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Abstract 

 

This dissertation compares different alternative agriculture pathways for reversing industrial 

agUicXlWXUe¶V conWUibXWionV Wo global e[iVWenWial pUoblemV: climate change, biodiversity loss, toxic 

exposures, and food insecurity. One pathway is certified organics, a rapidly growing global 

industry that mainly addresses toxic exposures. Another is agroecology, a mode of production 

and social movement that addresses broader social and ecological concerns but is struggling to 

expand its economic foothold. I conducted an ethnography that compares certified organic and 

agroecological food supply chains in Argentina, a country with the second-most acreage in 

organic production in the world and home to innovative agroecology models. Three linked 

papers compare organic and agroecological farms based on social outcomes (chapter two), 

ecological outcomes (chapter three), and strategies for economic viability, necessary for 

producing social and ecological outcomes (chapter four). I argue that the current political 

economy of alternative food stunts its transformative social and ecological potential through 

market-embedded food supply chains organized by racial, gender, and sexual inequalities. 

Together, these papers contribute to our understanding of how the structure of alternative food 

economies affects justice and sustainability: 

Chapter two ± ³µOUganic iV capiWaliVW and agUoecolog\ iV VocialiVW¶: AlWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV¶ 

appUoacheV Wo food inVecXUiW\ be\ond dXaliVmV´ ± distinguishes six subgroups of alternative 

farms and compares their food security-related social outcomes. My approach disrupts VcholaUV¶ 

and pUacWiWioneUV¶ W\pical poUWUa\al of a bifXUcaWed VpliW of alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV beWZeen coUpoUaWe 

organics and the radical rest (agroecologists, in Argentina), showing how all farmers act based 

on a mix of market interests and movement values. Still, when I compared these subgroups 
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according to the way each defined and valued food security, I found that the farmers who most 

prioritized equity were the ones with the least power to expand food supply chains that enact it.  

Chapter three ± ³The alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe: MoYemenW bXilding foU Wackling 

Wo[iciW\, biodiYeUViW\ loVV, and Whe climaWe cUiViV´ ± evaluates the ecological outcomes of six 

alternative farm subgroups. I offer a model ± ³Whe alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe´ ± that explains 

how the political economy of alternative agriculture prioritizes certain ecological goals over 

others. The house illustrates Whe UelaWionVhip beWZeen ceUWified oUganicV¶ minimXm VWandaUd 

approach (Whe ³flooU´) and agUoecolog\¶V continual improvement approach (Whe ³roof´). This 

relationship reveals structural tendencies in food supply chain governance that affect justice and 

sustainability, as well as leverage points for intervention. 

Chapter four ± ³FUom maUkeWV Wo Vocial m\coUUhi]a: Alternative farm viability strategies´ 

± examines how six subgroups of alternative farmers access key resources for economic 

viability: land, labor, credit, and knowledge. I offer a framework ± ³Vocial m\coUUhi]a´ ± that 

uses the ecological concept of mycorrhiza as a metaphor for how some economically and 

socially marginalized actors access key resources through trust-based social ties rather than 

through the market. Social mycorrhiza explains cooptation ± when economic interests are likely 

to prevail over social values ± and burnout ± when economic viability unsustainably takes a back 

seat to movement priorities. Social mycorrhiza describes the social relational infrastructure of 

agroecological economies. 

This research has implications for recent calls to redesign food systems as a key part of a 

global Green New Deal. Each empirical chapter unpacks a farm-level indicator of continually 

improvable practices for justice and sustainability. I also offer two frameworks ± the alternative 

agriculture house and social mycorrhiza ± as guides for enacting structural changes that build 
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more socially just and ecologically sustainable alternative food economies. 
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 Chapter 1 ± The politics of organics 

 

INTRODUCTION 

When my partner and I set out to start our small-scale farm in Vermont, U.S., experienced 

farmers told us that the market for local food was saturated. I heard this time and time again, and 

not just in Vermont. But I could not stop thinking, how could it be that there is no demand for 

food from one more local farm, when the big supermarkets in town were overflowing with food 

grown across the world? True, local food consumption had more than doubled in Vermont 

between 2010 and 2017, but as of 2017 Vermont-grown food was still only 13% of what 

Vermonters consumed (Farm to Plate 2020). How could we make a small-scale farm like ours 

provide us a reasonable livelihood? Is the only way to economic viability selling in a niche 

organic market that only those with the means can afford? How can we afford to farm in a way 

that fulfills the broad social and environmental goals that attracted us to alternative farming in 

the first place, when the market does not seem to make that possible? Moreover, would our rural 

farming community react to us ± a queer interracial couple ± in a Za\ WhaW ZoXld hXUW oXU faUm¶V 

economic viability? 

This was the puzzle I set out to crack by pursuing a Ph.D. in the sociology of alternative 

food systems. What I thought were local questions ended up leading me around the globe, as I 

diVcoYeUed WhaW eYen m\ ³local´ VeUmonW food V\VWem ZaV an\Whing bXW local. WheneYeU m\ 

neighbors shopped for food, they decided between local food or food shipped in from places like 

Argentina ± eiWheU ³conYenWional´ indXVWUial food oU impoUWed ceUWified oUganicV. And eYen Whe 

most loyal local CSA (Community Supported Agriculture) members would buy global certified 

organics in the winter, discouraging local farms from pursuing season extension techniques, 
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 preserving their produce, or growing storage crops. Different ways of growing alternative food 

are always in competition with each other, and with industrial food. For the local, socially just 

and environmentally sustainable farm we envisioned to feed regular people ± and not just the 

13% already eating locally ± I needed to learn a lot more about the political economy of 

organics. I wanted to know why our food economy rewards shipping certified organics around 

the world more often than it does growing locally. To understand this, I wanted to meet certified 

organic export farmers in their home country and learn why they took the export approach to 

alternative agriculture. And I wanted to get to know the local alternative farmers who were 

neighbors with those export organic farmers to learn why they chose a different approach and 

what strategies they used to make their farms economically viable. 

To learn more about these organic export farms and neighboring local alternatives to 

them, I began research in Argentina: a global powerhouse of certified organic production, with 

the second-most acreage in certified organic production globally, ahead of the U.S. (Willer and 

Lernoud 2017). Argentina ships 98.7% of its certified organics internationally, mostly to the U.S. 

and Europe (SENASA 2017). Argentina is also home to innovative, local, non-certified 

³oUganic´ pUojecWV WhaW haYe a bUoadeU VeW of enYiUonmental and social movement goals: what 

mXch of Whe ZoUld UefeUV Wo aV ³agUoecolog\.´ Man\ of m\ neighboUing alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV in 

Vermont use agroecological practices like diversified farming and integrated plant-animal 

systems (Kremen and Miles 2012), though they more often name those practices things like 

³UegeneUaWiYe agUicXlWXUe,´ ³local oUganic,´ oU ³be\ond oUganic.´ Like in AUgenWina, WheVe 

³agUoecological´ faUmeUV aUe ofWen neighboUV ZiWh ceUWified oUganic faUmeUV Zho W\picall\ Vell 

into more corporate and longer-distance food supply chains.  
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 Divergent alternative agriculture pathways in Argentina today stem from a shared history 

of a broader food economy unfriendly to rural communities and the environment. Even as a 

historic agricultural exporter, Vmall faUmV haYe long been impoUWanW Wo AUgenWina¶V UXUal cXlWXUe, 

economy, and environment (Barsky and Gelman 2001). In the 1990s, global agribusiness led 

unprecedented industrial agricultural development in Argentina (Craviotti 2015). Large 

producers for export displaced small-scale farmers, changing rural communities (Gras 2012; 

Manildo 2013). While profitable for corporations, industrial agriculture took a toll on 

communities and the environment and diminished the economic and social sustainability of small 

farms (Gras 2009; Manuel-Navarrete et al. 2009). Some large producers converted to certified 

organics to capitalize on the growing market for organics in the north (Raynolds 2004). At the 

same time, other Argentinian farmers resisted by turning to agroecology and local supply chains 

(Acosta and Verbeke 2009; Craviotti and Pardías 2013; Craviotti and Wilches 2015). 

In this context, I conducted an ethnography that compares Argentinian certified organic 

and agroecological food supply chains, focusing on the point of production. Thanks to the 

support of several research grants, I went to Argentina for seventeen months over three trips 

between 2015 and 2020. Argentinian certified organic and agroecological farmers, vendors, 

distributors, movement leaders, and government officials welcomed me with open arms. Like in 

m\ home coXnWU\, WheVe people Zho compUiVed Whe ³alWeUnaWiYe food moYemenW´ ZeUe 

sometimes bitterly divided and at other times inspiringly cooperative. Their farms, social and 

environmental goals, economic viability, and experiences of social privilege and oppression 

varied widely. I came to deeply respect each and every one of them, recognizing that they were 

all trying to offer an alternative to the dominant industrial food system, and everyone was acting 

within the constraints of an unforgiving food economy. Both the particularities of the 
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 Argentinian context and the similarities I saw with my own taught me something bigger about 

different pathways for building alternative food economies that prioritize justice and 

sustainability.  

WhaW I leaUned maWWeUV foU UeYeUVing Whe dominanW food econom\¶V (1) poiVoning of food 

workers, consumers, and the environment (Magdoff, Foster, and Buttel 2000; Pellow 2007), (2) 

destruction of global biodiversity (IPBES 2019), (3) contribution to the climate crisis (IPCC 

2014), and (4) relationship with poverty that leaves about one in ten people severely food 

insecure while producing more calories than the world needs (FAO et al. 2020: xvi). The good 

news is that we already have alternative ways of growing food that eliminate toxic exposures; 

increase biodiversity; help mitigate and adapt to climate change; and feed communities in 

healthy, culturally appropriate, and democratic ways. Today, the biggest barrier to transitioning 

to these types of alternative food systems is less an issue of developing and disseminating 

agricultural techniques than it is a social question about what kind of future food economy we 

want to leave behind to future generations. This dissertation seeks to inform that social question 

by investigating hopeful pathways in alterative agriculture. But finding these pathways starts 

with getting to know your farmers.  

 

*** 

 

After a few hours on a public bus, the driver stopped and kindly pointed me to the dirt road I had 

asked them for help finding. I started walking in the direction I expected to find Sofía¶V 

agroecological farm, but I was unsure where I was going because the roads were not marked. 

Later, a neighboring agroecological farmer told me that this road becomes so muddy when it 
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 rains that even their pickup truck cannot get their produce to market. I was strolling through the 

pampa húmeda, or flat, grassy plains prone to flooding that have long been the breadbasket of 

Argentinian export agriculture: once for the grass-fed beef that helped make Argentina one of the 

wealthiest countries a century ago (Glaeser, Di Tella, and Llach 2018) and now for the chemical-

laden GMO soy and cereals that Argentinian governments of all political persuasions see as their 

main hope for getting the country out of debt with the International Monetary Fund. This type of 

extensive industrial agriculture leads to farm consolidation and drains the economies of rural 

Argentinian communities (Gras 2009; 2012; Manildo 2013), so it was no surprise that as I 

walked I could not see anyone in any direction I looked. Finally, someone appeared on the 

horizon, and as they walked toward me, to my surprise, I recognized them as René from a 

³VolidaUiW\ econom\´ maUkeW VimilaU Wo Whe one that Sofía sells at in the city. As I would learn, all 

of Whe agUoecological faUmeUV in WhiV aUea ZeUe Zell connecWed and ZeUe each oWheU¶V lifelineV foU 

surviving in a type of food system that was fundamentally different from the monocultural 

geography and export economy that surrounded them on all sides. René pointed me toward 

Sofía, deeper into the countryside, as he said goodbye and headed into the city. 

 ³We¶Ue oXW of poZeU,´1 Sofía lamented as she invited me onto her eight-hectare (20 acre) 

diversified agroecological farm. Someone had stolen the transformer off the pole, leaving her 

without electricity and worrying if the free-range chickens she had raised were going to spoil in 

the freezer. With her cell phone out of battery, I felt lucky that I had found her farm at all, 

despite being only about 40 kilometers (25 miles) from the center of Buenos Aires: a city with a 

meWUopoliWan Uegion WhUee WimeV Whe popXlaWion of BoVWon¶V. Sofía showed me her vegetable 

 
1 ³EVWamoV Vin lX]´ (Softa) 
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 seedlings, grown from ancestral seeds she saved in collaboration with a local agroecology 

oUgani]aWion¶V Veed bank. The ZaWeUmelon, VqXaVh, and VZeeW coUn VeedlingV ZeUe VWill in WheiU 

trays, overdue to be planted because there was more work to do than the farm had the labor 

capacity to do it. The seed bank was especially important to Sofía not only because it connected 

her to her Indigenous roots, but also because the new neoliberal administration eliminated state 

programs that used to help her acquire seeds. We walked into the one polytunnel2 she had that 

was still standing, a relic of an earlier administration that offered more support to small-scale 

farmers like Sofía. As we weeded carrots together, Sofía told me about how fortunate she was to 

have access to this land. It even had a stream with enough water for irrigation. But she lamented, 

³Whe VWUeam ZaWeU comeV fUom Whe VWUaZbeUU\ fieldV and iW¶V WoWall\ conWaminaWed. So, I can¶W XVe 

iW.´3 The neighboUing indXVWUial faUmeUV¶ agUochemical pollXWion Uendered Sofía¶V acceVV Wo ZaWeU 

on her own land useless for agroecological farming. Still, Sofía had persevered through much 

worse than this. She smiled at me as she prepped to sell vegetables in the city.   

 Sofía sold food at a market that she and other small-scale agroecological farmers 

coopeUaWiYel\ oUgani]ed \eaUV ago aV paUW of a bUoadeU ³VolidaUiW\ econom\´ moYemenW WhaW 

sought to make economic exchange more friendly to workers and the environment. The area has 

since gentrified considerably. Not too far away, in what has become a trendy foodie 

neighborhood full of boutique shops and nightclubs, I later visited another alternative farmer. An 

employee welcomed me into the office of Cereales Orgánicos, a certified organic exporter. The 

building was newly refurbished with stainless steel accents and stylish reclaimed wood. The 

employee seated me in a conference room equipped with videoconferencing equipment, 

 
2 Also known as a hoophouse or high tunnel 
3 ³el agXa del aUUo\o Yiene de la fUXWilla \ de Wodo conWaminado. EnWonceV, a mt no me ViUYe.´ (Sofía) 
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 presumably for communicating with food supply chain partners around the world. They 

generously offered me a coffee as I waited for the farmer to arrive to our interview. 

 Unlike Sofía, Matías from Cereales Orgánicos spends most of his time in business attire, 

not working in the fields. Despite their very different lifestyles, these are the people who make 

the big decisions on the farm; things like what to grow, how to acquire seeds, and what food 

VXppl\ chainV Wo Vell inWo. MaWtaV¶ inWeUeVW in ceUWified oUganicV Wook off in 2001, Zhen 

AUgenWina¶V econom\ cUaVhed. He e[plained, ³IW ZaV a gUaYe cUiViV, WhaW was 2001. I was sitting 

aW m\ deVk all da\ long and did noW haYe an\Whing Wo do, WheUe ZaVn¶W mone\«I coXldn¶W jXVW noW 

do anything, so I started researching [organics] and all the time was seeing that the world of 

oUganicV ZaV gUoZing.´4 In 2001, while Matías was responding to the economic crisis by 

researching the growing global organic commodity markets, Sofía was just several bus stops 

away, with a team cleaning an abandoned building to turn it into a local solidarity agroecology 

market. Matías explained, ³Whe idea we had for the business was to develop organic rice 

pUodXcWion«ZiWhoXW Whe Vmok\ Vmell, becaXVe Ze dUied Whe Uice ZiWh Zood«In other countries 

iW iV ZiWh gaV. In AUgenWina, Zood in WhoVe placeV iV fUee becaXVe WheUe aUe foUeVWV.´5 With a team 

of employees and contract producers, Cereales Orgánicos now produces on 2,500 hectares (6,178 

acres), mostly feeding middle and upper-income consumers in the U.S. and Europe.  

 

*** 

 
4 ³Estaba en crisis grave, era el 2001. Yo estaba sentado todo el día en mi escritorio y no había nada para hacer, no 
habta dineUo«no podta eVWaU Vin haceU nada, me pXVe a inYeVWigaU eVo \ Yeta Wodo el Wiempo cymo cUecta el mXndo 
de orgánicos´ (MaWtaV) 
5 ³La idea del negocio fXe qXe WentamoV qXe deVaUUollaU pUodXcciyn de aUUo] oUginico«Vin olor a humo el arroz, 
poUqXe Ve Vecaba con madeUaV«En oWUoV patVeV eV con gaV. En la AUgenWina, la madeUa en eVoV lXgaUeV eV gUaWiV 
poUqXe ha\ boVqXeV´ (MaWtaV) 
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Sofía and Matías represent just two examples of what is a diverse range of agricultural and social 

experiences that comprise the alternative food movement in Argentina. In 2020 ± as I write this ± 

the contemporary alternative food movement is entering a new phase. For example, we see 

certified organics in corporate supermarkets around the globe, when fifty \eaUV ago ³oUganic´ 

signaled something radical. COVID-19 made the fragility of our global industrial food system 

painfully clear, and movement calls for local, democUaWic conWUol oYeU food V\VWemV (³food 

VoYeUeignW\´) aUe gaining momenWXm. BXW VcholaUVhip and mainVWUeam diVcoXUVe aboXW 

alternative food does not always reflect the reality that the alternative food movement is anything 

but a unified group of people who agree about the future food economy they want to build, or 

how to get there.  

 In this dissertation, I seek to shed light on four common blind spots about alternative 

food, which my research shows are critical to address for alternative agriculture to expand 

beyond a niche and fulfill its potential to tackle global social and environmental problems: 

 First, scholars and practitioners usually depict the alternative food movement as either a 

unified group or as a bifurcated split between corporate global certified organics and the radical 

rest (e.g. local organic, regenerative, agroecological). In contrast, I ethnographically trace 

alternative food supply chains to reveal six subgroups of alternative farmers in Argentina. These 

subgroups had distinct social networks, movement priorities, strategies for change, and economic 

capacities to enact the change they wanted to see. While some of these differences were 

particular to Argentina (and therefore help an international audience imagine alternatives), most 

were structural to our shared global industrial food system, global certified organic food system, 

and their relationship to local struggles for alternatives. 
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 Second, even when scholars and practitioners do differentiate a subgroup of alternative 

farmers, they rarely discuss how that alterative food supply chain interacts with other food 

supply chains. This is critical because globally traded certified organic and industrial food exists 

in stores in many places around the world, competing with each other and with local 

agroecological food at multiple points along the supply chain. In other words, the development 

trajectory of one supply chain is influenced by those of others. And in this vein, when studies do 

focus on local agriculture (whether or not they call iW ³agUoecolog\´), Whe\ Veldom conVideU hoZ 

local food systems are influenced by the transnational flow of goods and discourses that affect 

those local food supply chains. In contrast, I compare local and global alternative food supply 

chains that originate in the same place, capturing relationships between them. 

 Third, scholars and practitioners often discuss alternative farmers either as independent 

businesses seeking economic return (common among agricultural economists) or as actors in a 

social movement (typical of sociologists, anthropologists, and geographers), rather than both at 

the same time. Furthermore, scholars who do the important work of uniting the economic and 

social movement sides of alternative agriculture too often depict certain alternative farmers as 

purely economically driven (usually organics) and others as purely values-driven (often 

agroecology). In contrast, I follow Friedmann (1978: 549), who demonstrated how many farmers 

embody a mix of capitalist market and contrasting family economy logics, selling into capitalist 

food commodity chains while haYing ³diffeUenW baVeV foU conWinXed YiabiliW\ oU failXUe´ Whan 

profit alone. I take as a starting point that all alternative farmers embody a mix of economic 

interests ± as businesses in capitalism ± and social or environmental values ± aV ³alWeUnaWiYe´ 

faUmV (HinUichV 2000). I offeU WZo modelV (³Whe alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe´ (chapWeU 3) and 

³Vocial m\coUUhi]a´ (chapWeU 4)) WhaW e[plain ke\ VWUaWegieV foU UeVWUXcWXUing Whe poliWical 
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 economy of alternative agriculture to align alternative farmers¶ economic YiabiliW\ ZiWh 

achieving movement goals. In doing so, these models also serve to help interpret the social and 

environmental impacts of alternative food, instead of relying on the confusing plethora of words 

that people use to sell you alternative food (e.g. organics, agroecology, local, biodynamic, 

family, regenerative, climate smart, natural, etc.) 

