements' 
articulation of resistance to the increasing corporate control of 
food systems (Clapp 2021) can differ and be co-opted as a means 
of negating the need for fundamental change or transformation 
within food systems. Holt Giménez and Shattuck  (2011) have 
recognised this tendency and broadly defined the aims of food 
movements as belonging to four disparate groupings: namely, 
neoliberal, reformist, progressive and radical trends. The food 
sovereignty movement can be understood as falling into the 
two latter camps: the progressive and radical trends. The pro-
gressive trend opposes the industrial agri-food complex through 
practicing alternatives such as organic agriculture or localised 
food networks. It generally focuses on a ‘greening’ of food pro-
duction and consumption (Tilzey 2024). Progressive aspects of 
food sovereignty can exist comfortably ‘within the economic 
and political frameworks of existing capitalist food systems’ 
(Holt Giménez and Shattuck 2011, 115). Contrastingly, the rad-
ical trend in food sovereignty is explicitly anti-capitalist, anti-
corporatist and anti-imperialist. It calls for ‘structural reforms 
to markets and property regimes, and class-based, redistribu-
tive demands for land, water and resources’ (Holt Giménez and 
Shattuck 2011, 115).

The figure of the peasant (or small-scale fisherfolk) in food sov-
ereignty expresses important political imaginaries, which are 
vital for articulating political struggles against prevailing and 
growing inequalities in global aquatic food systems. However, 
while politically important, such peasant-based imaginaries 
arguably require the analytical support of critical political econ-
omy to situate political struggles within the broader dynamics 
of capital, labour and value creation in aquatic food systems.9

For an aquatic food systems perspective, this implies analysing 
fisheries as processual sites where capitalist social relations or-
ganise the production, circulation and consumption of aquatic 
foods. Advancing a critical political economy of aquatic food 
systems therefore requires examining how value is generated 

through labour, how it is realised through markets, and how 
the ownership and control of productive assets structure access 
to food, income and ecological resources. It also demands at-
tention to the ways accumulation strategies, whether through 
ocean enclosure, technological intensification, market expan-
sion or global value chain integration, reshape gendered, racial-
ised and class relations within fishing communities and across 
post-harvest processing, trade and retail. Following social repro-
duction theorists (Bhattacharya  2017), in this view, questions 
of nutrition, food access, gendered and racialised reproductive 
labour, as well as ecological sustainability, are not external to 
political economy but are constituted by the same dynamics of 
capital accumulation and class differentiation that underlie the 
aquatic food system as a whole.

Existing fisheries literature obscures how capitalist relations 
shape fisheries systems through being ‘biologically and econom-
ically reductionist’ (Campling et al. 2012, 178). Valuable fisheries 
political economic scholarship has already highlighted key as-
pects of accumulation, enclosure, property relations and the eco-
logical contradictions of capitalist development in marine spaces 
(Longo et al. 2015; Clark et al. 2019; Campling et al. 2012; Mallin 
and Barbesgaard  2020; Havice and Campling  2021; Campling 
and Colás  2021; Christiansen  2023; Barbesgaard  2025). 
However, a systematic exploration of the interdependence of 
aquatic food production, circulation and consumption (i.e., 
the interdependence between fishing, fish processing, trading 
and who gets to eat certain aquatic foods as a result) in fisher-
ies political economic literature has been underexplored. There 
remains a dualism between fisheries production and pre- and 
post-harvest sectors, echoing a dualism in traditional Marxist 
analysis between the production of commodities and the repro-
duction of labour power (Vogel 2017).

Despite the growing aforementioned fisheries literature which 
references food sovereignty, limited studies interrogate food sov-
ereignty in relation to fish consumption, market dynamics and 
labour production systems (Campling et  al.  2012), specifically 
in conjunction with theories from critical political economy. As 
such, combining critical political economy and a food sovereign 
approach to fisheries could encourage research that ‘questions 
the commodification of [aquatic] food and prioritises the study 
of power dimensions in agri-food relations’ (Gürcan 2018, 324) 
to counter the dualism between production and reproduction in 
fisheries scholarship.

