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The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants: An Enclave of Hope 

On 17 December 2018, the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Other 

People Working in Rural Areas (‘UNDROP’) was adopted by the UN General Assembly. The 

adoption of the Declaration followed the resolute mobilisation of grassroots transnational 

peasant organisations which demanded the recognition of peasant rights as a response to the 

enormous impacts of globalisation and neoliberal policies on small-scale farmers and their 

livelihoods. After nearly two decades of the so-called food sovereignty movement advocating 

for peasant rights, UNDROP has been celebrated as a quintessential case of ‘bottom-up’ human 

rights lawmaking. The Declaration extends the protection of new human rights, including the 

right to land and other natural resources, the right to seeds, the right to food sovereignty to a 

class – peasants and other people working in rural areas. 

Drawing upon critical legal theory, my contribution to the Workshop seeks to inquire into 

contemporary international law through the prism of UNDROP. The culmination of a struggle 

by a traditionally disenfranchised class as evinced by the (soft) recognition of peasant rights at 

the international level could appear like a realisation of a utopia in the eyes of an optimist. But 

a deeper look into the Declaration begs a number of difficult questions. Has UNDROP the 

potential to unloose international law’s rigid intellectual structure? To what extent does it offer 

a reconstruction of legal values based on collective rights and solidarity that transgresses the 

established ideology of capitalism? In other words, does UNDROP provide a viable recourse 

for peasant communities that defies the systemic given of capitalism, thus providing a taste of 

utopia? My contribution aims to assess the emancipatory potential of UNDROP, and muse over 

whether utopias are possible in modern international law. 
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