 Fourth, scholars and practitioners tend to talk about the alternative food economy in an 

identity-blind way or bring up identity only when referring to marginalized groups in agriculture 

(e.g. farmers of color, women, or queer farmers). In contrast, my research shows how racial, 

gender, and sexual oppression and resistance are central forces in how alternative food social 

networks develop to comprise a variegated social movement (blind spot number one above) and 

in the economic development trajectories of different alternative food supply chains (blind spot 

number three). Rather than presenting identity-based factors as a niche topic or in relation to 

specific identity-based groups (an important project in its own right), I highlight examples 

throughout to demonstrate that agricultural economics and agro-environmental change cannot be 

understood without attention to the identity-based social forces that permeate them.  

 

METHODS 

This project is an ethnography of alternative food systems that originate on farms in one 

particular region of Argentina. How do I manage to connect the micro processes that I collect 

data on in observations and interviews to macro processes related to the economics of alternative 

food systems? In other words, how do I connect the case to theory? To do this, I draw from 

BXUaZo\¶V (2009) e[Wended caVe meWhod in Whe folloZing foXU Za\V. FiUVW, I e[Wend m\Velf aV Whe 

observer into the lives of the participants by using participatory methods, described below. 
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 Second, I extend observations over time and space by situating the cases in historical context and 

by tracing local and global flows of alternative food supply chains. Third, I extend micro-

processes to macro-foUceV b\ connecWing faUmeUV¶ dail\ e[peUienceV Wo paWWeUnV of food 

economies in global capitalism, using existing literature. Fourth, I extend theory by starting with 

theories (below) that I selected that are closely related to my cases and using an iterative process 

of evaluating those theories and my data against each other.  

However, I did not embark with the extended case method using a single case of 

³AUgenWinian alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV.´ RaWheU, I aimed Wo compaUe W\peV of Argentinian alternative 

farmers. I started this study by comparing two types: certified organic and agroecological. I 

chose certified organics because it is the most prominent type of alternative agriculture and 

Argentina is a top producer of organics. I chose agroecology because in Argentina, that is the 

word that most non-certified organic alternative farmers use to describe themselves. My 

ethnographic comparison of these two types of alternative food systems is best described by what 

McMichael (1990) callV ³incoUpoUaWed compaUiVon.´ RaWheU Whan compaUing WZo WhingV XVing 

experimental logic that risks divorcing the cases from their context and relationships with each 

other, incorporated comparison encouraged me to see my two cases as stemming from one 

history in which they developed in relation to each other (Collins 2017: 15).  

But how do I observe a food system? Food systems are made up of a web of often-

intersecting food supply chains. I draw from commodity chain ethnography as a guide for how to 

observe global certified organic as well as local and regional organic and agroecological food 

supply chains. So rather than being an ethnography of a particular place, this is an ethnography 

of food supply chains, which move across space in ways that often defy ± but are shaped by ± 

political and geographic boundaries. One of the key methodological innovations of commodity 
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 chain ethnography is in how it provides an alternative to taking the nation-state (or another 

politically defined area) as the unit of analysis, when the actual object of study (how 

commodities flow along chains) often defies political boundaries (Bair 2005). How do I enact 

this insight and not presuppose a politically defined area of study while also making a deep dive 

into the context of a particular place, which is particularly important for grasping the context of 

local agroecological and local organic food supply chains? To overcome this, I situate the 

commodity chain approach (Bair 2009; Collins 2005, 2014) within the metaphor of the foodshed 

(Kloppenburg, Hendrickson, and Stevenson 1996): a unit of analysis that draws on the idea of a 

watershed. More specifically, I adopt a metropolitan foodshed approach (Lengnick, Miller, and 

Martin 2015), which focuses on how food supply chains are organized to feed large urban 

populations. This approach is gaining traction as an important perspective on redesigning food 

supply chains specifically for climate mitigation and adaptation (a central socioecological 

problem I focus on in chapter three) (Lengnick, Miller, and Martin 2015). 

Tracing food supply chains in the metropolitan foodshed of Buenos Aires city was the 

centerpiece of my sampling strategy. I started data collection by asking, where does alternative 

food show up in the city of Buenos Aires, and where does it come from? To the best of my 

knowledge, I visited every point of sale for alternative food in Buenos Aires city ± most of them 

multiple times ± for a total of 77 recorded hours, averaging about half an hour of actual 

observation time during each visit. In addition, I chose one point of sale to do in-depth 

observations, where I spent 136 hours, usually visiting twice each week for eight months. It was 

useful to spend a little time at many markets to get an appreciation of the breadth of experiences. 

At the same time, it was important to build relationships in a single place. While I learned a lot 

about this particular market, it does not show up in the text any more than the others. However, 
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 earning trust with a smaller set of participants was critical for having extended informal 

conversations that shed light on the broader context of the local alternative food economy. At 

each point of sale, I took field notes on who I observed at the market, interactions between 

people, the type of food for sale, prices of individual items, discourses the market used to 

describe and sell food, and more. I had many informal conversations with vendors and purchased 

food to taste at home. I did the bulk of the observations at points of sale during my second visit 

in 2017, with revisits in 2019/2020. I interviewed someone from most of the markets who 

organized or ran it. I visited and interviewed only a few of Whe ciW\¶V man\ healWh food VWoUeV, 

which sometimes sold a small selection of alternative food. I did not include in this study ways 

of pXUchaVing alWeUnaWiYe food WhaW ZeUe Xnlikel\ Wo be able Wo be Vomeone¶V onl\ VoXUce foU 

food, moVW noWabl\ Whe ciW\¶V man\ opWionV foU bolsones, or bags of mixed vegetables similar to a 

CSA drop-off. While this project mainly focuses on farmers, devoting this significant amount of 

observation and interview time to the food supply chains they sold into was critical for 

distinguishing subgroups of farmers by their economic and social networks (chapter two). These 

data gave me a mXch deepeU VenVe of Zho ZaV Zho, Zho YalXed ZhaW, and faUmeUV¶ challengeV 

and opportunities beyond the farm gate. Importantly, it enabled me to compare how different 

types of alternative food look and are advertised at points of sale with the social and ecological 

conditions of how it is actually grown on the farm. 

Once I had a grasp of the alternative food points of sale in the metropolitan core, I 

interviewed farmers who sold food there. Haven taken an in-depth look at the points of sale 

allowed me to sample farmers according to the type of food supply chain they sold into and 

ensure that I was gathering a wide variety of alternative farmer experiences. Whenever possible, 

I followed these farmers from the city to their farm in the country (or metropolitan fringe) to 
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 conduct participatory interviews there (described below). This approach worked for finding a full 

variety of agroecological farmers as well as local organic farmers. However, by definition, this 

sampling strategy could not work for one very prominent type of alternative farmer: export 

organic. So, for this group, I had a separate sampling plan. Fortunately, there was a publicly 

available list of certified organic farms in Argentina. I narrowed the list to farmers who were no 

more distant from the metropolitan core than the agroecological farmers I visited, which covered 

mostly Buenos Aires Province and the nearer portions of the adjacent provinces. I paired this list 

with a quantitative report of the types of certified organic food grown in each province 

(SENASA 2017), to ensure my sample of export organic farmers covered the primary types of 

food exported from the Buenos Aires metropolitan foodshed. While these farmers only 

sometimes sold food in the Buenos Aires metropolitan foodshed, they grew food there, 

competing and interacting with local organic and agroecological farmers for farmland, 

government resources, etc. 

 It was important to have a clear analytical vision about what I was trying to gain from 

each site and why because in multi-sited and comparative supply chain research you cannot go 

into depth in any one site, nor is that the objective (Freidberg 2001: 362). For the farms, I set off 

Wo compaUe oUganicV and agUoecolog\, and Vampled accoUding Wo faUmV¶ leYel of capiWali]aWion. I 

used rough indicators of low, medium, and high, based on things like farm size and infrastructure 

(details about which I gleaned during my ethnographic observations and conversations at 

markets). While this was a rough measure, the farms ranged so much in how capitalized they 

were that it was sufficient for gathering a wide variety of farm scales for each of the two broader 

categories. I found no certified organic farms that were even roughly equivalent to the low-

capitalized agroecological farms, which is a finding in itself. Yet, my method was not quite as 



 15 
 
 
 deductive as this sampling strategy and my use of extended case method suggests. Rather, my 

Vampling VWUaWeg\ UeflecWed OUne¶V (2017: 245) iWeUaWiYe dedXcWiYe/indXcWiYe pUoceVV b\ 

constantly questioning my categories of analysis as I gathered and learned from new data. This is 

how I developed the six subgroups of alternative farmers that I refer to throughout the chapters. I 

started with a rough sense that there were clearly distinct agroecological and organic farms, and 

that while most organic farms were for export, I also wanted to investigate the local organic 

faUmV Wo Vee if Whe\ offeUed a ³negaWiYe caVe´ foU AUgenWinian oUganicV. BXW iW ZaV onl\ WhUoXgh 

my interviews (facilitated by my sampling by level of capitalization) that I discovered such 

distinct subgroups of agroecological farmers. Pairing those farm-level characteristics with how I 

traced their food supply chains backwards through the metropolitan foodshed revealed four 

distinct subgroups. As these subgroups emerged, I then sought more interviews with farmers of 

types that were not yet well represented in my sample. 

 While I focus on farmers in the following chapters, I was only able to come to understand 

the context I discuss them in by also conducting interviews along the food supply chain. I 

interviewed organizers of points of sale, described above, as well as several mid-chain 

participants, such as people who made a business of aggregating and distributing alternative food 

between farm and point of sale. I selected key informants to gather insights from important 

groups that affect alternative food supply chains. These included organizations (e.g. local 

agroecological organization representatives and the President of MAPO, the Argentinian organic 

gUoZeUV¶ aVVociaWion) and goYeUnmenW officialV (e.g. SENASA, Zhich iV in chaUge of fedeUal food 

safety laws, and INTA, which is in charge of national agricultural research and extension work, 

as well as several other more specific branches of government pertinent to agroecological 

projects). While I only included data that I collected relevant to the Buenos Aires metropolitan 
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 foodshed, I also conducted several extended ethnographic visits related to alternative food supply 

chains in other parts of the country (most notably related to the ferias francas in the northeast 

and a biodynamic farm in the west). These visits helped situate my cases in context and to get a 

glimpse of alternative food supply chain development trajectories that are more distant to a large 

metropolitan core. In total, I formally interviewed 50 people, 16 directly related to certified 

organics, 21 directly related to agroecology, and 13 other key informants. In addition, I collected 

213 hours of observation and informal conversations that I took field notes on. Many more hours 

traveling through the metropolitan foodshed, attending events, and discussing politics with 

friends during 17 months over three trips between 2015 and 2020 gave me a richer context for 

understanding what I was learning in my observations and interviews. 

 For key informants, my interview process was a standard, semi-structured interview. I 

adapted my interview questions slightly for each key informant when I had questions specific to 

something related to their position. I asked all key informants questions about their 

oUgani]aWion¶V hiVWoU\, VXcceVVeV and challengeV, poViWion in Whe food VXppl\ chain, definiWionV of 

the alternative food words they used to describe themselves, perspectives on other ways of doing 

alternative food, feelings about organic certification, relationships with other groups, 

perspectives on the changing national governments, and personal history and connection to this 

work. I asked farmers these same questions, plus a series of questions related to the biophysical, 

economic, and social organization of their farms. When possible, I conducted farmer interviews 

on the farm, which offered opportunities to observe farm practices in relation to what I was 

hearing in the interviews. For these interviews, I dressed in my normal farm workwear (I farm 

myself), and farmers occasionally accepted my offer to help them on the farm with whatever task 

they were doing that day. I conducted interviews in Spanish. I gave interviewees the option for 
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 me to use their real name or a pseudonym (for them as well as their farm). I use pseudonyms 

throughout, except when the person both offered consent to use real names and was also 

necessarily easily identifiable (such as the president of MAPO).  

 A paid native Spanish speaker transcribed (not translated) the interviews. I coded 

transcriptions using NVIVO qualitative data analysis software. I coded for examples related to 

food security and sovereignty; production practices related to toxicity, biodiversity loss, and 

climate change (e.g. fertility, monocropping/diversification, and tillage practices); fictitious 

commodities (land, labor, credit, knowledge); perspectives on different types of alternative 

agriculture; identities (race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class); relationships (with institutions, 

governments, organizations, markets, farmers, neighbors, consumers, and family); and food 

supply chain characteristics. In these areas, I coded for challenges and strategies for overcoming 

them. I derived these coding categories based on existing theory. 

 

THEORY 

Using the extended case method, I take the following theories as a starting point. In chapters two 

WhUoXgh foXU, I XVe HinUichV¶ (2000) conWinXXm deVigned Wo compaUe alWeUnaWiYe food VXppl\ 

chains in terms of how embedded they are in market or social relations. In chapter three, I 

emplo\ MoUUiV and KiUZan¶V (2011) adapWaWion of HinUich¶V (2000) conWinXXm: maUkeW Wo 

ecological embeddedness. These two chapters focus on farmers as producers of social and 

ecological outcomes. In chapter four, I focus on what farmers need to consume to be producers 

of social and ecological outcomes. There, I take as a starting point that the key resources farmers 

need to consume for economic viability are land, labor, credit, and knowledge (Leslie 2019). 

TheVe ke\ UeVoXUceV aUe alVo ZhaW Polan\i (2001 [1944]) and JeVVop (2007) call ³ficWiWioXV 



 18 
 
 
 commodiWieV,´ Zhich pUoYideV Whe WheoUeWical foXndaWion foU connecWing faUmeU¶V e[peUienceV 

accessing these tangible farm resources with theory about the effects of trading those resources 

as commodities on markets in global capitalism. Lastly, in all three empirical chapters, I start 

ZiWh Whe food jXVWice liWeUaWXUe¶V obVeUYaWionV WhaW Uacial (LeVlie and WhiWe 2018), gendeU (LeVlie, 

Wypler, and Bell 2019), and sexual (Leslie 2017) oppression and resistance are central to how 

alternative food supply chains are organized.  

Taken together, these existing theories suggest that all types of alternative farms navigate 

tensions between their economic interests and particular social and environmental values, and 

their capacity for action is rooted in economic, racial, gender, and sexual relations. Using data 

from my cases, I extend this theoretical foundation; 

x in chapter two by following the economic and social networks of alternative farmers to 

reveal patterns in how their social histories, agricultural practices, and relationships with 

Whe maUkeW and Whe VWaWe coUUelaWe ZiWh WheiU faUm¶V Vocial oXWcomeV,   

x in chapter three by examining how the legal and social governance of alternative food 

VXppl\ chainV V\VWemaWicall\ affecW WheiU enYiUonmenWal oXWcomeV (illXVWUaWed b\ ³Whe 

alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe´), and  

x in chapter four by revealing how the social relational infrastructure of agroecological 

economies offers a beyond-market route for accessing the key resources needed for 

realizing movement values, in a context of economic and social oppression (shown by 

³Vocial m\coUUhi]a´). 

These theoretical extensions have implications for building alternative food economies that 

prioritize social justice and ecological sustainability. 
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 I made these theoretical extensions through an incorporated comparison (McMichael 

1990) of two conceptions of alternative agriculture: certified organics and agroecology. 

Comparing these two with attention to their shared history and current relationships helped me 

see that these two types of alternative food systems were not actually two unified groups, but 

each a collection of subgroups: export and local organics, and biodynamic, extensive, solidarity, 

and unionized agroecology (chapter two). While these six subgroups occupied different social 

and ecological spaces, incorporated comparison helped me show how their histories and 

deYelopmenW WUajecWoUieV aUe inWeUUelaWed in ZhaW I call ³Whe alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe´ 

(chapter three). 

I observed these different alternative agriculture pathways by following their food supply 

chains. Conducting a commodity chain ethnography helped me move through different levels of 

analysis (important for studying dispersed production networks that are characteristic of 

contemporary capitalism) and helped me compare the organization and division of labor in 

different approaches to alternative food supply chains (Bair 2009). This method allowed for 

studying global processes while staying empirically grounded in local cases. Responding to 

BaiU¶V (2009) call foU moUe UeVeaUch on laUgeU inVWiWXWionV and VWUXcWXUeV Wo XndeUVWand d\namicV 

of contemporary capitalism, I consider how the legal structure of certified organics and the social 

structure of agroecology shape the governance of different types of alternative food supply 

chains in the current global economy (chapter three).  

However, this study differs from contemporary mainstream global commodity chain 

(GCC) (oU ³global YalXe chain´ (GVC)) appUoacheV. CollinV (2014) aUgXeV WhaW VcholaUV 

influenced by (or in) the fields of business and economics (characterized by the GVC approach) 

³hijacked´ Whe VWXd\ of commodiW\ chainV b\ neglecWing hiVWoU\ and conWe[W, pushing the chain 
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 approach away from making structural and justice-oriented critiques. The original GCC approach 

had moUe Uadical poliWical implicaWionV becaXVe iW Xpended conYenWional WUade WheoU\¶V focXV on 

comparative advantage by instead showing how trade is organized by powerful actors (Bair 

2009). Refusing to let the commodity chain literature be defined by the GVC approach, Collins 

(2014) argues that the value of commodity chain analysis is in its ability to (1) show how 

capitalist firms adapt production to local conditions and how they take advantage of local 

inequalities to cut the cost of labor, (2) provide a model of global capitalist projects that accounts 

for their engagement with local economies and cultures, and (3) focus on questions of diversity 

within power structures, including resistance to capitalist projects.  

CollinV (2014) e[Wended Whe GCC appUoach¶V capaciW\ foU cUiWiqXe eYen fXUWheU WhUoXgh 

her feminist commodity chain analysis (FCC), an approach I follow in this study. Drawing from 

MaU[¶V XndeUVWanding of commodiWieV aV conWaineUV of hidden Vocial UelaWionV, CollinV¶ FCC 

appUoach cUackV open Whe ³black bo[eV´ of commodiWieV Wo UeYeal Whe Vocial and enYiUonmenWal 

relations embedded in them. This method allows me to; 

1. show where global commodiW\ chainV ³WoXch doZn´ and inWeUacW ZiWh local Vocial 

relations;  

2. make visible the often-hidden labor and social reproduction of labor of the institution of 

the family farm (in both agroecological and organic agriculture); 

3. ³[UeYeal] Whe VXbVid\ fUom naWXUe´ WhaW capiWaliVW food V\VWemV Uel\ on (CollinV 2014: 35), 

and; 

4. trace global connections that are not just economic, but also of ideas, knowledge, and 

taste (which reveals agency where it is not normally highlighted, such as by women 

agroecological farmers in the Global South). 
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 An FCC approach takes seriously the local processes that make global connections, reveals 

hidden Vocial UelaWionV WhaW dUiYe global capiWaliVm, cenWeUV ³e[WeUnaliWieV,´ and b\ Whinking aboXW 

value beyond economics, offers new measures of value. In short, FCC resists the direction that 

the GVC approach took commodity chain analysis and offers a way of critiquing global 

processes that cause inequalities. Feminist commodity chain ethnography is my methodological 

avenue for extending theories of food justice because it draws attention to the gendered, 

sexualized, and racialized organization of food supply chains. 