Future research which seeks to utilise a critical food sovereign 
approach to fisheries, namely, how social and economic inequity 
and marine environmental degradation in fisheries systems is 
produced and shaped by capital, could thus address some of the 
following potential future research areas.

3   |   Rethinking Aquatic Food Systems Through 
Critical Food Sovereignty

3.1   |   (Free) Labour Across the Fish Value Chain

One way in which to approach aquatic food systems through 
a critical food sovereign approach would be to broadly analyse 
how racial and gendered labour relations10 are shaped by capital 
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accumulation across the aquatic food value chain. This is be-
cause the contemporary, globalised aquatic food system repro-
duces labour regimes which perpetuate and reproduce systemic 
racial inequality (Clark 2022). Such fisheries labour regimes ex-
ploit often vulnerable migrant workers in industrial and distant 
waters (DW) fisheries (Marschke and Vandergeest  2023; Yea 
and Stringer 2023). Industrial fishing is one of the most danger-
ous occupations in the world (Campling and Colás 2021), with 
many migrant boat fish workers experiencing precarious and 
exploitative labour conditions (Kadfak 2024), as well as modern 
slavery and human trafficking (BBC 2024).

Moreover, despite the importance of pre- and post-harvest sec-
tors in fisheries, fish harvesting has received the most attention 
within fisheries social science scholarship, as well as fisheries 
policy, research and governance (Basurto et al. 2020). This focus 
on fish harvesting has ignored labour processes within the 
wider fisheries value chain, such as the pre- and post-harvesting 
sectors. Much of the labour carried out in pre- and post-harvest 
sectors in fisheries is done by women, most notably in SSF 
(Williams 2019). The processes of processing, trading and sell-
ing fish, as is characteristic of the post-harvest fisheries sectors, 
are vital for aquatic food systems, yet are often side-lined in dom-
inant analyses of the way in which capital accumulation may 
shape fisheries, and thus aquatic food trade and consumption 
patterns. Williams argues for understanding fisheries through a 
gender lens, which enables us to:

See the full productive fisheries economy, including 
pre-and post-harvest activities, and the reproductive 
economy that supports the narrowly defined fisheries 
production segment consisting mainly of harvesting 
and large-scale fish trade. 

(Williams 2019, 402)

Despite growing attention to the role of women in fisheries, 
women fishers' labour is frequently overlooked in common un-
derstandings of SSF and their respective food systems (Kleiber 
et al. 2015). For example, ‘the FAO only collects statistics on the 
primary fish production sector’, where ‘women make up only 
14% of workers’, leading to most global and national fisheries 
policies being gender-blind (Gopal et  al.  2020, 1). Oftentimes, 
women's work in fisheries is seen as an extension of household 
responsibilities and is therefore often given little recognition, 
meaning that women are often not involved in decision-making 
processes in the formation of fisheries policies (FAO 2023).

Theories in feminist political economy, such as social repro-
duction theory, can be useful in deepening a heterodox crit-
ical political economic analysis of aquatic food systems to 
encompass the question of access to, and the politics of, the 
production, circulation and consumption of aquatic foods. For 
example, feminist Marxist scholarship notes that capitalist 
value production always relies on an expanded reproductive 
circuit of (cheap) nature, care and (free) labour (Fraser 2023). 
What this means is that capital accumulation is dependent11 
on a vast array of social activities, political capacities and 
natural processes which are defined in capitalist societies 
as non-economic and are subsequently accorded no ‘value’ 
(Fraser  2023), such as childcare, housework, schools, care 

work, the family and the importance of ‘nature’ in sustain-
ing capital accumulation (Moore  2015; Bhattacharya  2017). 
Understanding fisheries production as dependent on many 
‘non-economic’ processes, which are integral to the social re-
production of aquatic food systems and livelihoods, would be 
a vital starting point to placing gendered and racialised labour 
relations at the heart of examining how capital accumulation 
shapes intersecting inequalities in aquatic food production, 
exchange and consumption.

