Frances Moore Lappé

Toward a Politics OfHOpe: FRANCES MOORE LAPPE
Lessons from a Hungry World

Frances Moore Lappé is in the second phase of a unique and extrac
d.linarily effective career. In 1971, as a very young woman, she wr, -
Diet for a Small Planet. Like Small Is Begutiful it had an impact th.at was d?.:e
metrically opposite to small. Beyond the three million copies sold a:;d
the translation into six languages, it changed the way countless thou-
sands of people thought about the growing of food and altered th
e.au‘ng habits of countless more. Until Diet for a Small Planet was pub >
lished, few realized, for example, the extent to which the widﬁs 1: d
cAonsumption of beef contributes to human suffering. Most peo F; 3
simply did not know that the land used for cartle grazing ang l:hl: % i
used in feedstocks are directly depriving millions around the w lg:m
who live racked by hunger and threatened by famine. -

_In this lecture Lappé examines the economic system underlying th
puhti::s of hunger. Again we hear an echo of E. E. Schumacher's):zf.l 3
ysis: AF the surface layer,” she claims, “we can identify the root of ?
h@ga in powerlessness imposed by the increasing concentration of
decision-making power over all thar it takes to grow and distribute
f‘ocd_ On a deeper level the root of hunger, I believe, lies in our self-
imposed powerlessness before economic rules that, if taken dog-
matically, create that concentration to begin with." %

In 1971 Lappé cofounded the Institute for Food and Developmen
Policy. The Institute has won worldwide recognition as an educ.la)t.ion ;
and research center and has reshaped the international debate on

hunger. More recently she has devoted her efforts to what she refers to as the root causes of
poverty and hunger. Her 1989 book, Rediscovering America’s Values, created a resource for the
democratic renewal she considers fundamental to challenging our apparent social and
political ineffectiveness.

In 1993, with her husband, Paul Martin Du Bois, she cofounded the Center for Living
Democracy in Brattleboro, Vermont, a national organization intended to act as a catalyst
in transforming democracy from theory to practice. It does so by actively engaging cit-
izens in public problem-solving and by enabling them to acquire the skills needed for
public life and the arts of democracy. Their most recent book, The Quickening of America: Re-
building our Nation, Remaking our Lives, also teaches those skills and tells the success stories of
hundreds of people across the country whao are doing just that. Lappé and Du Bois believe
that the old measures aren’t really adequate anymore in capturing the richness of citizen
engagement in public life.” As Lappé indicates here, in questioning ingrained economic
dogma lie the seeds of a politics of hope.

il

Thinking back on when I began my present work in the early 1970s, now close o
fifteen years ago, I recall the bewildered looks of my friends. Why would anyone
choose to spend all day, every day, thinking about the most depressing subject im
the world—hunger? What they failed to grasp, and what T want to share with you,
is that world hunger. rather than being simply a depressing subject to be avoided,
can give us a powerful tool for making sense out of our increasingly complex
world. World hunger, I learned, holds the key to discovering where our own
legitimate interests lie: they lie in common with the hungry.

Hunger: What Is It?

Today’s headlines cry out the news of famine, now threatening thirty million |
people in Africa. Already hundreds of thousands have died. This is hunger in its
acute form.

There is another form, however. It is less visible. It is the chronic day-in-day-
out hunger that afflicts from five hundred million to as many as eight hundred
million people. While chronic hunger rarely makes the evening news, it is just as
deadly. Each year it kills as many as eighteen million people, more than twice the
number who died annually during World War II.

These statistics are staggering. They shock and alarm us. But several years ago I
began to doubt the usefulness of such numbers. Numbers can numb. They can
distance us from what is actually very close to us. So I asked myself, What is