Ethnography of economic structures like food supply chains is further important because 

unlike many other methods of studying the economy, it does not assume that the current 

capiWaliVW oUgani]aWion of Whe global econom\ iV ³naWXUal´ oU goYeUned b\ Xnchanging foUceV like 

an ³inYiVible hand´ diYoUced fUom hXman VWUXggleV foU poZeU. ConWempoUaU\ capiWaliVm ± what 

many call neolibeUaliVm oU ZhaW BXUaZo\ (2013) callV ³WhiUd-ZaYe maUkeWi]aWion´ ± is a root 

caXVe of Whe mainVWUeam food V\VWem¶V Vocial and enYiUonmenWal abXVeV (HolW-Giménez 2017). I 

chose to do an ethnography of organic and agroecological food supply chains to search for 

alternative ways of building food economies that are healthier for people and the environment. 

As (Burawoy 2013: 535) puts it, 

[W]e have to search for the most effective ramparts to reverse third-
wave marketization. In that search the ethnographer plays a critical 
role, digging around like an archaeologist for the nuclei of 
contestation, for embryonic institutions struggling to make their 
appearance against the tsunami. We then have to comprehend the 
conditions for their expansion and dissemination. Ethnography is on 
the front-line in the battle to save society from market 
fundamentalism. 
 

What tools does the ethnographer have to observe alternative food economies ± or what Burawoy 

(2013: 535) callV ³embU\onic inVWiWXWionV´ ± when the case and the ethnographer are so deeply 
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 steeped in capitalist material realities and ideologies? How can I make observations of something 

in the present to inform how we choose to build future food economies? To do so, I use two 

primary strategies: 

First, I visited my field site multiple times. Burawoy (2003: 654) reflected on a critical 

mistake they made when conducting a global ethnography of contemporary capitalism by 

aVVXming WhaW Whe ³e[WeUnal foUceV´ of Whe maUkeW on Whe objecW of VWXd\ ZeUe VWaWic, UaWheU Whan 

ever-changing social processes. Three ethnographic revisits between 2015 and 2020 gave me a 

glimpVe of hoZ m\ caVeV eYolYed along ZiWh Whe changing ³e[WeUnal´ economic and poliWical 

forces in Argentina. While I still only captured a narrow snapshot of history, it was a particularly 

useful period to observe in the Argentinian context because the national government went back 

and forth between the Macri administration (who pleased foreign capitalist interests) and the 

Peronist Kirchner/Fernández administrations (who did not). When I arrived in 2015, after twelve 

years of Nestor and Cristina Kirchner, the Macri administration began wiping out social and 

agricultural programs that many of the small-scale farmers I studied relied on. And thanks to 

long-standing forces beyond the Macri administration ± but accelerated by its neoliberal austerity 

program ± the economy took a nosedive. When I left Argentina in 2020, Argentinians had voted 

Cristina back in as Vice President, with the ticket led by Alberto Fernández, who had an 

inflXenWial Uole in UecoYeUing Whe econom\ fUom AUgenWina¶V laVW hoUUific economic cUaVh in 2001. 

Seeing man\ of Whe Vame people oYeU WhiV peUiod helped me Wo obVeUYe hoZ AUgenWina¶V 

alternative food economy was in flux. When we can see how an economy has changed in the 

past, it is easier to imagine that it can be different in the future. Put simply, I made observations 

across time.  
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 Second, I left my home context to study capitalist economic dynamics somewhere else. 

While capitalism is global, it exists in different ways in different places, because the economy is 

constantly being remade by changing social and environmental conditions. I had previously 

studied alternative food economies in New England, U.S., where I grew up (Leslie 2017; 2019; 

Crowley et al. 2019). As Bourdieu (1979) pointed out, it is easy to take for granted the role of 

global capitalist dynamics when observing them in your home country because they are what 

Veem ³noUmal,´ Vo iW iV helpfXl for an ethnographer to go to a foreign country to observe a 

diffeUenW YeUVion of capiWaliVm¶V ³noUmal´ (Wacquant 2004). In other words, I made observations 

across space. 

These theoretical points of departure ± guided by extended case method (Burawoy 2009), 

incorporated comparison (McMichael 1990), and feminist commodity chain ethnography 

(Collins 2014) ± serve as the foundation to three linked empirical papers. Chapters two, three, 

and foXU focXV on alWeUnaWiYe faUm VXbgUoXpV¶ Vocial oXWcomeV, ecological outcomes, and access 

to key resources for economic viability (necessary for producing social and ecological 

outcomes), respectively.  

 

CHAPTER OUTLINE 

The alternative agriculture movement is often depicted as a singular alternative to conventional 

agriculture or bifurcated between corporate organics and radical agroecology. However, neither 

of these common portrayals reflect how much alternative farmers vary in their movement goals 

and their business interests. In chapter two, I distinguish subgroups of alternative farmers that 

exist beyond the organics/agroecology dualism and compare their food security-related social 

oXWcomeV. I idenWif\ VXbgUoXpV b\ eWhnogUaphicall\ WUacing alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV¶ Vocial neWZoUkV 
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 and the food supply chains they sell into. I find six subgroups with clear disparities in their level 

of social and economic privilege, which correlate with differences in the food supply chain they 

sold into, the crops they grew, and their access to state support. Still, all farmers embodied a mix 

of market interests and movement values. I compare these subgroups according to the way each 

defined and valued food security, finding that the farmers who most prioritized equity were the 

ones with the least power to expand food supply chains that enact it. This research suggests that 

for alternative food chains to provide food security to the most vulnerable ± including those who 

actually grow it ± alternative food movements must address the social inequalities they 

reproduce and support subgroups that prioritize a food sovereignty ± rather than a corporate 

global trade ± approach to food insecurity. 

Alternative agriculture is posed to address three existential ecological crises exacerbated 

by conventional agriculture: toxic exposures, biodiversity loss, and climate change. However, 

alternative farmers vary widely in their use of practices that address these crises, and the political 

economy of alternative agriculture systematically affects progress toward particular goals. In 

chapter three, I compare how six subgroups of Argentinian alternative farmers vary in their 

agricultural practices, perspectives about each other, and relative power to realize their 

ecological goals. I find that the most economically and socially powerful subgroups usually grew 

certified organics and prioritized eliminating toxics. In contrast, the most marginalized 

subgroups mainly used agroecological practices that addressed biodiversity and the climate. I 

argue (1) identity-based social and economic inequalities within alternative agriculture mark the 

divisions between subgroups and limit their capacity to implement ecologically friendly 

pUacWiceV, (2) ceUWified oUganicV¶ focXV on eliminaWing Wo[icV foU indiYidXal healWh dominaWeV 

alternative agriculture discourse, exacerbating internal divisions and stunting collective action on 
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 biodiYeUViW\ and Whe climaWe, and (3) paWWeUnV in indiYidXal faUmeUV¶ focXV on diffeUenW ecological 

goals are structural to the political economy of alternative agriculture. I conclude by offering a 

framework ± ³Whe alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe´ ± that explains how the political economy of 

alternative agriculture prioritizes certain ecological goals over others. By illustrating the 

UelaWionVhip beWZeen ceUWified oUganicV¶ minimXm VWandaUd approach to food supply chain 

goYeUnance (Whe ³flooU´) and agUoecolog\¶V conWinXal impUoYemenW appUoach (Whe ³roof´), Whe 

alternative agriculture house highlights leverage points for social movement and policy 

interventions.  

 For the alternative agriculture movement to realize its social and environmental goals, 

alternative farms must be economically viable. Farm viability hinges on access to land, labor, 

credit, and knowledge, yet social inequalities restrict access to these key resources. In chapter 

four, I compare how six subgroups of Argentinian alternative farmers vary in their strategies for 

accessing these four key resources they need for farm viability. I find that farmers with the 

narrowest social and environmental goals were also the most economically and socially 

privileged and most likely to access key resources through market-embedded means. In contrast, 

the farmers with the broadest social and environmental goals tended to be the most economically 

and socially marginalized and had the least economic means to access key resources necessary 

for enacting those goals. Instead, many of these agroecological farmers accessed key resources 

through trust-based social ties as a resistance strategy to their experiences of marginalization. I 

conclude by offering a framework ± ³Vocial m\coUUhi]a´ ± that describes the social relational 

infrastructure agroecological farmers often relied on to access key resources for farm viability. 

Social mycorrhiza uses the ecological concept of mycorrhiza to visualize social networks where 

actors with simultaneous market interests and movement values access resources through social 
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 relational ties. It highlights cooptation ± when economic interests are likely to prevail over social 

values ± and burnout ± when economic viability unsustainably takes a back seat to movement 

priorities. Social mycorrhiza describes the social relational infrastructure of agroecological 

economies.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Taken together, these chapters highlight structural factors that impeded justice and sustainability 

in alternative food economies. At the same time, they highlight resistance strategies and agency 

where we might not always expect to find them. These challenges and opportunities matter for 

addressing the global social and ecological problems exacerbated by industrial agriculture that I 

consider in this dissertation: food security, toxic exposures, biodiversity loss, and climate 

change. But as I will show, certain alternative agriculture pathways address particular issues 

more than others, and none of them will be sufficient without major changes in the broader food 

economy. In chapter five, I conclude by discussing the implications of these findings for broader 

structural economic change for justice and sustainability, as part of what some in Argentina, the 

U.S., and elsewhere are calling a global Green New Deal (Patel and Goodman 2019; Svampa and 

Viale 2020). 
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 Chapter 2 ± “Organic is capitalist and agroecology is socialist”: Alternative 

faUmeUV¶ appUoacheV Wo food inVecXUiW\ be\ond dualisms 
 

INTRODUCTION 

The alternative agriculture movement offers consumers hope that their purchasing decisions can 

conWUibXWe Wo UeYeUVing indXVWUial agUicXlWXUe¶V UampanW Vocial and enYiUonmenWal haUmV. 

Alternative farmers vary widely in their social and environmental practices, yet scholarship and 

popular press on the movement tends to homogenize this diversity by portraying alternative 

farmers as a single group (e.g. Aistara 2018; Beus and Dunlap 1990) or presenting a dualistic 

diYide beWZeen ³big oUganicV´ and Whe local oU Uadical UeVW (e.g. AdamV and SaloiV 2010). Adding 

Wo conVXmeUV¶ confXVion aboXW ZhaW Whe\ aUe bX\ing inWo iV Whe ViWXaWion WhaW faUmeUV aUe 

VimXlWaneoXVl\ paUW of a moYemenW (in Whe VenVe WhaW Whe\ emplo\ ³alWeUnaWiYe´ pUacWiceV) Zhile 

also being businesses that often struggle to be economically viable (Hinrichs 2000). Furthermore, 

selling social and environmental values can be effective marketing, incentivizing cooptation of 

movement discourse (Johnston, Biro, and MacKendrick 2009). In this chapter, I distinguish 

subgroups of alternative farmers and compare who makes decisions in each group about how 

food is grown and who accesses it, distilling different alternative agriculture approaches to food 

insecurity. 

The leading type of alternative agriculture in terms of market share is certified organics, a 

$100 billion global industry growing at a consistently high rate (IFOAM 2020). The 

contemporary organic movement gained momentum during and after the 1960s as a social 

movement response to the environmental and health harms of industrial agriculture. The passage 

of the 1990 U.S. Organic Foods Production Act marked a turning point in the movement, 

eVWabliVhing a ceUWificaWion V\VWem WhaW UegXlaWeV Whe WeUm ³oUganic.´ Man\ in Whe eaUl\ oUganic 
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 movement rejected the growing corporate influence over the organic standards (Raynolds 2004), 

Zhich noZ alloZ man\ pUacWiceV Whe\ ZoXld noW haYe conVideUed ³oUganic,´ VXch aV laUge-scale 

monocultures and global trade (Guthman 2014 [2004]). The contemporary organic movement 

has long since been international, exemplified by the emergence of the International Federation 

of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM) ± noZ ³OUganicV InWeUnaWional´ ± in 1972. 

Argentina has the second-most acreage in certified organic production globally (Willer and 

Lernoud 2017). Argentina has much to offer the world in learning how to expand a type of 

agriculture that significantly reduces toxic exposures to individuals and the environment. 

However, only a handful (but growing number) of Argentinians get to enjoy the organic food 

grown in their country; 98.7% of Argentinian organics are exported, mostly to the European 

Union and the United States (SENASA 2017). 

Another globally prominent alternative agriculture framework is agroecology, advocated 

for by the United Nations Human Rights Council Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food as the 

most effective for food security, climate mitigation and adaptation, and biodiversity (De Schutter 

2010). AgUoecolog\, oU Whe ³ecolog\ of Whe food V\VWem,´ emeUged in iWV cXUUenW foUm in Whe 

1970s as a science, practice, and social movement explicitly opposed to the social and ecological 

devastation that industrial agriculture brought to Latin America during the Green Revolution 

(Gliessman 2013: 20). It began as a grassroots coalition of small-scale farmers, university 

researchers, and NGOs and is most well known as the type of food system called for by the 

international peasant movement La Vía Campesina (Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013). In contrast 

to oUganicV¶ appUoach of a legall\ enfoUceable minimXm VWandaUd, agUoecolog\ offeUV a VeW of 

ecological and social principles that farmers work toward in their own context, often through a 

mix of the latest science, local and Indigenous knowledges, and farmer-to-farmer exchanges 
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 (Rosset and Torres 2016). While in places like the U.S. agroecology is primarily understood as 

an ecological approach to farming to the neglect of its social origins and principles, many places 

in Latin America and elsewhere continue to understand agroecology as both an ecological 

practice and a social movement (Wezel et al. 2009). The social side of agroecology is usually 

fUamed aV food VoYeUeignW\, defined in a diYeUVe inWeUnaWional foUXm aV ³The UighW of peopleV Wo 

healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable 

meWhodV, and WheiU UighW Wo define WheiU oZn food and agUicXlWXUe V\VWemV´ (DeclaUaWion of 

Nyéléni 2007, as cited in Wittman 2011: 88). In contrast to the U.S., where farmers who use 

agroecological practices call themselves a plethora of different things (e.g. local organic, beyond 

organic, regenerative), Argentinian farmers display the word agroecology on their products. 

Argentina is also home to robust agroecological social movements (e.g. Feito 2013; Leslie 

2017a; Sarandón and Marasas 2017). This context makes Argentina a valuable place to highlight 

distinctions between types of alternative farmers that may also exist elsewhere. These differences 

are perhaps more visible in Argentina because of how the alternative agriculture movement is 

discursively bifurcated by the organic export industry and the widespread use of agroecology as 

an alternative framework.  

While moVW AUgenWinian alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV XVe Whe ZoUdV ³oUganic´ oU ³agUoecological´ 

to describe themselves, there are subgroups with distinct priorities and power to realize them. I 

ask, what discernable subgroups of alternative farmers exist beyond the organics/agroecology 

dualism, based on their economic and social networks? For each subgroup, who holds the power 

to decide which alternative food supply chain the farm sells into? And what are the food 

security-related social outcomes associated with each alternative food supply chain? I address 
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 these questions by ethnographically tracing their social networks (the other farmers and groups 

they interact with) and their economic networks (the food supply chains they participate in).  

DeVpiWe encoXnWeUing dXaliVWic poUWUa\alV like ³oUganic iV capiWaliVW and agUoecolog\ [iV] 

socialiVW,´6 I find two subgroups of organics (export and local7) and four subgroups of 

agroecology (solidarity, unionized, extensive, and biodynamic). Farmers in each group came 

from distinct social backgrounds and had only limited interactions across sectors. The organic 

industry had a high cost of entry, and organic farmers usually had family or other prior wealth to 

get started. They did not critique markets as a vehicle for delivering toxin-free food security, and 

instead focused on expanding the export and local markets and educating consumers to buy more 

organic food. Like the organic certification system, organic farmers overwhelmingly did not 

prioritize just labor practices necessary for workers who grew the food to be able to afford to eat 

it. Solidarity and unionized agroecological farmers came from economically poor backgrounds, 

and while they had different strategies and networks, placed the most emphasis on just labor 

practices. They explicitly critiqued neoliberal capitalist markets as a way of achieving food 

security, instead believing that food security can only be achieved through food sovereignty. 

Biodynamic and extensive agroecological farmers tended to come from wealthier backgrounds, 

and while they did not make such a systemic critique of capitalist food or labor practices, they 

did prioritize food security-related practices for their particular social networks.  

I aUgXe WhaW WheVe Vi[ alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe VXbgUoXpV¶ food VecXUiW\ VWUaWegieV e[iVW 

along a continuum from market-embedded corporate global trade to socially embedded local 

 
6 ³µloV oUginicoV Von capiWaliVWaV \ loV agUoecolygicoV VomoV VocialiVWaV¶´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
7 For the purposes of this chapter, I define local organics as certified producers who sell to the domestic, rather than 
the export organic market. More specifically, these farmers sell into the Buenos Aires metropolitan foodshed 
(Lengnick, Miller, and Martin 2015), my geographical area of focus. 
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 food sovereignty. All subgroups embodied a mix of market interests and movement values, but 

when compared according to the way each defined and valued food security, the farmers who 

most prioritized equity were the ones with the least power to enact it. These different approaches 

coUUelaWed ZiWh faUmeUV¶ oZn Vocioeconomic poViWion and pUiYilegeV, paUWicipaWion in paUWicXlaU 

food supply chains, and relationship with the state. For equitable food security to become a 

reality for all ± including those who actually grow alternative food ± this research supports the 

importance of adopting food sovereignty as a guiding principle. This does not mean rejecting 

markets outright as means of exchanging food, but it does mean changing power relations along 

the food supply chain to prioritize the social principle of food sovereignty rather than the market-

driven priority of economic extraction and concentration.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Here, I first summarize how scholars and practitioners tend to homogenize diverse groups of 

alternative farmers according to discourse rather than practices, contributing to an internal feud 

in the movement between supposedly market-driven organics and socioecologically-driven 

agroecology. I introduce Hinrichs (2000) continuum of market to social embeddedness, which 

UeYealV hoZ all alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV¶ acW ZiWh a mi[ of maUkeW inWeUeVWV (aV bXVineVVeV) and effoUWV 

to achieve socioecological goals (as part of a movement, by virtue of using alternative practices). 

Despite this internal mix of roles, Hinrichs reveals how there are still discernable differences 

between subgroups of alternative farmers that likely have a correlation with the food supply 

chains the\ Vell inWo and Whe UelaWiYe poZeU and pUiYilege of each food VXppl\ chain¶V 

paUWicipanWV. Second, I pXW HinUich¶V conWinXXm in conYeUVaWion ZiWh oUganic and agUoecological 

approaches to food security to build a continuum from market-embedded corporate global trade 
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 to socially embedded food sovereignty approaches to food security. Third, I use this continuum 

to interpret existing studies of alternative agriculture in Argentina and their approaches to food 

security. 

 

Distinguishing subgroups of alternative farmers 

While scholars have done important work distinguishing alternative agriculture from 

conventional industrial agriculture, many tend to treat alternative farmers as a single group (e.g. 

Aistara 2018; Beus and Dunlap 1990). Contributing to this issue is the problem that alternative 

agriculture scholarship is U.S.-centric, and the U.S. does not have a consistent, widely used 

discourse to distinguish alternative farmers who have goals beyond the organic certification 

standards (instead using a mix of terms like regenerative, beyond-organic, climate smart, local, 

eWc.). MXch of Whe UeVW of Whe ZoUld XVeV Whe WeUm ³agUoecolog\´ Wo deVcUibe alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV 

who prioritize social and ecological goals but who do not necessarily seek organic certification. 

However, some U.S. governments, universities, and NGOs are coopting agroecology by 

embracing only its ecological practices while leaving its social focus aside (Holt-Giménez and 

Altieri 2013). 