3.2   |   State-Making, Market Making: Aquatic Food 
Production and Consumption Patterns

The relationship between state, market and capital has been 
the subject of complex long-ranging debates (Gramsci  1971; 
Poulantzas 2000).12 This is particularly with regards to the ways 
in which the state can facilitate or impede democratic control 
over land, food, water and other key resources (Alonso-Fradejas 
et al. 2015). In food sovereignty, a general focus on the role of the 
‘local’ and the ‘global’ has neglected the role of the nation-state 
(Clark 2016), despite food sovereignty legislation being passed 
in multiple countries such as Mali, Senegal, Nepal and Bolivia 
(Alonso-Fradejas et al. 2015).

Consequently, the nation-state can have a facilitative or im-
peding role in creating radical visions of food sovereignty. 
However, neoliberal states, which often facilitate agribusiness 
interests, ‘are generally seen as a constraining rather than 
enabling force’ for food sovereignty (Clark 2016, 185). This 
generally contrasts with food-related scholarship, whereby 
the state is characterised as being displaced by the ‘market’ 
(McMichael 2009). Instead, it is argued that ‘the state contin-
ues to play a central role’ through facilitation of corporate-led 
contemporary food production and distribution (Otero  2012, 
284). Thus, the state is key to perpetuating capitalist social 
property relations. In fisheries, state property relations and 
regulations are as much key to capital accumulation and re-
source access as in agriculture because states are ‘the primary 
arbiter of property relations in most inland and marine capture 
fisheries’ (Campling et  al.  2012, 179). Yet, how state, market 
making and production of aquatic foods shape the consump-
tion of aquatic foods has been understudied.13

Markets enable the exchange, distribution and consumption of 
food, are engineered by powerful actors and specific interests in 
food systems, and are not neutral mediators of supply and de-
mand. Yet, despite the constitutive role of markets to shaping 
conditions of food production and consumption, much reference 
to the concept of the market in food systems analyses is ‘taken 
for granted’, where ‘it is rarely explained what markets are or 
how they came into existence’ (Ouma et al. 2013, 227). For ex-
ample, the production of need (in a certain type of fish, for exam-
ple) can be manufactured through advertising (Harvey  2010), 
disproving the common implication in neoclassical economics 
and in fisheries governance circles (i.e., FAO 2024b) that a ‘natu-
ralised’ consumer demand is the sole reason for fish commodity 
production. Quality and standards-making in food markets, as 
well as the influence of world market prices, additionally hold 
significant sway over ‘power relations in fisheries production 
systems’ (Campling et al. 2012, 184).
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Taking state-sponsored industrial fuel subsidies as an example 
of state-related market making reveals how a single accumula-
tion strategy shapes the entire aquatic food system: subsidies 
sustain industrial trawling, intensify competition with SSF, re-
duce raw material available for women-dominated processing, 
reorganise value capture along export-oriented chains, and ulti-
mately alter patterns of local consumption and markets as lower-
income fish consumers lose access to affordable fish (Skerritt and 
Sumaila 2021; Standen 2025b). Examples such as this illustrate 
how a combined critical political economy and food sovereignty 
framework can connect production, labour, gender, markets and 
consumption within a unified analysis.

Future research which takes state and market(s) in aquatic foods 
as key objects of critical analysis, combined with how markets 
shape conditions of fisheries production and consumption, 
could be a fruitful avenue in which to build upon a critical food 
sovereign approach to fisheries. Dissecting what the market is, 
how consumption patterns and/or demand can be engineered 
by powerful actors, and how these market dynamics are interre-
lated with modes of production in all sectors of the fishery (not 
just harvesting), could be a way in which to centre power dy-
namics in aquatic food systems.

Developing a critical food sovereign research agenda, which 
centres the power and politics of aquatic food systems could help 
to inform the SSF involved in the food sovereignty movement. It 
could also help to inform academics and practitioners involved 
in researching equitable and sustainable food system transfor-
mations, as well as policymakers involved in fisheries manage-
ment decisions and aquatic food system debates.

4   |   Conclusions

Food is vital for human existence and weaves together many 
dimensions of social and cultural life. It is, in other words, ‘a 
system of systems, spanning phases from production to con-
sumption (and waste)’ (MacRae 2016, 229). Varying disciplines 
have studied the role of food to highlight wider societal pro-
cesses at work (Mintz and Bois 2002). Fish, as a fundamental 
part of many food systems across the globe, is embedded in 
cultural, political and social patterns existent in many societies 
today. Fish are also a key source of food, livelihood and culture 
for many millions of people around the world. Yet, fish has not 
traditionally been acknowledged as food in fisheries manage-
ment, policy and science.

A relatively recent turn towards understanding fish as a part 
of food systems, and in terms of food and nutrition security, 
means that the importance of aquatic foods to nutrition and 
health is back on the policy agenda (HLPE  2017; Bennett 
et al. 2021; FAO 2024a). However, there remains a critical lack 
of power analyses in such a turn. This paper has therefore fo-
cused on two possible and dominant ways of understanding 
fish as food, namely through the framings of food security 
and food sovereignty. Scholars, activists and governmental in-
stitutions have reiterated the importance of fisheries to food 
security, particularly for fish dependent communities in the 
global South who are more vulnerable to the effects of over-
fishing and climate change (Maire et al. 2021). However, there 

appears to be a divergence in the fish as food turn, where a 
previous emphasis on the importance of fish to SFF’ food 
systems and livelihoods, is turning towards highlighting the 
role of aquaculture in ensuring global food security amid a 
growing human population (FAO  2020, 2024b). Situating 
aquatic foods as vital to food security is important. However, 
overlooking the political, social and economic drivers which 
create and sustain inequities in the aquatic food production-
consumption nexus, the fish as food turn may not be enough 
to counter prevailing power and access concentration ten-
dencies in aquatic food systems (Mansfield  2010; Österblom 
et al. 2015; Cohen et al. 2019).

Fish are food, and the politics over inequality and marginalisa-
tion in fisheries is as important as questions over equity, dem-
ocratic control and ecological degradation in terrestrial food 
systems. The politics of aquatic food systems, which small-
scale fisherfolk involved in the food sovereignty movement 
call attention to, is a vital yet little explored research topic. 
Future academic research could seek to explore the politics of 
fish within food systems through a power-sensitive approach 
to fish as food, like food sovereignty. A critical food sovereign 
approach could illuminate the power-laden relationships be-
tween capital accumulation and exploitative modes of aquatic 
food production, unhealthy and inequitable patterns of food 
consumption, and how western-based ontological relations 
with the oceans and seas fundamentally drive marine ecolog-
ical degradation (i.e., Steinberg 2001). In particular, research 
into state and market making in aquatic food systems, the 
role of gendered and racialised labour in aquatic food value 
chains, and the political economic drivers of social inequities 
and marine ecological degradation, could further illuminate 
both aquatic food sovereignty and food security research, gov-
ernance and policy in this regard. A power-sensitive, critical, 
food sovereign approach which challenges existing power 
structures that perpetuate inequity may also aid in resolving 
the inherent contradiction between fish and food and fish as 
commodity. In the face of blue economy initiatives, climate 
change and concentration of corporate wealth and control in 
fisheries, a renewed focus on the politics of fish as food could 
assist in moving towards an equitable and sustainable trans-
formation of the global aquatic food system; something which 
is vital for the millions of people who rely on aquatic foods 
globally.
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Endnotes

	 1	This tension between food as a common good and as a commodity is 
well encapsulated in Bill Clinton's efforts to atone for the food price 
hikes, deficits, and food riots in 2008. Here, he said: 'food is not a 
commodity like others… it is crazy for us to think we can develop a 
lot of these countries [by] treating food like it was a colour television 
set' (Bill Clinton, quoted in Patel 2010). Despite Bill Clinton's perhaps 
ironic statement, food continues to be treated as a commodity, instead 
of integral to the survival and flourishing of all life on Earth.