WheWheU oU noW VcholaUV XVe Whe WeUm ³agUoecolog\,´ VcholaUVhip often presents a feud 

beWZeen ³big oUganicV´ and Whe UeVW of alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV (e.g. AdamV and SaloiV 2010). The 

particular codification of the organic standards ± and coUpoUaWe agUibXVineVV¶ inflXence oYeU Whem 

(Jaffee and Howard 2010) ± did allow for certified organic food supply chains to develop in a 

way that is structurally similar to industrial agriculture (Guthman 2014 [2004]). This market-

embedded appUoach peUmeaWed man\ ceUWified oUganic VpaceV, Vo WhaW ³IFOAM, like man\ 

national organic groups, embodies sharp contradictions between its original movement-oriented 
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 and more recent market-oUienWed oUganic noUmV and pUacWiceV´ (Ra\noldV 2004: 729). GXWhman 

(2014 [2004]) demonstrates how the organic certification system was designed in such a way that 

facilitated the entry of market-driven corporations and industrial farmers into the organic sector 

to the detriment of organic farmers who use agroecological practices. Gershuny (2017) themself 

ZaV one of WhoVe (³agUoecological´) moYemenW-embedded organic farmers who helped write the 

original USDA organic standards, and painstakingly details the vitriol they and others like them 

have received by movement-dUiYen faUmeUV foU ³Velling oXW´ Wo big oUganicV. TheUe aUe 

undoubtedly heated differenceV, bXW GeUVhXn\¶V VWoU\ XndeUVcoUeV hoZ in pUacWice WheUe aUe moUe 

than the commonly presented two camps of sell-out organics and radical agroecology.  

Holt-Giménez and Wang (2011) offer a step beyond the dualistic portrayal of alternative 

farmers by presenting a continuum from corporate-driven neoliberal and reformist organics to 

movement-driven progressive and radical agroecology. This model importantly highlights how 

differences in racial and class privileges and oppression are correlated to these sectors of 

alternative agriculture. While this model distinguishes subgroups of alternative farmers on a 

market to movement-embedded continuum, it leaves little room for theorizing how individual 

alternative farmers may experience a mix of market and movement-driven goals in their daily 

practice.  

Capturing this tension, Hinrichs (2000) offers a continuum that illustrates how all 

alternative farmers, as simultaneous businesses and movement participants act according to a 

mix of marketness and instrumentalism to social embeddedness. And when we realize that a 

degree of marketness and instrumentalism necessarily pervades all alternative farms, Hinrichs 

(2000: 301) poinWV oXW WhaW ³maUkeWneVV and inVWUXmenWaliVm aUe noW neceVVaUil\ moUall\ 

negative. They should be assessed based on the structural positions, relative resources and 
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 inWenWionV of acWoUV in VXch maUkeWV.´ ThiV peUVpecWiYe highlighWV Whe impoUWance of WUacing 

paWWeUnV beWZeen Whe food VXppl\ chainV WhaW faUmeUV paUWicipaWe in and WhoVe faUmeUV¶ UelaWiYe 

Vocioeconomic pUiYilegeV and coUe goalV. Ke\ Wo HinUichV¶ aUgXmenW iV WhaW becaXVe of Whe 

VWUXcWXUal mi[ of maUkeWneVV and Vocial embeddedneVV, paUWicipanWV¶ poZeU and pUiYilege heaYil\ 

affects the transformative potential of different subgroups of alternative farmers.  

While all farmers embody a mix of market and social embeddedness, Hinrichs (2000) 

still finds that the points of sale that they participate in are related to which farmers are likely to 

pursue more instrumental or socially embedded goals. This points to the usefulness of 

characterizing subgroups of alternative farmers according to the type of food supply chain they 

participate in. Moving toward a more socially embedded food supply chain, Talbot (2004) would 

argue, demands changing the power relations in how each point of the food supply chain is 

governed. A socially embedded chain, then, would demand that those in power at each point in 

the chain make decisions that prioritize a social ± rather than purely market ± goal. A key 

component of access to decision making power along the food supply chain is food supply chain 

acWoUV¶ UelaWionVhipV ZiWh Whe VWaWe (Talbot 2004). Furthermore, because food supply chains are 

intertwined, it is important not to conceptualize them as independent units. Rather, comparing 

types of food supply chains may reveal relative differences in market and socially embedded 

goals in the context of the broader food economy.  

 

Organic and agroecological approaches to food security 

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations was founded in 1945 with 

the purpose of combating hunger. Jarosz (2009) argues that since its founding, the FAO has had 

inWeUnal WenVionV beWZeen WZo main diVcoXUVeV aboXW food VecXUiW\. The fiUVW iV WhaW ³incUeaVed 
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 productivity, economic development, and integration into the world-economy through trade will 

addUeVV ZoUld hXngeU´ (JaUoV] 2009: 55). In oWheU ZoUdV, in WhiV YieZ food VecXUiW\ iV deWeUmined 

by the market because it is defined by the ability to buy food on the global industrial food 

market. The second discourse centers on food as a right and a collective, moral responsibility. 

Focusing on the right to food may call for diversified, self-sufficient, local and regional food 

systems that are fundamentally at odds with the firsW diVcoXUVe¶V YiVion of a highl\ coUpoUaWe 

global food system. According to Jarosz (2009), the FAO has oscillated between these two 

discourses throughout its history. When the FAO emphasized the right to food over the global 

corporate trade discourse, the U.S. intervened to ensure the FAO Director General would instead 

support Green Revolution technologies and neoliberal policies. These competing approaches to 

food security continue in the FAO today, with some initiatives promoting agroecology and a 

human righWV appUoach, Zhile Whe oUgani]aWion VimXlWaneoXVl\ conWinXeV ³Whe capiWaliVW 

accXmXlaWion objecWiYeV and foUeign polic\ goalV of Whe UniWed SWaWeV´ (JaUoV] 2009: 55). The 

current industrial food system leaves 750 million people severely food insecure (FAO et al. 

2020: xvi), while overproducing in terms of calories (Ramankutty et al. 2018). The problem of 

malnutrition is not that farmers do not produce enough, but that so many consumers do not have 

the means to purchase it on markets. But as these debates in the FAO highlight, food security is 

not just about being able to pay for what the current industrial food system produces, but also 

involves questions about who holds the power to decide what food supply chains look like, 

affecting their broader social and environmental outcomes.  

The certified organic movement itself has been split between these market and human 

rights approaches to food security. Many of the early founders of certified organics had a mission 

similar to the latter conception of food security, emphasizing local food systems and conceiving 
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 of organics not only as a production system, but an entire way of life. At the same time, the 

particular codification of the organic standards ± and coUpoUaWe agUibXVineVV¶ inflXence oYeU Whem 

(Jaffee and Howard 2010) ± allowed certified organics to develop in a way that is structurally 

similar to industrial agriculture (Guthman 2014 [2004]). The result was a certification system 

with little focus on social concerns. The organic standards contain no labor provisions (Pittman 

et al. 2004), reflecting U.S. agUicXlWXUe¶V exemption from even minimal labor laws that are 

standard in most other industries (Schneider 2009). The result is that many of the people who 

actually grow organic food cannot afford to eat it. Thus, many certified organic actors follow the 

corporate global trade approach to food security, where big decisions about food supply chains 

are made by owners of agrifood capital who usually have no social ties to the communities where 

it is consumed or connection to those cultures. Local organic supply chains complicate this 

supposed synchronicity between certified organics and the corporate global trade approach. 

HoZeYeU, ³local´ iV a poliWicall\ fle[ible fUameZoUk (WinWeU 2003), Vo WhaW local oUganic supply 

chains may be socially embedded or reproduce local social inequalities; we must be careful not 

Wo ³[conflaWe] VpaWial UelaWionV ZiWh Vocial UelaWionV´ (HinUichV 2000: 301). An\ paUWicXlaU local 

food supply chain may be more market or socially embedded, depending on the power relations 

that organize the chain.  

Many agroecologists take a different approach to food security, called food sovereignty. 

A food sovereignty perspective believes that the problem of food security is one of poverty, and 

also about the power of communities to make decisions about the food supply chains they rely 

on. Food sovereignty is the right of local people to control the production, distribution, and 

consumption of food in a socially just and ecologically sustainable manner (Altieri and Toledo 

2011: 588). This entails, for instance, small-Vcale faUmeUV¶ UighWV Wo land acceVV and local 
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 communities enjoying their production and profits, rather than them being funneled out of the 

region. It also means using local inputs and eliminating reliance on fossil fuels and fossil fuel-

derived inputs. Whereas the predominant industrial approach believes that food security can be 

achieved through corporate-conWUolled global WUade, food VoYeUeignW\ ³oppoVeV cXUUenW 

international trade polic\´ becaXVe iW doeV noW belieYe food VecXUiW\ can WUXl\ be achieYed Zhen 

communities and small-scale farmers do not have the power to make decisions about their own 

food systems (Lee 2013: 229). The international peasant movement La Vía Campesina first 

developed the food sovereignty framework as an explicit response to neoliberal policies of the 

1970s that promoted corporate-controlled industrial agriculture (Desmarais 2007), in what some 

call the Second Green Revolution (McMichael 2009). Food sovereignty may be understood as 

the slice of the agroecology framework that is most concerned with social life. When ± and only 

when ± the social focus of food sovereignty stays married to agroecology, agroecology is 

fundamentally opposed to corporate control over food systems (Sevilla Guzmán and Woodgate 

2013). AV VWaWed b\ Whe N\plpni FoUXm foU Food SoYeUeignW\, ³IW offeUV a VWUaWeg\ Wo 

UeViVW and diVmanWle Whe cXUUenW coUpoUaWe WUade and food Uegime´ (DeclaUaWion of N\plpni 2007). 

Figure 1 summarizes alternative agricultural approaches to food insecurity as existing on 

a continuum from market-embedded corporate global trade to socially embedded food 

sovereignty. 
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 Figure 1: Food insecurity pillar 

 

 

Argentinian alternative agriculture approaches to food security 

Argentina, a country whose economy has long been structured to rely on agricultural exports to 

Europe and the U.S. (Barsky and Gelman 2012), made an early entry into certified organics. In 

1996, Argentinian organics earned equivalency to European organics by their European 

counterparts, allowing Argentinian products to be sold as certified organic in Europe (IICA 

2009: 17). This change spurred explosive growth in organic exports to Europe, as the emerging 

export industry was now able to capture a new price premium while leveraging its long history of 

experience with agricultural exports to Europe (IICA 2009). The U.S. is another important 

market for Argentinian organics but, interestingly, the U.S. organic standards are not equivalent 

Wo AUgenWinian/EXUopean oUganic VWandaUdV, and Vo aUe noW coXnWed in AUgenWina¶V official 

statistics about its organic sector (except for those producers who comply with both Argentinian 

and U.S. organic standards) (SENASA 2017: 1). Organics sold into the domestic market account 
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 for only 1-2% of organic food grown in Argentina, which since the 1990s has been sold in the 

most expensive types of points of sale: natural food stores, home delivery, and large corporate 

supermarkets like Carrefour and Disco (IICA 2009: 19). In 1998, under the Menem 

administration ± known for promoting neoliberal policies ± the national government established 

CAPOC, a VWaWe iniWiaWiYe ³ZiWh Whe WUXe inWenWion of helping the business community of the 

organic sector in its efforts of effectively marketing their products domestically and with a 

greater emphasis on the international, with the purpose of accessing, expanding, and diversifying 

iWV e[poUWV´ (IICA 2009: 28).8 In 2002, the state established CACER, an entity that has ± among 

other duties ± the mission of promoting Argentinian organics internationally (IICA 2009). State 

support for exporting organics has remained relatively constant since, despite a political change 

with the Kirchner administrations from 2003-2015, a shift back to neoliberalism with the 2015-

2019 Macri administration, and yet another return to Kirchnerist policies with the Fernández 

administration in 2019. In short, Argentinian certified organics are strongly defined by the 

corporate global trade approach to food security, which has received relatively ample and stable 

support across the main political parties, specifically for exporting.   

The contemporary agroecology movement in Argentina is comprised of an array of 

different approaches ± with a multitude of initiatives emerging since the late 1980s ± but which 

have common roots as a reaction to the Green Revolution (Sarandón and Marasas 2017). These 

groups had various focuses on topics like creating appropriate technologies for small-scale 

production, preserving native seed varieties, creating routes for education and healthcare for 

 
8 ³con la inWenciyn cieUWa de aViVWiU a la comXnidad empUeVaUial del VecWoU oUginico en VXV eVfXeU]oV poU 
comercializar con eficacia sus productos en el plano nacional y con mayor énfasis en el internacional, con miras a 
accedeU, ampliaU \ diYeUVificaU VXV e[poUWacioneV´ (IICA 2009: 28, translated by the author) 
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 underserved communities, and establishing agroecological markets and supply chains (Sarandón 

and Marasas 2017). These initiatives were often led by women and Indigenous people utilizing 

agroecology and food sovereignty as a means of resisting oppression by building an alternative 

food economy more amendable to their social concerns (Papuccio de Vidal 2014; Sarandón and 

Marasas 2017). In contrast to these agroecological groups concerned with rural development and 

agUoecolog\ aV a liYelihood VWUaWeg\ (CiceUeV 2005), ³e[WenViYe´ agUoecologiVWV ZeUe focXVed on 

developing large-scale mechanizable practices for transitioning commodity crops away from the 

agrochemicals of the Green Revolution model. Unlike for organics, state support for agroecology 

came mostly through rural development programs aimed at small-Vcale, ³famil\´ pUodXceUV 

(Sarandón and Marasas 2017). A political opportunity for supporting programs like these 

expanded in 2003 with the arrival of the Kirchner administration, as the country was still 

struggling to recover from a devastating economic crash in 2001 (Sarandón and Marasas 2017: 

98). Food sovereignW\ ZaV a gXiding pUinciple foU man\ of AUgenWina¶V agUoecological enWiWieV, 

but because of the diversity of agroecological approaches in Argentina, agroecological subgroups 

may vary widely in their market to socially embedded takes on food security. 

BecauVe ³agUoecolog\´ in AUgenWina UepUeVenWV an XmbUella WeUm foU a mXch moUe 

diverse group of farmers than exist under certified organics, it is important to distinguish 

subgroups to be able to say much about agroecological farmers with any internal consistency. 

Patrouilleau et al. (2017) caWegoUi]e AUgenWina¶V agUoecological faUmV inWo WhUee W\peV: 

producción orgánica, agroecología de la agricultura familiar, and agroecología extensiva. The 

first, organic production, I separate from agroecology. As I have argued elsewhere (Bell et al. 

2021; Leslie 2017b; 2019; Leslie, Wypler, and Bell 2019), PaWUoXilleaX eW al.¶V (2017) Vecond 

category ± family farming ± is not a very useful analytical category because farmers of all types, 
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 scales, and priorities identify aV ³famil\ faUmV´ (75% of Whe ZoUld¶V faUmland iV UXn b\ ³famil\ 

faUmV´ (LoZdeU, Skoet, and Raney 2016). HoZeYeU, ³famil\ faUming´ doeV haYe VomeZhaW of a 

more specific meaning in the Argentinian context, having been the name the Kirchner 

administration chose for a government office that worked for small-scale farmers, many of 

Zhom ZeUe agUoecological. BeloZ, I mainWain Whe ³famil\ faUming´ caWegoU\¶V geneUal focXV on 

small-scale producers but split it into two types based on a divide I observed in the economic and 

social networks of small-scale agroecological farmers: those who sell into solidarity economy 

maUkeWV and WhoVe Zho aUe officiall\ oUgani]ed in a laboU Xnion. I mainWain PaWUoXilleaX eW al.¶V 

third category ± extensive agroecology ± which characterizes the rather distinct group of farmers 

who are applying agroecological principles on a large scale. Finally, I add biodynamic farmers as 

their own category because while their agricultural practices fall under the umbrella of 

agroecology, their social values and networks were distinct. 

 

RESULTS 

EWhnogUaphicall\ WUacing alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV¶ economic and Vocial neWZoUkV UeYealed diffeUenceV 

between alternative farmers that started with ± but went deeper than ± the organic/agroecology 

divide. The following six subgroups ± export organics, local organics, solidarity agroecology, 

unionized agroecology, extensive agroecology, and biodynamic agroecology ± varied in their 

market to socially embedded approaches to food security. These differences in approaches across 

the six groups correlated to differenceV in faUmeUV¶ Vocioeconomic poViWion and pUiYilegeV, 

participation in particular food supply chains, and relationship with the state. While I focus on 

the relative power of food supply chain governance at the point of production, in comparing 
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 farmers I consider the food supply chains they sell into as indicators of who was able to access 

different types of alternative food. 

 

Subgroups of alternative farmers: Socioeconomic networks and position 

Export organics 

Certified organics for export were by far the largest subgroup of Argentinian alternative farms in 

terms of overall production, land under cultivation, and monetary value of the industry. Organic 

farmers in Buenos Aires Province ± the regional focus of this study ± primarily grew grain 

(mainly wheat, corn, rice, and oats) and oilseed crops (mostly soy) (SENASA 2017: 9). The 

farm-level decision makers in this group often came from business, government, economics, 

agricultural engineering, or conventional agriculture backgrounds. They were typically farm 

managers or owners who usually did not do physical labor themselves. 

Export organic farmers were networked with each other through MAPO (Movimiento 

Argentino para la Producción Orgánica ± Argentinian Movement for Organic Production). 

MAPO is an NGO that functions similarly to an industry trade association. As one member put 

iW, ³I goW inWo [MAPO] becaXVe Whe idea ZaV Wo WU\ Wo geneUaWe Vome benefiW foU Whe oUganic 

pUodXceUV, becaXVe iW¶V inWenViYe in iWV XVe of laboU, \oX Vee, Wo Vee if Ze coXld geW a laZ oU 

VomeWhing WhaW affecWV Wa[eV Wo make Whe VecWoU gUoZ moUe.´9 The president of MAPO explained 

WhaW iW iV ³Whe onl\ oUgani]aWion WhaW bUingV WogeWheU Whe enWiUe AUgenWinian oUganic VecWoU. IW 

 
9 ³\o me meWt Wambipn poUqXe la idea VeUta WUaWaU de geneUaU alg~n beneficio paUa loV pUodXcWoUeV oUginicoV, \a qXe 
es intensivo en uso de mano de obra, ¿viste? A ver si se puede sacar alguna ley o algo que impositivamente haga que 
el VecWoU cUe]ca miV.´ (ConVeUYaV OUginicaV) 
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 VWaUWed 25 \eaUV ago«Ze aUe aUoXnd 1,600 pUodXceUV and pUoceVVoUV.´10 The sector that MAPO 

mostly represents has its roots in Whe e[poUW maUkeW; ³Reall\, Whe oUganic moYemenW ZaV boUn in 

a strange, or distinct, way, it originated from the exporters, the brokers that go to the food fairs 

began to ask for organics 25 years ago, so they started going around and looked for producers 

and told them: I need tomato. So, they began to do organic tomatoes and today someone does 

gaUban]o and fUom WheUe iW coXld be gUeen lenWilV.´11 But because it represents entities along the 

organic supply chain, internally MAPO represents interests that are ³WoWall\ diVWincW and WhaW iV 

what we see in MAPO, the fight between the concerns of the exporter, who needs to export, the 

concerns of the certifier that needs to certify, and the concerns of the producer if you see that 

Whe\ aUe doing VomeWhing bad.´12 Despite these tensions between the economic interests of the 

oUganic VXppl\ chain paUWicipanWV, hoZeYeU, MAPO¶V pUeVidenW e[plained ZhaW Xnified Whem; 

³bXW [Ze aUe] alZa\V YeU\ mXch paUWneUV and looking WoZaUd Whe commeUcial Vide.´13  

For certified organic inWeUeVWV, MAPO iV Whe ³pUinciple link Wo pXblic polic\. So, iW haV 

agreements with the National Agricultural Technology Institute [INTA], with INTI which is for 

industrial technology, it has agreements with the FAUBA, which is the agronomy part of the 

University of Buenos Aires, and then through law we have a link with the Ministry of 

 
10 ³la ~nica oUgani]aciyn qXe Ue~ne a Wodo el VecWoU oUginico aUgenWino. Nace hace 25 axoV«VomoV alUededoU de 
1,600 enWUe pUodXcWoUeV \ pUoceVadoUeV´ (MAPO) 
11 ³El moYimienWo oUginico en Uealidad nace UaUo, nace diVWinWo, nace a paUWiU de loV e[poUWadoUeV, loV bUykeUV qXe 
van a ferias de alimentos le empiezan a pedir orgánico, hace 25 años, entonces se daban vueltas y buscaban 
productores y le decían: necesito tomate. Entonces, se empezaba a hacer tomate orgánico y hoy tenés alguien que 
hace Xn gaUban]o \ poU aht podUta VeU Xn lenWejyn YeUde´ (MAPO) 
12 ³ToWalmenWe diVWinWoV \ eVo eV lo qXe miV YemoV en MAPO, eV eVa pelea ante la duda del exportador, necesita 
e[poUWaU, anWe la dXda el ceUWificadoU neceViWa ceUWificaU \ anWe la dXda el pUodXcWoU Vi Ye qXe hace algo malo´ 
(MAPO) 
13 ³peUo ViempUe mX\ aVociadoV \ miUando la paUWe comeUcial´ (MAPO) 
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 AgUibXVineVV«oUganicV in AUgenWina aUe goYeUned b\ laZ 5127.´14 For Conservas Orgánicas, 

³an\ e[poUW alZa\V ZaV WhUoXgh«WhiV bod\ of Whe goYeUnmenW.´15 And that has remained 

consistent even as national-leYel poliWicV haYe changed: ³iW¶V noW WhaW WheUe aUe changeV in coXUVe 

fUom one goYeUnmenW Wo anoWheU«in ZhaWeYeU coXnWU\ of Whe ZoUld, Whe goYeUnmenWV pUomoWe 

e[poUWV. HeUe Ze pa\ Wo e[poUW. We haYe Wo pa\«5%.´16 Certified organic producers received 

direct subsidies not for any activities related to the alternative food movement, but for exporting. 

The president of Cereales Orgánicos, Matías, previously worked in areas of the government 

focused on organics and on exporting, which if nothing else, gave him knowledge for how to 

navigate the many relevant areas of the sprawling bureaucracy relevant to organic production 

and export. With Cereales Orgánicos, ³Ze ZoUk ZiWh INTI to develop industrial products in the 

industry, and before we worked a lot with the Ministry of Science and Technology, developing 

neZ pUodXcWV and pUoceVVeV.´17 When Cereales Orgánicos ZanWV Wo ³Vpeak ZiWh Whe SWaWe, Ze go 

ZiWh MAPO«Wo go WogeWheU, \eV, Wo haYe poZeU.´18 While Cereales Orgánicos did not 

experience much of a difference in support between governments with different political 

oUienWaWionV, WheUe did Veem Wo be one conVWanW; AUgenWina¶V 

Agency of International Trade and Investment helps us 
e[poUW«The\ haYe Vhipping conWaineUV foU oUganicV and oUganize 

 
14 ³pUincipalmenWe el YtncXlo con las políticas públicas. Entonces, tiene acuerdos con el Instituto Nacional de 
Tecnología Agropecuaria [INTA], con el INTI que es el de tecnología industrial, tiene acuerdos con la FAUBA que 
es la Universidad de Buenos aires de la parte de agronomía y después tenemos por ley un vínculo con el Ministerio 
de AgUoindXVWUia«lo oUginico en AUgenWina eVWi Uegido poU la le\ 5127´ (MAPO) 
15 ³cualquier exportación siempre fue a través, digamos, de este organismo comercial de como ± es como un ± o sea, 
con este organismo del gobierno.´ (ConVeUYaV OUginicaV) 
16 ³no es que hay cambios de rumbo de un gobierno a otro«en cualquier país del mundo, los gobiernos fomentan las 
e[poUWacioneV. NoVoWUoV aci paUa e[poUWaU. TenemoV qXe pagaU«5%´ (ConVeUYaV OUginicaV) 
17 ³WUabajamoV con el INTI, en deVaUUollo de pUodXcWoV indXVWUialeV, en la indXVWUia, \ anWeV WUabajibamoV mXcho con 
el MiniVWeUio de Ciencia \ Tecnologta, deVaUUollando nXeYoV pUodXcWoV \ pUoceVoV.´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
18 ³hablaU con el EVWado, YamoV con MAPO [MoYimienWo AUgenWino paUa la PUodXcciyn OUginica]«paUa iU jXnWoV, 
Vt, paUa WeneU fXeU]a.´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
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 negotiations, putting together meeting agendas for us. If I want to 

travel to the U.S., they give me a meeting agenda with organic 
companieV«Whe embaVV\ bUingV XV Wo WUade VhoZV. IW¶V YeU\ 
important to us, because we would not be able to go on our own. IW¶V 
YeU\ e[penViYe, iW¶V a loW of ZoUk Wo do a WUade VhoZ«and Whe\ 
develop the internet tools to offer products through the internet, 
things like that.19 
 

When AUgenWina hoVWed Whe G20 VXmmiW, MAPO ZaV eYen able Wo geW ³a VWand in Whe enWUance 

where all Whe pUeVidenWV of all Whe coXnWUieV and Whe UeVW of Whe G20 enWeUed.´20 The VWaWe¶V moVW 

direct support for alternative farmers is exclusive to organic export farmers, who typically 

carried a Vocial poViWion and Vocial neWZoUkV helpfXl foU acceVVing WhaW VXppoUW. AV MAPO¶V 

pUeVidenW VXmmed iW Xp, ³Whinking WhaW \oX can ZoUk in the private sector without the public 

VecWoU iV an eUUoU.´21 

 

Local organics 

Accounting for about two percent of Argentinian organics, farmers selling locally appear to be 

only a tiny group when compared to the large export industry but nevertheless have a serious and 

gUoZing pUeVence in AUgenWina¶V local alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe Vcene. Local organic farmers in the 

Buenos Aires region most typically consisted of export producers seeking a new market for their 

non-perishable organic commodity crops or farmers selling fresh diversified vegetables 

exclusively to the local market. A handful of processors that have developed organic products for 

 
19 ³Agencia de ComeUcio E[WeUioU e InYeUVioneV noV da apo\o paUa e[poUWaU«TUaen conWenedoUeV oUginicoV \ hacen 
rondas de negocios, nos arman agendaV de UeXnioneV. Si \o qXieUo YiajaU a EVWadoV UnidoV«me aUmen Xna agenda 
de UeXnioneV con empUeVaV oUginicaV«la embajada«noV lleYa a laV feUiaV. EV mX\ impoUWanWe paUa noVoWUoV, poUqXe 
no podríamos ir solos. Es muy costoso, es mucho trabajo hacer una feUia«Y ha\ Xn deVaUUollo de heUUamienWaV de 
inWeUneW paUa ofUeceU loV pUodXcWoV poU inWeUneW \ eVaV coVaV.´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
20 ³Xn VWand en la enWUada donde enWUaban WodoV loV pUeVidenWeV de WodoV loV patVeV \ demiV del G20.´ (MAPO) 
21 ³pensar que podéV WUabajaU lo pUiYado Vin lo p~blico eV Xn eUUoU.´ (MAPO) 
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 the local market, like this one that makes tofu, purchased fUom ³pUodXceUV WhaW in geneUal aUe 

100% dedicaWed Wo e[poUW. In facW, I¶m WheiU onl\ local clienW.´22 If some local organic farmers 

were grounded in the organic movement early on, the tendency has been to move toward the 

bXVineVV Vide of WhingV. AV WhiV pUodXceU fUom HXeYoV del Campo e[plained, ³iW began aV a 

coopeUaWiYe«Toda\ iW haV changed inWo a bXVineVV, noZ iW iV a bXVineVV.´23 This is how this 

pUodXceU deVcUibed WheiU WUajecWoU\; ³WhaW Ze haYe achieYed ZaV pXWWing WUadiWional, naWXUal 

pUodXcWion in a commeUcial conWe[W and WhaW ZaV noW fUee, iW Wook a hXge effoUW.´24 Local organic 

farmers were very similar to their export market counterparts in their social networks and 

position.  

Many of the export and local organic farmers organized together through MAPO. MAPO 

was engaged in initiatives to support the growth of the newer local market, such as through an 

organic-only farmers market that moved WhUoXgh Whe paUkV of BXenoV AiUeV¶ ZealWhieVW 

neighborhoods. The sole fresh vegetable farmer at this market was Capital Orgánica ± which also 

aggregated certified organic produce from elsewhere in the country. Capital Orgánica¶V co-

founder explained,  

MAPO brings together organic producers. There are many today 
WhaW aim foU Whe inWeUnaWional maUkeW, Wo e[poUW«Ze aUe giYing a 
hand to anything we can to develop the local market. This farmers 
market, when it emerged, we brought it directly to MAPO to be able 
to use it for the entire organic movement, with the idea of making 
the local market grow.25 

 
22 ³pUodXcWoUeV qXe en geneUal Ve dedican 100% a la e[poUWaciyn. De hecho, \o Vo\ VX ~nico clienWe local.´ (TofX 
Orgánico) 
23 ³empe]y como Xna coopeUaWiYa«Ho\ poU ho\ ha cambiado la empUeVa, ahoUa eV Xna empUeVa.´ (HXeYoV del 
Campo) 
24 ³Lo que logramos fue poner en contexto comercial la producción tradicional, la producción natural y eso no fue 
gUaWXiWo, lleYamoV Xn enoUme eVfXeU]o.´ (HXeYoV del Campo) 
25 ³MAPO congUega a loV pUodXcWoUeV oUginicoV. Ha\ muchos que hoy apuntan al mercado exterior, a la 
e[poUWaciyn«noVoWUoV eVWamoV dando Xna mano en Wodo lo qXe Vea, apo\ando a deVaUUollaU el meUcado local. La 
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But the relationship between local and export organic farmers within MAPO is also sometimes 

WenVe; ³iW iV a delicaWe eqXilibUiXm«Whe WZo endV, e[poUWeU and small producer where you help 

the small producer the exporter gets angry, because the small producer begins to ask for more 

and starts to sell their production here and says, I sell here, pay me what they pay me here and 

you create a problem with the exporWeU.´26 Despite these internal tensions, export and local 

organic farmers relatively frequently interacted with each other, usually through MAPO, but only 

rarely with agroecological farmers. 

Whereas government support for organic exports was clear, local oUganic faUmeUV¶ 

relationships with the government was relatively neutral. Capital Orgánica¶V co-founder 

commenWed in 2017 on Whe UelaWionVhip ZiWh Whe neolibeUal MacUi adminiVWUaWion, ³Ze don¶W haYe 

a UelaWionVhip ZiWh Whe goYeUnmenW, bXW iW¶V noW bad.´27 Shortly after the Kirchnerists regained 

power in 2019, Cereales Orgánicos¶ pUeVidenW ZoUUied, ³The MacUi goYeUnmenW didn¶W giYe XV 

an\ VXppoUW, bXW iW alVo didn¶W geW inYolYed ZiWh agUoecolog\. IW ZaV neXWUal in WhiV UeVpecW. BXW 

now this government [Fernández] has gone back to getting involved with agroecology. It worries 

XV a loW, iW ZoXld affecW XV in Whe local maUkeW, \eV, ma\be a liWWle.´28 He perceived that the 

KiUchneU adminiVWUaWion befoUe MacUi ³began Wo do a loW foU agUoecological agUicXlWXUe´29 and 

 
feria, cuando surgió la feria, la llevamos directamente a MAPO, como para poder hacerla como desde todo el 
moYimienWo de oUginicoV, con la idea de haceU cUeceU el meUcado local.´ (CapiWal OUginica) 
26 ³eV Wodo Xn eqXilibUio mX\ delicado«laV doV pXnWaV, e[poUWadoU \ peqXexo pUodXcWoU donde a\XdiV al peqXexo 
productor exportador se queja, porque el pequeño productor empieza a pedir más y empieza a vender su producción 
paUa aci \ dice, chp, \o Yendo paUa aci, pigame lo qXe me pagan aci \ le geneUiV Xn pUoblema al e[poUWadoU.´ 
(MAPO) 
27 ³no WenemoV Uelaciyn con el gobieUno, peUo no eV mala.´ (CapiWal OUgánica) 
28 ³El gobieUno de MacUi no noV dio ning~n apo\o, peUo Wampoco me]cly lo agUoecolygico, ¢no? Como qXe fXe 
neutral en ese sentido. Pero ahora este gobierno volvió a meter lo agroecológico. Nos preocupa mucho, nos afectaría 
en el mercado interno, sí, qXi]iV Xn poco.´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
29 ³empe]y a habeU mXcho la agUicXlWXUa agUoecolygica´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
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 worried that increased government support for agroecology would give an unfair market 

advantage to local agroecological farmers who already sold food more cheaply than local 

organics in part because they did not have costs associated with organic certification.  

 

Solidarity agroecology 

AgUoecological faUmeUV paUWicipaWing in Whe ³VolidaUiW\ econom\´ moYemenW conWUaVWed VhaUpl\ 

with both export and local organic farmers. The solidarity economy markets and organizations 

utilized discourses that were explicitly anti-capitalist and focused on food sovereignty, collective 

oUgani]ing, and peaVanWV¶ moYemenWV. SolidaUiW\ and Xnioni]ed agUoecological faUmeUV ZeUe Whe 

most likely of any in this study to live in poverty, come from a subsistence farming background, 

and have worked as hired labor (versus owner) on conventional farms. There were three 

solidarity economy markets in the city of Buenos Aires, all of which were indoors. One 

solidarity agroecological farmer summed up why consumers liked WheVe maUkeWV; ³BecaXVe Whe\ 

see the difference that there is between conventional vegetables and natural vegetables. They 

noWice and Va\, on Wop of WhaW«loZeU coVW Whan Whe oWheUV WhaW aUe Velling mXch moUe 

expensively. Many people WhaW come Wo XV commenW on WhaW.´30 Argentina also has about another 

150 farmers markets similar to the solidarity economy markets, called ferias francas, which 

emerged as a small-scale farmer reaction to the onslaught of neoliberalism in the early 1990s, but 

these markets were moVWl\ locaWed oXWVide of WhiV VWXd\¶V focXV on Whe BXenoV AiUeV metropolitan 

foodshed (Leslie 2017a). Solidarity agroecological farmers mostly grew diversified vegetables 

 
30 ³PoUqXe Yen la difeUencia qXe ha\ enWUe laV YeUdXUaV comXneV con laV YeUdXUaV naWXUaleV. Se dan cXenWa \ dicen, 
no, \ apaUWe«menoV YaloU qXe los otros, que están vendiendo mucho más caro. Mucha gente que nos vienen a 
comenWaU eVo.´ (LXcta) 
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 and sometimes raised chickens on small plots of land. They may have had family or hired help, 

but the farm-level decision makers spent most of their days doing physical labor, unlike many 

organic farm managers. And whereas most organic farmers I spoke with had a primary goal of 

business growth, solidarity agroecological faUmeUV ofWen ³don¶W ZanW Wo gUoZ be\ond a ceUWain 

poinW,´31 as a solidarity economy market organizer characterized it.   

Solidarity agroecological farmers were often organized in local organizations like Quinta 

Solidaridad. While Quinta Solidaridad has a unique past, solidarity agroecological organizations 

were often similar in their histories of being responses to the 1976-1983 dictatorship, 

neoliberalism of the 1980s and 1990s, and/or the 2001 economic crash. A Quinta Solidaridad 

organizer recalled, ³iW ZaV boUn aW Whe end of Whe 1980V, like Vo man\ Vocial oUgani]aWionV, afWeU 

Whe UeWXUn Wo democUac\, Wo ZoUk on UecXpeUaWing UighWV Wo do ZiWh Whe Wopic of hoXVing«a plan 

foU liWeUac\«and When came an aUea foU Zomen, WheUe ZaV an aUea foU Whe coopeUative movement, 

WheUe ZaV an aUea UelaWed Wo Whe UXUal.´32 Then, as neoliberal policies were spreading rapidly 

WhUoXgh AUgenWina in ³Whe 1990V, neolibeUaliVm cXW a loW, inclXding WhaW Vocial ZoUk´33 Quinta 

Solidaridad began to work in agUoecolog\, eYen WhoXgh ³none of XV came fUom agUoecolog\.´34 

Quinta Solidaridad bUoXghW iWV oUgani]eU¶V Vocial moYemenW e[peUienceV Wo WheiU cXUUenW ZoUk in 

agroecology, which they saw as part of a broader scope of social and environmental change they 

worked Wo enacW. ³We aUe pXblic commXnicaWoUV, edXcaWoUV, Ze ZoUk ZiWh Whe commXniW\«Whe 

 
31 ³no qXieUen cUeceU miV alli de cieUWo pXnWo´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
32 ³nace a fineV de loV 80, como WanWaV oUgani]acioneV VocialeV, de YXelWa a la democracia, trabajar el tema digamos 
de UecXpeUaciyn de deUechoV qXe Wenta qXe YeU con el Wema de la YiYienda«Xn plan de alfabeWi]aciyn« \ deVpXpV, 
bXeno, Yiene Xn iUea de la mXjeU, habta Xna iUea de coopeUaWiYiVmo, habta Xn iUea Uelacionada a lo UXUal´ (Quinta 
Solidaridad) 
33 ³loV 90, el neolibeUaliVmo como qXe coUWy mXcho e inclXViYo eVe WUabajo Vocial´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
34 ³ningXno de noVoWUoV Yenta de la agUoecologta´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
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 pUogUam iV, fiUVW, ZoUk on VWUXcWXUeV UelaWed Wo agUoecolog\, appUopUiaWe WechnologieV, WheUe¶V a 

Wopic aboXW defoUeVWaWion, WheUe¶V a commXniW\ cenWeU ZiWhin a joinW pUogram with local residents, 

Ze haYe a hoXVe foU VeedV.´35 Solidarity agroecological farmers had few social ties with other 

types of alternative farmers, except when they purchased certified organic produce to sell at 

solidarity economy markets for items the\ coXld noW gUoZ locall\; ³Whe appleV and peaUV, Ze 

have another producer¶V. ThaW comeV ZiWh Whe ceUWificaWion.´36 While solidarity agroecological 

faUmeUV aUe locall\ focXVed, Vome aUe oUgani]ed inWeUnaWionall\, VXch aV WhUoXgh ³Whe LaWin 

American agroecology movement, MAELA, and with MAELA we have, every once in a while, 

assemblies, meetings, fairs, and [we also work on] questions related to commercialization and 

pUodXcWion.´37 MAELA and MAPO are both geared internationally, but whereas MAPO is 

largely a trade association that advertises the organic brand to middle- and upper-class 

consumers, solidarity agroecological organizations are focused on improving the livelihoods of 

farmers who use agroecological practices as a strategy for climbing out of poverty and to access 

agroecological food themselves.  

SolidaUiW\ agUoecological faUmeUV¶ cloVeVW inWeUacWionV ZiWh Whe VWaWe ZeUe WhUoXgh UXUal 

development programs aimed at improving small-Vcale faUmeUV¶ liYelihoodV. One of WheVe 

farmers, Sofía, helped organize the Feria de las Semillas at the provincial level, and after they 

 
35 ³NoVoWUoV VomoV comXnicadoUeV popXlaUeV, edXcadoUeV, WUabajamoV con la comXnidad«el pUogUama Wiene, 
primero, trabajo de conformación en relación a la agroecología, tecnologías apropiadas, hay un tema de 
deforestación, hay un centro comunitario dentro del programa que está articulado con vecinos de la zona, tenemos 
una caVa de la Vemilla´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
36 ³laV man]anaV \ peUaV, WenemoV oWUo pUodXcWoU. EVo Yiene con ceUWificaciyn´ (LXcta) 
37 ³el moYimienWo agUoecolygico LaWinoameUicano, MAELA, \ con MAELA WenemoV a cada WanWo aVambleaV, 
encuentros, ferias y también Xna de laV cXeVWioneV«aceUca de la comeUciali]aciyn \ la pUodXcciyn´ (QXinWa 
Solidaridad) 
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 inYiWed PUeVidenW CUiVWina KiUchneU, ³CUiVWina ZenW, and Vhe loYed iW, Vo Vhe naWionali]ed iW.´38 In 

WhoVe \eaUV man\ VolidaUiW\ econom\ faUmeUV alVo UeceiYed fUee VeedV fUom PUohXeUWa, ³a 

program of public policies that promotes agroecological productive practices for self-sufficiency, 

nutritional education, the promotion of fairs and alternative markets with a focus on including 

famil\ faUmeUV´39 (INTA 2011). But when President Macri took over in 2015, Sofía lamented 

hoZ Whe goYeUnmenW cancelled Whe FeUia de laV SemillaV ³and Whe\ alVo Wook aZa\ PUohXeUWa. 