	 2	Throughout this paper, I refer to ‘fish as food’ while acknowledging 
its deeply anthropocentric leanings. Arguably, food justice and in-
equalities emphasise human agency and singularities, particularly 
in how injustice occurs to humans (Goodman 2001), which enforces 
the binary between ‘nature’ and ‘society’. Approaching fish as food 
through a different ontological perspective, would for example, entail 
a different and important type of analysis; however, it is beyond the 
scope of this paper to do so. As such, this paper focuses on ‘fish as 
food’ for human consumption primarily.

	 3	In this paper, I refer to fish and aquatic foods (otherwise known as 
‘blue foods’) often interchangeably. Fish if referred to can be under-
stood as aquatic foods, and I acknowledge that not all aquatic foods 
are fish. I use the term aquatic foods as it is commonly understood as 
an all-encompassing term for 'animals, plants, and microorganisms, 
as well as cell-and plant-based foods of aquatic origin emerging from 
new technologies' which can include 'finfish, crustaceans (such as 
crabs and shrimp), cephalopods (octopus and squids), other molluscs 
(clams, cockles and seasnails), aquatic plans (water spinach; Ipomoea 
aquatica), algae (seaweed) and other aquatic animals (mammals, in-
sects and sea cucumbers)' (Golden et al. 2021, 316). This includes the 
important contribution that freshwater fisheries (lakes, rivers) make 
to aquatic food systems.

	 4	Power through corporate control in aquatic food sectors is moti-
vated by a spectrum of logics. Profit-oriented fishing targets high-
value stocks and drives overexploitation in fisheries globally (Sethi 
et al. 2010).

	 5	Despite the growing trend in the concentration of wealth, power and 
industrialisation in fisheries, SSF are still estimated to land approxi-
mately 40% of the world's fishery catch (FAO 2023).

	 6	As Patel notes, 'it is entirely possible for people to be food secure in 
prison or under a dictatorship' (Patel 2009, 665).

	 7	Articulated by scholars such as Van der Ploeg, peasant farming can 
be understood as different to entrepreneurial and capitalist farm-
ing. Here, peasant farming is said to have 'a different internal logic', 
whereby 'commodities are produced for downstream markets, but 
grounded on low levels of the commoditisation of the main resources' 
(van der Ploeg 2013, 1004). Entrepreneurial farming on the other hand 
is where resources, but not labour, is fully commoditised. Capitalist 
farming is where all resources and labour are commoditised (van der 
Ploeg 2013). The peasant way is seen to encapsulate a pathway to food 
sovereignty, because of its incomplete commoditisation of productive 
resources, which is so characteristic of capitalist and entrepreneurial 
farming (van der Ploeg 2013).

	 8	As Li explains: 'much of the mobilization around food sovereignty 
is directed against the global corporate food regime, and presents a 
maximally inclusive, hence generic, picture of the kind of non-global, 
non-corporate (i.e., national, local, small farm-based) food regime 
that needs to be defended' (Li 2015, 206).

	 9	Capital can be understood as a dynamic social relation through-
out this paper, where its economic and social power is 'rooted in 
a system of property and commodity relations' secured through 

ideological and political rule (Bernstein  2010, 116). Marx  (2000) 
noted, in his theory of surplus-value, that capital accumulation 
depended on extracting 'more value from the labourers than they 
needed to produce themselves' (Harvey 2012, 7). because of compet-
itive relations within the capitalist class, members of this class strive 
to exploit workers to maximise surplus value. As such, those who 
do not own productive property are compelled to sell their labour 
power through markets to those who do own productive property, 
and to 'purchase what they collectively produce through consumer 
markets' (Cahill 2020, 34).

	10	One of the key demands of the food sovereignty movement is women's 
rights (Patel 2012).

	11	Or parasitic (Fraser 2023).

	12	It is beyond the scope of this paper to delve into these debates.

	13	What would it mean to combine a political economic approach, which 
also seriously problematises markets, 'in all their hybrid, variegated, 
and heterogeneous forms' (Peck 2012, 118)?
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