The\ don¶W giYe XV VeedV an\moUe.´40 SolidaUiW\ agUoecological faUmeUV¶ moVW diUecW 

relationships with the state were through rural development and anti-poverty programs, in 

conWUaVW Wo oUganic faUmeUV¶ moVW diUecW UelaWionVhip ZiWh Whe VWaWe being VXppoUW foU e[poUWing. 

 

Unionized agroecology 

The newest player in Argentinian agroecology is also quickly becoming the largest. The UTT 

(Unión de Trabajadores de la Tierra ± Land Workers Union) is a conventional farm labor union 

that in Buenos Aires alone has 54 bases, each consisting of 50-300 (conYenWional) faUmeUV. ³90 

percent are vegetable and fruit farmers, and the families, on average, renW 1 Wo 3 hecWaUeV«iW¶V 

rare that one of our partners has more than three hectares [seven acres],´41 according to Paula, 

the coordinator of the new branch of the UTT focused on agroecology, called the Consultorio 

Técnico Popular. They claim to have about 250 families who are growing agroecologically on 

 
38 ³CUiVWina fXe, \ le encanWy, enWonceV la nacionali]y ella.´ (Softa) 
39 ³un programa de políticas públicas que promueve las prácticas productivas agroecológicas para el 
autoabastecimiento, la educación alimentaria, la promoción de ferias y mercados alternativos con una mirada 
inclXViYa de laV familiaV pUodXcWoUaV.´ (INTA 2011; translated by the author) 
40 ³\ PUohXeUWa Wambipn la VacaUon, no noV dan miV laV VemillaV.´ (Sofía) 
41 ³90% Von hoUWicXlWoUeV, \ laV familiaV, en pUomedio, alqXilan de 1 a 3 hecWiUeaV«eV UaUo el compaxeUo qXe Wiene 
miV de 3 hecWiUeaV,´ (UTT) 
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 about 300 hectares (741 acres) (UTT 2020). Between 2017 and 2019, the UTT opened five 

indoor agroecological stores, a distribution center, and coordinates everything from teaching 

farmers how to transition to agroecology to organizing the entire food supply chain from farm to 

market. Largely of Bolivian and Indigenous descent, unionized agroecological farmers typically 

came from a similar social position as solidarity agroecological farmers. 

Unionized and solidarity agroecological farmers rarely networked with each other or 

other alternative farmer groups, however. Unionized agroecological farmers were part of the 

UTT labor union before they converted from conventional to agroecological farming, and their 

organizational networks have so far remained most closely tied to the UTT and its focus on 

labor, rather than with existing agroecological organizations. On the other hand, the UTT is so 

expansive in its numbers and programming that there was extensive networking across sectors 

ZiWhin Whe oUgani]aWion. FoU e[ample, ³\oX haYe Whe AUea of PUeVV and CommXnicaWion, Zho aUe 

Whe paUWneUV in chaUge of, moUe Whan an\Whing elVe, diffXVion WhUoXgh Whe neWZoUkV«Then \oX 

have the Area of Commerciali]aWion:´42 the area focused on agroecological food stores. In 

addiWion Wo oWheU Vocial pUogUamming, ³\oX haYe Whe SecUeWaU\ of GendeU, Zho aUe Whe paUWneUV 

that work with cases of domestic violence or violence against women, and they also give 

workshops, Ve[Xal edXcaWion.´43 While UTT farmers had relatively little interaction with other 

alternative agriculture subgroups, it had strong networks across sectors of the broader umbrella 

organization.  

 
42 ³WieneV el ÈUea de PUenVa \ ComXnicaciyn, qXe Von loV compaxeUoV qXe Ve encaUgan de, miV qXe nada, de difXViyn 
de UedeV«DeVpXpV WieneV el ÈUea de ComeUciali]aciyn´ (UTT) 
43 ³WieneV la SecUeWaUta de GpneUo, qXe Von compaxeUaV qXe WUabajan en caVoV de Yiolencia familiaU o Yiolencia hacia 
laV compaxeUaV, \ Wambipn dan WalleUeV, edXcaciyn Ve[Xal´ (UTT) 
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 Unionized agroecological farmers had a general sentiment similar to solidarity 

agroecological farmers that the neoliberal Macri administration did little for agroecological 

agriculture like theirs. As Paula pXW iW, ³Zhen \oX pUeVenW a pUojecW, [Whe VWaWe] doeVn¶W VXppoUW iW 

because, well, it was Macri, and what he does the least is support this sector. The big sectors are 

moUe oU leVV impoUWanW Wo Whem, bXW Whe Vmall VecWoU iV alZa\V inYiVibili]ed.´44 Paula, like many 

unionized and solidarity agroecological farmers, had more hope for the returning Kirchnerist 

adminiVWUaWion; ³iW¶V pUojecWed WhaW iW¶V going Wo haYe a change...iW¶V ZanWing Wo pUomoWe 

agUoecolog\ Wo Whe naWional leYel aV VWaWe polic\.´45 But Paula was also cautious about how these 

hopeV ZoXld pla\ oXW in pUacWice; ³BecaXVe, Zell, one Whing iV ZhaW Whey tell you, another thing is 

what they begin to do. For now, there is not active participation, nor economic help or anything 

else. You can, more or less, geW Vome Vmall pUojecW, bXW noW moUe Whan WhaW.´46 More than any 

other alternative agriculture group, the UTT utilized direct protests against the state to push its 

agenda. Under Macri, it would regularly shut down downtown Buenos Aires through a massive 

protest called a verdurazo, with farmers selling vegetables from tractors in the city streets so 

cheaply that enormous crowds would flock to downtown; a strategy to draw attention to how 

little farmers actually earn from each vegetable they grow. While this was an action of the 

broader UTT ± rather than its own subgroup of agroecological farmers ± it speaks to the 

oUgani]aWion¶V pUioUiWi]aWion of laboU UighWV and ZillingneVV and abiliW\ Wo XWili]e diUecW acWion Wo 

 
44 ³cXando YoV le pUeVenWabaV Xn pUo\ecWo, no lo apo\an poUqXe, bXeno, eVWaba Macri, también, y lo que menos hace 
eV apo\aU a eVWe VecWoU. PoU aht Vt le impoUWan loV VecWoUeV gUandeV, peUo el VecWoU chico ViempUe eVWi inYiVibili]ado.´ 
(UTT) 
45 ³Ve pUo\ecWa Vt qXe Ya a habeU Xn cambio«eVWi qXeUiendo pUomocionaU la agUoecologta a niYel nacional como 
poltWica de eVWado.´ (UTT) 
46 Pero, bueno, una cosa es que ellos te lo digan, otra cosa es que la empiecen a ejecutar. Por ahora, no hay 
participación activa, tampoco apoyo ya sea económico o de cualquier otra cosa. Por ahí, les sacás algún proyecto 
chiquito, pero más de eso no. (UTT) 
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 geW Whe VWaWe¶V aWWenWion. AW Whe Vame Wime, Whe UTT ZaV Zilling Wo ZoUk ZiWh Whe VWaWe, Zhen iW 

demonstrated effort to support its values.  

 

Extensive agroecology 

Whereas unionized agroecological farmers came to agroecology from raising conventional 

vegetables with hand labor on small, rented plots, extensive agroecological farmers typically 

came to agroecology from raising conventional grain and oilseed crops with machines on vast 

landholdings they acquired through familial or personal wealth. With access to large amounts of 

land, they focused on mechanizable crops like corn, soy, and sunflower as well as dairy or beef 

(fed with a mix of pasture and grains). Similar to organic farmers, extensive agroecological 

fameUV ZeUe VWUongl\ diVillXVioned ZiWh Whe XVe of agUochemicalV; ³WhUoZing gl\phoVaWe, \oX kill 

eYeU\Whing.´47 Extensive agroecological farmers tended to come from similar social positions as 

the export and local organic farmers and similarly primarily held managerial (rather than 

physical labor) roles.  

Extensive agroecological farmers were highly influenced by the agronomist Eduardo 

Cerdá, who had an active public presence in workshops, interviews, and networking in 

government and agricultural organizations. These farmers often looked to the 650-hectare (1,606 

acre) farm La Aurora as a model, which Cerdá began helping transition to agroecology in 1997 

and has since been selected as a model for agroecology by the UniWed NaWionV¶ FAO (FAO 

2016). There was some tension between extensive agroecological farmers and organic farmers, 

because they had similar goals of scaling up production without using agrochemicals, but 

 
47 ³tiro el glifosato, matás todo.´ (QXeVo del Campo) 
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 extensive agroecological farmers did not have to comply with the organic certification standards. 

Extensive agroecological farmers had few interactions with solidarity or unionized 

agroecological farmers, but did sell products in their stores. They sometimes overlapped with 

biodynamic agroecological farmers.  

Cerdá also helped create RENAMA (Red Nacional de Municipios y Comunidades que 

Fomentan la Agroecología ± National Network of Municipalities and Communities that Promote 

Agroecology). In 2020, the Fernández administration appointed Cerdá director of a new office of 

agroecology (Mazzoleni 2020).48 While there have been longstanding efforts in Argentina to 

institutionalize support for agroecological producers in government (Leslie 2017a), explicitly 

using the term agroecology in a national-level office is new. The previous Kirchnerist 

administrations (2003-2015) pUefeUUed Whe WiWle ³famil\ agUicXlWXUe´ (Zhich focXVed on Vcale of 

production more than production practices). 

 

Biodynamic agroecology 

Biodynamic agriculture falls under the umbrella of agroecology thanks to its focus on promoting 

ecological processes like living soils, but it has a particular history, belief system, and associated 

social networks. Biodynamic agriculture is the brainchild of Rudolf Steiner, the Austrian 

philosopher who also spawned Waldorf education and Anthroposophy spirituality. Some 

biodynamic farmers follow the spiritual beliefs of Anthroposophy and strictly adhere to planting 

VchedXleV of Whe aVWUologic biod\namic calendaU. FoU MaUta, Zho UXnV a Vmall ³agUoecological 

and biod\namic´49 YegeWable faUm, ³FoU me iW VeemV WhaW biod\namicV iV a Za\ of life and a 

 
48 Dirección de Agroecología, Ministerio de Agricultura, Ganadería y Pesca de la Nación 
49 ³agUoecolygica \ biodinimica´ (MaUta) 
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 philosophy. And iW VeemV Wo me WhaW biod\namicV inWegUaWe Whe VoXl in Whe pUodXcWion«iW¶V 

inWegUaWiYe«Whe hXman being, Whe animal, Whe YegeWable«iW VeemV like iW inWegUaWeV feeling ZiWh 

WhoXghW.´50 Other biodynamic farmers closely follow the scientifically grounded agroecological 

practices of biodynamics but the spiritual side only loosely, if at all. For instance, a farmer in the 

biodynamic dairy cooperative Tambo Holístico explained that cooperative members follow the 

VpiUiWXal Vide ³moUe oU leVV, in UealiW\ man\ don¶t know what it is. The worker cooperative is 

open Wo bUinging in neZ people.´51 Biodynamic farms were highly diversified, often with mixed 

vegetable, fruit, and integrated animal systems (especially cow manure, a key element of 

biod\namicV¶ feUWiliW\ and VpiUiWXal V\VWem). Biod\namic faUmeUV Wended Wo come fUom ZealWhieU 

socioeconomic positions than solidarity and unionized agroecological farmers. However, the 

most established biodynamic farms derived their capital not from personal or family wealth (as 

with the organic and extensive agroecological farmers), but through Waldorf and Anthroposophy 

community sponsors.  

The social networks of biodynamic farmers tended to be much more associated with 

other biodynamic farmers, the Anthroposophy community, and Waldorf schools than with other 

agroecological or organic agricultural networks. Whereas I observed many agroecological 

farmers looking to the biodynamic calendar or workshops as a model, I only observed 

biodynamic farmers actively building ties in the solidarity or unionized agroecology circles when 

they were selling biodynamic food in agroecological markets. Biodynamic farmers shared a 

 
50 ³PaUa mi me paUece qXe la biodinámica es como una forma de vida y una filosofía, viste? Y me parece que la 
biodinimica inWegUa el alma en la pUodXcciyn«EV inWegUadoU« el VeU hXmano, el animal, el YegeWal«paUece qXe 
inWegUa el VenWiU con el penVaU.´ (MaUta) 
51 ³miV o menoV, en Uealidad muchos no saben ni lo que es. La cooperativa de trabajo está abierta para el ingreso de 
nXeYaV peUVonaV.´ (Tambo HoltVWico) 
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 similar vision of the ecological side of agriculture with the other agroecological farmers, but 

other agroecological farmers did not share the spiritual orientation of many biodynamic farmers. 

It was less of a leap for biodynamic farmers to build social ties with the organic community than 

it was for solidarity and unionized agroecological farmers to because they did not share the 

critique of capitalism and focus on social change beyond the local. Tambo Holístico¶V faUmeU 

continued,  

LinkV ZiWh oWheU oUganic oUgani]aWionV: WiWh MAPO WheUe¶V a 
UelaWionVhip, Whe\ come Wo YiViW Whe faUm«We haYe WhingV ZiWh oWheU 
pUodXceUV«WheUe iV a commeUcial UelaWionVhip«The\ aUe noW 
always organic, the organic certification is just emerging, for many 
of them they are in the process or they are agroecological.52  
 

Be\ond paUWneUVhipV WhaW one e[WenViYe agUoecological faUmeU called ³commeUcial and YeU\ 

fUiendl\,´53 biodynamic farmers were more likely to build agricultural social networks with other 

biodynamic farmers internationally rather than with organic or agroecological farmers in 

AUgenWina. WheWheU foU VcienWific oU VpiUiWXal UeaVonV, biod\namic faUmeUV¶ ecological pUacWiceV 

were rigorous, so networks between Tambo Holístico¶V coopeUaWiYe neWZoUkV ³haYe a YeU\ 

compleWe link becaXVe of ZhaW iW WakeV Wo do agUicXlWXUe like WhiV.´54 

Biodynamic farmers had some of the fewest direct relationships with the state. Few in the 

Buenos Aires region were exporters, so did not interface with the state for biodynamic or organic 

certification. Unlike unionized and solidarity agroecology, they rarely attached systemic critiques 

around issues like labor and gender to their work, and did not actively engage in protest politics. 

 
52 ³VtncXloV con oWUaV oUgani]acioneV de oUginicoV: Con el MAPO ha\ Xna Uelaciyn, eVWin poU YiViWaU el 
campo«TenemoV coVaV con oWUoV pUodXcWoUeV«Ha\ Xn YtncXlo comeUcial«No ViempUe Von oUginicoV, lo oUginico 
ceUWificado eV incipienWe, en mXchoV eV como elloV, eVWin en pUoceVo o Von agUoecolygicoV.´ (Tambo HoltVWico) 
53 ³ComeUcial \ mX\ amiVWoVo´ (HXeYoV del Campo) 
54 ³EV Xn YtncXlo mX\ compleWo poUqXe Wiene qXe haceU agUicXlWXUa de eVWe Wipo.´ (Tambo HoltVWico) 
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 Like solidarity agroecological farmers, some of the smallest biodynamic farms received support 

through rural development programs like Cambio Rural, but that was rare. Tambo Holístico had 

applied for loans through the Ministry of Production, Ministry of Agribusiness, and the National 

Bank, but they were largely unsuccessful. Overall, biodynamic farmers had relatively minimal 

interaction with the state. 

While there was variation within each subgroup of alternative farmers, Table 1 

VXmmaUi]eV paWWeUnV acUoVV VXbgUoXpV. SXbgUoXpV¶ economic and social networks correlated 

with their scale, primary crops, and common pathways into agriculture:  

 

Table 1: Subgroups of Argentinian alternative farmers 

Subgroup Scale Primary crops Common pathways into agriculture 

Export 
organics 

Large Grains, oilseeds, meat, dairy x Conventional farm owner 
x Business, economics, or agricultural 

engineering degrees 

Local 
organics 

Medium Vegetables, fruits x Conventional farm owner 
x Business, economics, or agricultural 

engineering degrees 

Extensive 
agroecology 

Large Grains, oilseeds, meat, dairy x Conventional farm owner 
x Agricultural engineering degrees 

Biodynamic 
agroecology 

Medium Vegetables, fruits, dairy x Variable 
x University career 
x Exposure to teachings of Rudolf Steiner 

Unionized 
agroecology 

Small Vegetables x Conventional farm worker 
x Labor union organizing 

Solidarity 
agroecology 

Small Vegetables, poultry x Subsistence agriculture 
x Conventional farm worker 
x Solidarity economy movement organizing 
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 As discussed above, there were also clear patterns between subgroups according to their social 

identities, relationship with the state, and ultimately, relative power to enact their goals. As the 

next section unpacks, these patterns also correlated with subgUoXpV¶ appUoacheV Wo food VecXUiW\.  

 

Market to socially embedded food supply chains and approaches to food security 

Export organic farmers saw corporate market-based strategies as the only viable way of 

delivering alternative food to consumers. Whereas solidarity and unionized agroecological 

farmers often spoke about organics as capitalist businesses, Cereales Orgánicos¶ president 

believed that their corporate global trade approach was simply grounded in realism. Cereales 

Orgánicos¶ president was aware of the politicized perspectives on organics and commented, 

³agUoecological agUicXlWXUe iV a liWWle aVVociaWed ZiWh lefWiVW ideolog\. So WhaW µoUganic iV capiWaliVW 

and agUoecolog\ [iV] VocialiVW.¶´55 Solidarity and unionized agroecological farmers indeed did 

tend to speak about organic farmers in this dualistic language, and vice versa. Biodynamic and 

extensive agroecological farmers, coming from a more middle ground on the market to socially 

embedded food insecurity continuum, tended to talk about the other subgroups with more 

measured language. 

Yet while solidarity and unionized agroecological farmers usually had a somewhat 

oYeUVimplified YieZ of oUganic faUmeUV¶ poliWical poViWionV and Vocial moYemenW engagemenW, 

most organic farmers I spoke with drastically misperceived solidarity and unionized farmers. 

Cereales Orgánicos¶ pUeVidenW WhoXghW WhaW agUoecological faUmeUV Vimpl\ ³don¶W ZanW Wo folloZ 

 
55 ³la agUicXlWXUa agUoecolygica eVWi Xn poco Uelacionada con la ideologta de i]qXieUda. La qXe, µloV oUginicoV Von 
capitalistas y los agroecológicos somos socialiVWaV.¶´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
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 VWandaUdV. BecaXVe folloZing VWandaUdV iV Wo Wie \oXUVelf Wo a capiWaliVW ceUWificaWion bXVineVV.´56 

Agroecology, in his view,  

Is to spend a ton of money thinking that it helps poor people or poor 
farmers, and what help is it going to give them? Are they going to 
have an agroecological market where they can sell their products? 
Well, WhaW¶V fine. Ma\be Whe\ do WhaW, bXW hoZ aUe Ze going Wo 
transport a potato from Jujuy to the market in Córdoba or Buenos 
Aires? They are the biggest ciWieV in AUgenWina. So Whe\¶ll haYe Wo 
VXppoUW WUade, and WhaW¶V ZhaW people on Whe lefW don¶W like Wo do.57  
 

Yet this perspective that agroecological farmers are ideologically against participating in markets 

and following standards does not align with agUoecological faUmeUV¶ UealiW\ oU Velf-perceptions. 

In contrast to Cereales Orgánicos¶ perspective on agroecology, in the second half of the 2010s 

the UTT vertically integrated agroecological food supply chains to supply their own 

agroecological food stores in the city of Buenos Aires. They have a new part of the organization 

dedicated to commercialization.58 In contrast to Cereales Orgánicos¶ perspective about 

agroecologists resisting long distance trade when it is necessary, at the time of this research the 

UTT was organizing nuclei of UTT agroecological farmers in different parts of Argentina to 

work together to supply each other with products that cannot feasibly be grown locally. 

Solidarity agroecological farmers similarly established their own food stores in the city, and like 

the UTT farmers, sell certified organic, biodynamic, and extensive agroecological products 

grown far away for anything they could not do themselves, but only as a second resort.  

 
56 ³no qXieUen cXmpliU noUmaV. PoUqXe cXmpliU noUmaV eV, eVWe, aWaUVe a Xna empUeVa ceUWificadoUa, capiWaliVWa.´ 
(Cereales Orgánicos) 
57 ³EV gaVWaU Xn monWyn de dineUo penVando en a\XdaU a genWe pobUe o a agUicXlWoUeV pobUeV, y ¿cuál es la ayuda que 
les van a dar? ¿Les van a hacer un mercado agroecológico donde puedan vender todos sus productos? Bueno, está 
bueno. Capaz que si hacen eso, pero ¿cómo vamos a transportar la papa de Jujuy al mercado de Córdoba, Buenos 
Aires? Son las ciudades más grandes de Argentina. Entonces, tendría que tener un respaldo comercial, y eso es lo 
qXe a la genWe de i]qXieUda no le gXVWa.´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
58 ³ÈUea de ComeUciali]aciyn´ (UTT) 
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 SolidaUiW\ and Xnioni]ed agUoecological faUmeUV¶ conception of food sovereignty was not 

one of purist localism, but rather one of pragmatic organization of labor and food supply chains 

that honor the main principles of food sovereignty while meeting the biophysical and economic 

realities of their context. Unionized and solidarity agroecological approaches to food supply 

chain governance were akin to corporate vertical integration strategies in the sense that they all 

sought to extend power along the entire food supply chain, but they differed in how they wanted 

to exert that power for market to socially embedded goals.  

Local organic farmers complicate a dualistic portrayal of organics aligning with corporate 

global trade versus agroecological food sovereignty because selling organic food to Argentinians 

may mean they prioritize the social value of food sovereignty more than the organic farmers who 

export. Yet despite selling food to the arguably underserved Argentinian organic market, these 

farmers were driven to sell locally not necessarily from a socially embedded focus on food 

sovereignty, but because they saw local sales as a new market opportunity. Unlike farmers who 

exclusively exported, local organic farmers did prioritize working to enable Argentinians to 

access agrochemical-free food that Argentina is famous for growing but Argentinians rarely get 

to enjoy. However, these farmers did not go so far as to critique which Argentinians could afford 

Wo enjo\ local oUganic food, inVWead ofWen maUkeWing Wo goXUmeW poinWV of Vale oU ³in Whe big 

VXpeUmaUkeWV´59 that in Argentina are far more expensive than the many local verdulerías. 

Consequently, these farmers sell to the wealthiest Argentinians without an accompanied critique 

of that as a problem, let alone a critique of the broader neoliberal capitalist food system.  

 
59 ³en loV VXpeUmeUcadoV gUandeV´ (Campo OUginico) 
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 Instead, the very design of the organic certification is to garner a price premium and to 

grow as businesses. Mateo of Capital Orgánica ± a prominent local organic farm and aggregator 

that has been selling organics primarily through home delivery since the early 2000s ± saw that 

Whe demand foU oUganicV like in Whe ³UniWed SWaWeV haYe a YeU\, YeU\ big gUoZWh UaWe, 

e[ponenWial.´60 When I asked Mateo about his vision for the future of Capital Orgánica, he 

UeVponded, ³Whe objecWiYe iV Wo conWinXe gUoZing, conVolidaWing oXUVelYeV in Whe local maUkeW.´61 

For Mateo, if it made sense business-wise, growth could continue throughout the country and 

eYen Wo Whe e[poUW maUkeW: ³If one da\ Ze can aUUiYe Wo Whe poinW of VXppl\ing Whe UeVW of Whe 

coXnWU\¶V pUoYinceV, iW ZoXld be a pleaVXUe. And, Zell, Ze don¶W Wake oXU e\eV off oXU pUepaUed 

and packaged products to be able to also offer them to the internaWional maUkeW.´62  

Whereas the food sovereignty perspective focuses on local markets as part of a package 

of practices dedicated to local democratic governance of food supply chains, most local organic 

farmers saw local markets as a business opportunity, and they were not fundamentally opposed 

to consolidation of corporate control of food supply chains. For Provincia Orgánica, an organic 

vegetable farm like Capital Orgánica bXW focXVed on ZholeVale UaWheU Whan diUecW ValeV, ³deciding 

to export means having much more land in a single product and no longer supplying our clients 

heUe.´63 This local organic farmer rejected the monocropping approach of export organic farmers 

because of their ecological values of (agro)biodiversity, but did not resist the corporate approach 

 
60 ³EVWadoV UnidoV Wiene Xn cUecimienWo mX\, mX\ gUande, e[ponencial.´ (CapiWal OUginica) 
61 ³el objeWiYo eV VegXiU cUeciendo, conVolidindonoV en el meUcado local.´ (CapiWal OUginica) 
62 ³Si en alg~n momenWo podemoV llegaU a apXnWaU a abaVWeceU Wambipn el UeVWo de las provincias del país, sería un 
placer. Y, bueno, no quitamos la mirada con lo que es productos elaborados y envasados, también poder ofrecerlos 
al meUcado e[WeUno.´ (CapiWal OUginica) 
63 ³decidiU e[poUWaU Vignifica haceU mXcha miV VXpeUficie de Xn Volo pUoducto y dejar de abastecer a nuestros clientes 
aci.´ (PUoYincia OUginica) 
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 and sold locally through corporate chains like Carrefour, Disco, and Walmart. Capital Orgánica¶V 

business model relied on consolidating a diversity of organic food from producers around 

Argentina under its own brand. Mateo e[plained, ³Ze VWUeVV that all of the products that we sell 

caUU\ oXU bUand. IW¶V noW oXU idea Wo be a diVWUibXWoU, UighW?, an adYeUWiVeU. Reall\, Ze WU\ Wo gUoZ 

[Capital Orgánica] aV a bXVineVV, aV a bUand.´64 As this producer from Huevos del Campo put it, 

³Ze offeU a diffeUenWiaWed pUodXcW WhaW began Wo Vell in Whe maUkeW WhaW haV mone\«\oX haYe Wo 

pa\ Whe billV«pUomiVe me Wo pa\ a diffeUenWiaWed pUice oU Vome foUm of ZoUk oU a beWWeU pUodXcW 

WhaW offeUV a beWWeU UealiW\, bXW I am noW Whe pUomoWeU of happineVV.´65 These farmers were not 

oppoVed Wo coUpoUaWe conWUol oYeU alWeUnaWiYe food in AUgenWina, Zhich ZaV incUeaVing; ³TheUe 

aUe a nXmbeU of big companieV WhaW aUe ZanWing Wo do oUganicV heUe, like CaUUefoXU«NeVWlp iV 

developing organic dairy barns. Unilever is wanting to geW a facWoU\ in AUgenWina.´66 

Organic farmers signaled their market-based approaches to food security through their 

perspectives that agrochemical-free food access must come through consumer choice and 

education. Provincia Orgánica¶V faUmeU commenWed,  

every person makes the decision that they want to make, if they want 
to decide to top a salad with pesticides, if they want to eat 
agroecological food, or if they want another type of food with more 
conWUol, Ze¶d Va\, a moUe conWUolled conVXmpWion iV oUganic. BXW Whe 
people have to know the whole story, they have to know what the 
differences are to be able to choose and to really know what it is that 
Whe\¶Ue conVXming.67 

 
64 ³hacemoV mXcho hincapip en qXe WodoV loV pUodXcWoV qXe noVoWUoV comeUciali]amoV lleYan nXeVWUa maUca. No eV 
que nuestra idea es ser un distribuidor, ¿verdad?, un comercializador. Realmente, tratamos de hacer crecer a [Capital 
OUginica] como empUeVa, como maUca.´ (CapiWal OUginica) 
65 ³le dimoV Xn pUodXcWo difeUenciado qXe Ve empe]y a YendeU en el meUcado qXe Wiene dineUo«ha\ qXe pagaU laV 
cXenWaV«compUomeWeUme a pagaU el pUecio diferencial o alguna forma de trabajar o un producto mejor para que 
Wenga Xna Uealidad mejoU, peUo \o no Vo\ el pUomoWoU de la felicidad.´ (HXeYoV del Campo) 
66 ³Ha\ YaUiaV empUeVaV gUandeV qXe eVWin qXeUiendo haceU oUginicoV aqXt, como CaUUefoXU«NeVWlp eVWá 
deVaUUollando WamboV oUginicoV. UnileYeU eVWi qXeUiendo VacaU Xna fibUica en AUgenWina.´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
67 ³cada Xno Wome la deciViyn qXe qXieUa, Vi qXieUe, como decimoV condimenWaU la enValada con peVWicidaV, Vi qXieUe 
comer agroecológico o quiere otro tipo más de control, digamos, un control más que es consumido orgánico. Pero la 
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Organic farmers like this one perceived that the route to expanding alternative agriculture was 

teaching consumers the benefits of organics so that they would choose them, despite the higher 

pUice; ³if Vomeone Zho pUodXceV agUoecological food VellV, foU inVWance, a bag foU 200 peVoV, I 

can¶W Vell iW foU 200 peVoV, Zh\?, becaXVe I haYe a laboU coVW, I haYe a ceUWificaWion cost; so I have 

Wo Vell iW aW a higheU pUice.´68  

Yet the market-based consumer education and choice model of food security does not 

account for the realities of the economic constraints of poverty. It was a core goal for solidarity 

and unionized agroecological farmers to make their food as affordable as possible. As solidarity 

agroecological farmer Lucía e[plained, ³if Ze had WhaW ceUWificaWion, Ze coXld noW Vell aW Whe pUice 

Ze aUe Velling aW heUe. We aUe Velling mXch moUe ine[penViYel\.´69 Many of these farmers did 

not just try to price food affordably, but they did so by cooperating and deciding prices 

collecWiYel\ ³beWZeen all of Whe paUWneUV.´70 For solidarity and unionized agroecological farmers, 

food sovereignty was not just about making food accessible to all, but also meant having a 

democratic process for making decisions about how exactly that was going to happen.  

SolidaUiW\ and Xnioni]ed agUoecological faUmeUV¶ peUVpecWiYeV on food VecXUiW\ and 

poverty were likely influenced by the fact that so many of them experienced poverty themselves. 

Sofía¶V enWU\ inWo VolidaUiW\ agUoecological faUming began ZiWh gaUdening Wo provide nutrition to 

 
gente tiene que conocer todo el abanico, tiene que saber cuáles son las diferencias para poder elegir y conocer bien 
qXp eV lo qXe pXede conVXmiU.´ (PUoYincia OUginica) 
68 ³Vi el qXe pUodXce agUoecolygico Yende, VXponeWe, Xn bolVyn a 200 peVoV, \o no lo pXedo YendeU a 200 peVoV, ¢poU 
qué?, porque tengo un costo de mano de obra, tengo un costo de certificación; entonces, lo tengo que vender más 
caUo.´ (PUoYincia OUginica) 
69 ³si nosotros tenemos esa certificación, no podemos vender al precio que estamos vendiendo acá. Nosotros 
eVWamoV Yendiendo mXcho miV baUaWo´ (LXcta) 
70 ³enWUe WodoV loV compaxeUoV´ (LXcta) 
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 her children, who she did not want to poison with conventional food. Before moving to Buenos 

Aires Province, Sofía VpenW heU life in Whe noUWheUn Chaco pUoYince, one of AUgenWina¶V pooUeVW. 

In Sofía¶V ZoUdV, ³WhaW ZaV Whe Wheme WheUe in Whe Chaco, a loW of miVeU\, a loW.´71 She worked in 

the cotton fields, which was unsteady and occasional, but at least it paid in money, unlike the job 

she had logging quebracho WUeeV foU chaUcoal, Zhich ³\oX didn¶W knoZ if Whe\ ZeUe going Wo pa\ 

you, or if Whe\¶d pa\ \oX in meUchandiVe.´72 Sofía¶V Chaco hoXVe in ³WhaW Wime did noW haYe 

elecWUic lighWV, eYeU\Whing ZaV keUoVene.´73 Yet Sofía pUoXdl\ UecoXnWed, ³noWhing bad happened 

Wo XV, no, Ze neYeU goW Vick oU an\Whing«bXW ZheUeYeU I ZenW I alZa\V had a garden, always, 

alZa\V.´74 A garden was key to Sofía¶V VWUaWeg\ foU achieYing food VecXUiW\ foU heU famil\ of 

eight children in a context where the broader food economy was failing them. 

For Sofía, food sovereignty did not mean doing everything on her own. For instance, 

Sofía¶V ploW ZaV Woo Vmall Wo VXppoUW (eVpeciall\ agUoecological gUaVV-fed) beef, Vo ³I ZoXld Vend 

Whe bXWcheU a bag of YegeWableV and he ZoXld bUing me meaW.´75 Sofía knew that whereas 

ruminants like beef have the unique capacity to digest grass, monogastrics like pigs (and 

humans) cannot, but a few pigs are useful on a small plot because they can live on an 

omniYoUoXV dieW of food VcUapV and oWheU ³ZaVWe.´ BXW Wo UepUodXce jXVW a feZ pigV, iW iV noW 

viable to keep an adult male year-round jXVW foU hiV Vemen, Vo ³Ze bUoXghW YegeWableV Wo a 

neighboU and he did Whe VeUYice and When Ze had pigleWV.´76 SimilaUl\, foU bUead, ³The bakeU ZaV 

 
71 ³eVe eUa el Wema alli en el Chaco, mXcha miVeUia, mXcha.´ (Softa) 
72 ³YoV no VabeV Vi We Yan a pagaU, o lo YaV a cobUaU meUcadeUta.´ (Softa) 
73 ³eVe Wiempo no habta ni lX] elpcWUica, le Vacaba Wodo el keUoVpn.´ (Softa) 
74 ³no noV paVaba nada, no, no enfeUmibamoV, nada«peUo ViempUe donde fXi WXYe mi hXeUWa, ViempUe, ViempUe.´ 
(Sofía) 
75 ³\o mandaba a la caUniceUta Xn bolVyn de YeUdXUa de me WUatan caUne.´ (Softa) 
76 ³lleYamoV a Xn Yecino \ hactamoV VeUYiU \ \a WentamoV lechoneV.´ (Softa) 
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 my friend, and I would wash his clothing and bring him a bag of vegetables and he would bring 

me a bag of bread. ThaW¶V hoZ m\ childUen neYeU VXffeUed from their needV.´77 For Sofía, finding 

food sovereignty meant strengthening non-market relationships with others in the local food 

system. Building on these agricultural social networks and her history of farming for self-

sufficiency, Sofía later established an agroecological farm and became an organizer in some of 

Whe VolidaUiW\ econom\ moYemenW¶V main agUoecological iniWiaWiYeV.  

Sofía¶V e[peUience ZiWh agUoecolog\ VWandV in VWaUk conWUaVW Wo WhiV e[poUW oUganic 

farmer¶V YieZ WhaW agUoecolog\ ³iV noW a VolXWion foU Whe pUodXceU, becaXVe he doeVn¶W geW a 

Vpecial pUofiW foU doing agUoecological agUicXlWXUe. IW¶V a moUal pUofiW. He WhinkV WhaW he iV a beWWeU 

peUVon foU doing agUoecolog\.´78 Rather, she used agroecology and food sovereignty to offer 

exceptional food to her children despite experiencing poverty, move from a conventional 

agricultural worker to an alternative farm owner, and participate in a movement to help others do 

the same. 

Much more recently than the start of the solidarity economy movement, unionized 

conventional farmers started adopting agroecological practices. When I pushed Paula on why the 

UTT used ³agUoecolog\´ and noW anoWheU alWeUnaWiYe food deVcUipWoU, Vhe poinWed Wo Whe Vocial 

values the UTT prioritied, eVpeciall\ food VoYeUeignW\. ³We XVe agUoecolog\ becaXVe Ze knoZ 

who produces the vegetable, how it arrives, who sells it, a just price for the consumer and the 

pUodXceU and Whe peUVon WhaW VellV iW«bXW Ze alZa\V XVe agUoecolog\ becaXVe Ze knoZ ZhaW 

 
77 ³EUa amiga del panadeUo, \o le laYaba la Uopa al panadeUo \«\o manda Xn bolVyn de YeUdXUa me WUatan Xn bolVyn 
de pan. Y aVt qXe mi hijo nXnca VXfUieUon neceVidadeV.´ (Softa) 
78 ³Y Wampoco ha\ Xna VolXciyn paUa el pUodXcWoU, poUqXe no Wiene Xna ganancia eVpecial poU haceU agUicXltura 
agUoecolygica. EV Xna ganancia moUal. el pienVa qXe eV mejoU peUVona poUqXe hace agUoecologta.´ (export organic 
farmer) 
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 comeV fUom WhiV: food VoYeUeignW\, gendeU eqXiW\.´79 While food sovereignty is often described 

fUom a conVXmeU¶V peUVpecWiYe of libeUaWing eaWeUV fUom dependence on a food V\VWem Whe\ 

cannot control, Paula described iW fUom a pUodXceU¶V peUVpecWiYe: 

Reall\, agUoecolog\ meanV VoYeUeignW\«SoYeUeignW\ beginV fUom 
the moment that you wake up in the morning and nobody controls 
your time. It begins with buying seedlings, that are also controlled 
b\ companieV«Whe chemicalV, WhaW Whe\ Vell \oX 
agUochemicalV«ceasing to depend on all the inputs they sell you for 
production. Everything is tied to the U.S. dollar. And with 
agroecology, you stop depending, really, on the entire system, from 
the seed to the last input you need. And, of course, sovereignty 
means freeing yourself from the entire system that costs us so 
much.80  
 

The UTT¶V concepWion of agUoecolog\ iV inVepaUable fUom Whe Vocial YalXe of food VoYeUeignW\. 

They believed that food sovereignty demands reorganizing the entire capitalist food system by 

extricaWing coUpoUaWe conWUol oYeU faUmeUV¶ laboU Wime and pUodXcWion inpXWV. The\ ZoUked 

toward building trust through the food supply chain, reversing the antagonism of economic 

interests between producer and consumer by increasing transparency and prioritizing keeping 

agroecological food prices affordable. Doing all of this required a robust organization, especially 

for helping farmers access the key resources they needed for economic viability (a topic explored 

in depth in chapter four).  

 
79 ³UVamoV agUoecologta poUqXe noVoWUoV VabemoV qXipn pUodXce la YeUdXUa, cymo llega, qXipn la comeUciali]a, Xn 
precio justo para el conVXmidoU \ el pUodXcWoU \ el qXe lo comeUciali]a«PeUo noVoWUoV ViempUe XVamoV 
agUoecologta poUqXe VabemoV qXp paVa en eVWo, VobeUanta alimenWaUia, igXaldad de gpneUo.´ (UTT) 
80 ³En Uealidad, agUoecologta Vignifica VobeUanta«SobeUanta empie]a deVde el momento en que vos te levantas y ya 
no ha\ nadie qXe conWUole WX Wiempo. Empie]a poU la compUa de planWineV, qXe Wambipn la Wienen empUeVaV«loV 
qXtmicoV, qXe We loV Yenden agUoqXtmicaV«dejaU de dependeU de loV qXe We Yenden WodoV loV inVXmoV paUa la 
producción. Todo eso está dolarizado. Y con la agroecología, dejas de depender, en realidad, de todo ese sistema, 
desde la semilla hasta el último insumo que necesitas. Y, obvio, soberanía es librarse de todo el sistema que cuesta 
WanWo.´ (UTT) 



 68 
 
 
 Paula repudiated how the organic industry not only undervalued labor but did so without 

eYen deliYeUing a pUodXcW WhaW ZaV affoUdable foU Whe people Zho gUeZ Whe food. ³On Wop of iW all, 

Whe YegeWableV aUe Ueall\ e[penViYe, jXVW becaXVe Whe\¶Ue gUoZn oUganicall\, Whe\¶Ue ZoUth three, 

foXU WimeV moUe Whan a conYenWional YegeWable. WiWh agUoecolog\, Ze aUen¶W WU\ing Wo make 

YegeWableV Vo e[penViYe. We aUen¶W WU\ing Wo haYe people ZoUking foU oWheUV on planWaWionV, 

because an entire family only needs two hectares [five acres].´81 The UTT¶V concepWion of jXVW 

labor demanded not only just working conditions and pay, but adherence to the food sovereignty 

principle of democratic decision-making power at the point of production while closing the 

antagonism between worker profit and consumer affordability. In contrast, organic certification 

did not even mention labor, much less a nuanced conception of just labor like that of the UTT. 

Biodynamic farmers revealed a key difference between framing the social goal of food 

security using the WeUm ³local´ YeUVXV ³food VoYeUeignW\.´ TheVe faUmeUV focXVed WheiU Vocial 

change efforts on their local Anthroposophy or Waldorf communities. One small-scale 

biod\namic faUmeU I Vpoke ZiWh had a Vpecial pUogUam foU ³childUen ZiWh diVabiliWieV.´82 A large-

scale biodynamic farm sold some of their food locally, but most of it in just the wealthiest 

neighboUhoodV in neaUb\ BXenoV AiUeV; ³80% of ValeV aUe in Whe CiW\ of BXenoV AiUeV, a loW in 

RecoleWa, PaleUmo, BelgUano, and CaballiWo.´83 This supports the idea WhaW ³local´ can be 

employed as a politically flexible concept (Winter 2003). Biodynamic farmers prioritized local 

sales but did not reject export organics out of an anti-capitalist interpretation of food sovereignty 

 
81 ³PeUo deVpXpV la YeUdXUa eV caUtVima, Volo poU el hecho de qXe Vea oUginico, Yale WUeV, cXaWUo YeceV miV qXe Xna 
verdura convencional. Con lo agroecológico, no buscamos que la verdura sea cara. No buscamos tener gente 
trabajando en las fincas, porque en 2 hecWiUeaV WUabaja Xna familia.´ (UTT) 
82 ³chicoV discapacitados´ (MaUta) 
83 ³El 80% de laV YenWaV Von en CABA, mXcho en RecoleWa, PaleUmo, BelgUano \ CaballiWo.´ (Tambo HoltVWico). 
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 like the solidarity and unionized agroecological faUmeUV did. Like Whe local oUganic faUmeUV¶ 

relationships with export organic farmers, local biodynamic farmers were often closely 

networked with export biodynamic farmers. 

Extensive agroecology similarly existed in the middle of the market to socially embedded 

food insecurity continuum. Like biodynamic farmers, extensive agroecological farmers did not 

employ a critique of neoliberal capitalism in the way that unionized and solidarity agroecological 

farmers did. Unlike biodynamic farmers, extensive agroecological farmers did not have a 

particular community that they focused on, as biodynamic farmers often did with their 

Anthroposophy and Waldorf communities. Extensive agroecology prices did tend to be more 

affordable than equivalent certified organic products, and farmers like this cared about keeping 

pUiceV affoUdable; ³I don¶W ZanW Wo chaUge moUe becaXVe iW¶V moUe naWXUal«[conYenWional cheeVe] 

iV m\ UefeUence, \eV, I chaUge Whe Vame pUice, and iW ZoUkV foU me.´84 Farmers within each 

subgroup varied on the market to socially embedded food insecurity continuum. However, I have 

also demonstrated that there were patterns among subgroups, which I summarize in Figure 2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
84 Yo miV no lo qXieUo cobUaU, poU miV qXe Vea naWXUal«EVa eV mi UefeUencia, sí, lo pongo al mismo precio, a mí me 
ViUYe.´ (QXeVo del Campo) 
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 Figure 2: Food insecurity pillar with subgroups 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

Organic and agroecological farmers toward each end of the food insecurity continuum often 

spoke about each other in a divisive, dualistic way that was rooted more in reductive perceptions 

of capitalism vs. socialism than it was grounded in practice. Yet ethnographically digging into 

the realities of how all alternative farmers sought to balance their business and social goals in 

practice supports Hinrichs (2000) point that in alternative agriculture every farmer embodies a 

mix of market and social embeddedness. Still, there were clear patterns in unionized and 

solidarity farmers¶ support for the social goals of food sovereignty and just labor practices, 

which contrasted sharply with local and export organic farmers neglect of these issues.  

OUganic faUmeUV¶ diVUegaUd of WheVe Vocial moYemenW goalV doeV noW mean, however, that 

they acted purely instrumentally rather than being driven by values. As the next chapter reveals, 

these same organic farmers placed a high priority on ecological values, and according to certain 
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 indicators of particular environmental goals, were more (ecologically) values-driven than many 

agroecological farmers. But rather than assuming that subgroups of alternative farmers prioritize 

different social and environmental goals equally by putting them on a single continuum of 

corporate-driven organics to movement-driven agroecology (as was Holt-Gimpne] and Wang¶V 

(2011) approach), in this chapter I compared subgroups on a single social issue (food insecurity), 

and in the following chapter I do the same for three key ecological issues. 

A main goal of this chapter was to distinguish subgroups of alternative farmers rather 

than to assume them by using the discourses they use for themselves. Ethnographically tracing 

their economic and social networks revealed four subgroups of agroecology and two subgroups 

of organics. It is perhaps unsurprising that agroecological farmers had a much more varied set of 

practitioners than organics because organics are legally defined by the organic standards, fueling 

agroecology to become an umbrella term for all alternative farmers who are not organic. 

Similarly distinct from other agroecological farmers are biodynamics, which like organics, is 

defined b\ iWV oZn ceUWificaWion V\VWem. The oUganic ceUWificaWion V\VWem and biod\namicV¶ 

rigorous ecological and spiritual practices (even if they are not certified) make for a high bar of 

entry to these sectors. It should not be surprising, then, to note that the decision-making farmers 

from these three subgroups were overwhelmingly more likely to have familial wealth, be white, 

and be men. Exceptions seemed to reinforce this trend of power inequalities in access to these 

sectors, such as María identifying as a woman biodynamic farmer and having the smallest 

biodynamic farm of any of the biodynamic farms I witnessed.  

The three subgroups not regulated by a certification system ± extensive, unionized, and 

solidarity agroecology ± were also stratified by social class, race, and gender. Extensive 

agroecological farmers were similar to organic farmers in their likelihood of being white men 



 72 
 
 
 with access to familial land or wealth. This is unsurprising given the crops they produce. 

Extensive agroecological farmers by definition seek to apply agroecological principles to large-

scale farms, which in Buenos Aires Province are large, flat, plains most suitable to crops like 

grains, oilseeds, meat, and dairy. These enterprises all required extensive landholdings and 

capital-intensive infrastructure to be economically viable: capital that marginalized groups were 

unlikely to be able to access. 

In contrast, unionized and solidarity economy agroecological farmers were 

overwhelmingly poor, farming small, usually rented plots for labor-intensive crops like 

vegetables, which had a low economic bar of entry. These farmers were overwhelmingly of 

Bolivian and/or Indigenous descent, long subjected to racism by white Argentinians. Unionized 

and solidarity economy agroecological farmers were also overwhelmingly more likely to be 

women, a trend we see with food sovereignty-focused agroecological movements elsewhere in 

Latin America (Siliprandi and Zuluaga 2014). Unionized and solidarity agroecology 

organizations like the UTT and Quinta Solidaridad ± among others ± had entire programs 

dedicated explicitly to gender equity: something I did not observe in any of the other types of 

alternative agricultural organizations.  

The main differences between unionized and solidarity agroecological farmers were their 

histories and social networks. Solidarity agroecological farmers began joining that movement as 

individual entrepreneurs and activists forming a mosaic of small, independent organizations in 

reaction to crises of capitalism and democracy: the dictatorship, neoliberalism, and the 2001 

economic crash. Unionized agroecological farmers were existing conventional vegetable farmers 

organized in the massive UTT labor union, which began its agroecology program in 2013, as one 

of its many initiatives. These two subgroups had similar politics and were the only subgroups to 
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 explicitly and consistently contest the neoliberal capitalist food system. At the time I was 

conducting fieldwork in 2017-2020, I did not observe any social ties between these two groups, 

but that was early in the history of the emergence of unionized agroecology in Argentina and it 

remains to be seen how this subgroup will develop in the future. 

That there were correlations across these six groups in terms of socioeconomic position 

and privilege, food supply chain, food crops, and access to the state supports studies that find 

that alternative food systems reproduce social inequalities (Leslie and White 2018; Leslie, 

Wypler, and Bell 2019; Siliprandi and Zuluaga 2014). These findings, coupled with the organic 

ceUWificaWion¶V neglecW of Vocial iVVXeV, poinWV Wo Whe need Wo foUefUonW idenWiW\-based concerns in 

alternative food activism if accessing toxin-free food is ever to become a reality not just for 

consumers, but also for farmers.  

Furthermore, that the organic and biodynamic certification systems are international and 

WhaW Whe YaVW majoUiW\ of AUgenWina¶s organics are shipped to the Global North reveals how the 

social politics of alternative food systems in the Global North reproduce inequalities in the 

Global South. Because certified organic food consumption and production is out of reach 

economically for most Argentinians, by design (Guthman 2004 [2014]); because the standards 

do nothing to address social issues like labor; and because the organic industry dominates among 

other alternative food systems, the Global NoUWh¶V conVXmpWion of impoUWed oUganicV UepUodXceV 

social inequalities in alternative foodscapes in the Global South. These social implications reflect 

longstanding patterns of the broader contemporary capitalist food regime (Friedmann 2005; 

McMichael 2009). As such, organic export farmers are no more culpable for reproducing social 

ineqXaliWieV Whan conYenWional e[poUW faUmeUV, and UedXcing Wo[ic e[poVXUeV acUoVV AUgenWina¶V 

vast landscape is unquestionably a social good. And when we consider how the Global North 
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 maintains an economic stranglehold on the Global South through global agricultural trade 

policieV WhaW VeYeUel\ limiW all faUmeUV¶ capaciW\ foU acWion (Gon]ale] 2006), placing blame foU 

these patterns in social inequalities on any type of farmer is misguided. At the same time, 

because the organic industry is global and because it interacts and competes with local 

agroecological alternatives everywhere, we will continue to see the reproduction of social 

inequalities and politicized splits in alternative food systems around the globe unless the organic 

certification system forcefully adopts measures to counteract social inequalities, such as labor 

standards.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Adopting social standards and programming in alternative food systems is not a novel idea. This 

study has shown examples of this, but only when women, poor, and farmers of color have had a 

seat at the decision-making Wable, aV in AUgenWina¶V VolidaUiW\ and Xnioni]ed agUoecolog\ 

organizations. The most marginalized groups in Argentina¶V alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe XmbUella 

were those who were most likely to adopt a justice perspective on food security ± for both 

consumers and producers ± through the principle of food sovereignty. The most privileged took 

the corporate route to food security, stressing individual choice and consumer education over a 

critique of the structural conditions that reproduce the fundamental cause of food insecurity: 

poverty. In between these two ends of the food insecurity continuum were farmers who followed 

localism as a guiding principle, a politically flexible principle that does not necessarily critique 

inequality within or beyond local communities, which vary drastically in their politics and power 

relations (Winter 2003). Ethnographically distinguishing subgroups of alternative farmers helped 

us see beyond portrayals of alternative agriculture as either a unified group resisting industrial 
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 agriculture or dualistically divided between capitalist organics and the socialist rest. In this case, 

differences in the alternative food supply chains farmers sold into correlated not only with the 

crops they grew, but also with their social and economic privilege or marginalization, access to 

state benefits, and market to socially embedded strategies related to food security. This study 

suggests that expanding alternative agriculture in a way that combats social inequalities would be 

aided by adopting food sovereignty as a guiding principle because it demands socially 

embedding the process of making decisions about food supply chains, necessary for reorienting 

the power relations along the supply chain that reproduce inequalities in alternative agriculture. 
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 Chapter 3 ± The alternative agriculture house: Movement building for 

tackling toxics, biodiversity loss, and the climate crisis 
 

INTRODUCTION 

The alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe moYemenW¶V main enYiUonmenWal goal haV been eliminaWing Wo[ic 

exposures, but it is also posed to address two other existential ecological issues of industrial 

agriculture: biodiversity loss and the climate crisis. There are three main political economic 

challenges to addressing these three ecological goals. First, as businesses in capitalism, 

alternative farms always act with a mix of market-driven interest and environmental movement-

driven objectives (by YiUWXe of XVing ³alWeUnaWiYe´ pUacWiceV) (MoUUiV and KiUZan 2011). Second, 

certification systems financially reward farmers for complying (only) with the particular goals 

mandated in the certification standards, which in the case of organics address toxics, but do not 

necessarily address biodiversity and the climate (Englund and Berndes 2015; McGee 2015). 

ThiUd, ceUWificaWion V\VWemV¶ model of minimXm VWandaUdV cUeaWeV a ³Uace Wo Whe boWWom´ UaWheU 

than incentivizing farms to continually improve ecological practices (Guthman 2014 [2004]). 

Building an agricultural economy that addresses all three ecological goals demands identifying 

the varying interests within the alternative agriculture movement and the power relations that 

systematically promote certain outcomes and hinder others.  

In this chapter I ask, how do subgroups of Argentinian alternative farmers differ in their 

strategies for addressing the three core ecological challenges of alternative agriculture (toxics, 

biodiversity loss, and the climate criViV)? HoZ do Whe\ inWeUpUeW each oWheU¶V pUioUiWi]aWion of 

these three environmental goals? What do the power relations between them reveal about 

movement building toward these goals? For each goal, I derive qualitatively observable 

indicators for agricultural practices that vary on continuums from market to ecological 
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 embeddedneVV (MoUUiV and KiUZan 2011). To UeYeal Whe YaUiaWion in alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV¶ 

strategies for addressing these goals, I compare where different types of alternative farmers fall 

on these three continua. I then discuss the relationships between these continua, building a model 

(³Whe alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe´) Wo e[plain Whe poliWical economic WendencieV WhaW affecW 

movement building toward certain ecological goals and hinder advancement toward others. The 

alternative agriculture house identifies the roles of social movements and the state in alternative 

agriculture economies, and in doing so reveals opportunities for them to reorient how they exert 

their power toward particular ecological goals.   

Argentina is an important place to study this topic because of the severity of its 

ecological challenges coupled with the robust and varied responses by alternative agriculture 

subgroups. Accelerated by neoliberal policies, global agribusiness has wreaked ecological 

devastation on Argentina in these three realms (Bilenca et al. 2012; Cáceres 2015; Craviotti 

2015; Leslie 2017a; Pengue 2009). At the same time, Argentina is a global leader in certified 

organic production, with the second most amount of land in organics worldwide (Willer and 

Lernoud 2017). Furthermore, as the previous chapter demonstrated, Argentina is home to 

innovative agroecological approaches that offer models for reorganizing alternative food systems 

beyond the blueprint of organic certification. Thus, like many other countries, Argentina is a case 

where movements for different types of alternative agriculture are vying to expand in a context 

that is already dominated by industrial agriculture.   

In the previous chapter, I discerned six subgroups of Argentinian alternative farmers 

according to their economic networks (the food supply chains they participate in) and their social 

networks (relationships with other farmers, social movements, and the state). For a summary, see 

Table 1. Whereas in the previous chapter I compared these six subgroups as producers of the 



 78 
 
 
 social outcome of food security on a continuum of market to social embeddedness, here I 

compare them as producers of the environmental outcomes of toxicity, biodiversity, and the 

climate on continuums of market to ecological embeddedness. 

I find diVceUnable WUendV in VXbgUoXpV¶ XVe of maUkeW Wo ecologicall\ embedded 

agricultural practices, which correlate with their social and economic positions and power. The 

most socioeconomically powerful groups tended to grow certified organics (especially for 

export), rely most heavily on market-embedded practices (which most aligned with their 

preexisting agricultural systems, capital investments, and worldview), and contribute 

ecologically primarily by eliminating toxic exposures. The most socioeconomically marginalized 

groups were the most likely to grow agroecologically (especially at a small scale and in 

cooperation), resist market-embedded practices (due to economic constraints, aversion to 

economic risks, and social values), and contribute ecologically primarily by using practices that 

addUeVV biodiYeUViW\ loVV and Whe climaWe cUiViV. SXbgUoXpV Wended Wo jXdge each oWheU¶V pUacWiceV 

based on their own top priority ratheU Whan Whe oWheUV¶, e[aceUbaWing poliWici]ed diYiVionV beWZeen 

supposedly purely market-embedded organics and socioecologically embedded agroecology. 

Despite discernable trends between these subgroups in their market and ecologically embedded 

practices, farmers ranged between these two extremes for each core ecological goal, revealing 

more variation than their perspectives on each other and common discourse allowed for. Still, the 

relationship between the legal structure of certified organics and the social structure of 

agroecology reinforced the trends of toxics as the primary focus, the race to the bottom, and 

insufficiently rewarding farmers who implement practices that prioritize biodiversity, climate 

adaptation and mitigation, and food security. 

I make three primary arguments. First, a critical barrier for the alternative agriculture 
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 movement to tackle all three ecological goals is addressing how social and economic power and 

oppression emerge within its own community, because social and economic inequalities mark 

Whe diYiVionV beWZeen alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe VXbgUoXpV and UeVWUicW faUmeUV¶ capaciW\ foU 

implemenWing ecologicall\ embedded pUacWiceV. Second, ceUWified oUganicV¶ Wop ecological 

priority of eliminating toxics (usually referred to as an issue of individual consumer health) 

dominaWeV alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe¶V ecological diVcoXUVe. FocXVing on Wo[icV aV Whe Vole iVVXe of 

alternative agriculture exacerbates internal divisions and hinders collective action toward broader 

ecological goals. Third, these tendencies are structural to the political economy of alternative 

agriculture much more than they are an issue of individual behavior. To visualize how, I 

conclude by offering a model ± ³Whe alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe´ ± that explains how the 

relationships between the legal structure of certified organics, the social structure of agroecology, 

social movements, and the state produce predictable outcomes related to toxics, biodiversity, the 

climate, and food security. In doing so, the alternative agriculture house offers leverage points 

for movement building toward structural change in these broader ecological and social issues.  

 

THREE PILLARS: ALTERNATIVE AGRICULTURE¶S ENVIRONMENTAL GOALS  

Alternative farms are businesses that act with a mix of economic interests and social values (by 

YiUWXe of being ³alWeUnaWiYe´ Wo conYenWional faUmV). FaUmV YaU\ in hoZ mXch Whey prioritize 

economic interests and social values, a phenomenon Hinrichs (2000) presents as existing on a 

continuum of market to social embeddedness. Building on Hinrichs (2000), Morris and Kirwan 

(2011) illustrate how alternative farms vary in their mix of not only social, but also ecological 

embeddedneVV. MoUUiV and KiUZan (2011:328) aUgXe WhaW appl\ing HinUichV¶ fUameZoUk Wo Whe 

enYiUonmenWal Uealm ³VXggeVWV WhaW WheUe iV a need Wo eVWabliVh Whe UelaWiYe Vignificance of 



 80 
 
 
 ecological relations (vis a vis other rationales for operating a food business, and social and 

spatial embeddedness) within the development and operation of AFNs [Alternative Food 

NeWZoUkV] and hoZ WhiV YaUieV accoUding Wo Whe paUWicXlaU food neWZoUk conceUned.´ ThXV, 

subgroups of alternative farmers selling into particular food supply chains may have different 

mixes of ecological and social goals that each subgroup tends to prioritize.  

In this section, I derive qualitatively observable indicators of market to ecologically 

embedded agricultural practices related to each of the three core ecological goals. These 

indicators reveal how subgroups of alternative farmers may act in a more market-driven way for 

one goal and a more movement-driven way for another.  

Food justice and food sovereignty scholars argue that racial, gender, and sexual equity 

outcomes are also core goals for certain alternative agriculture movements (e.g. Leslie, Wypler, 

and Bell 2019; Leslie & White 2018; Siliprandi and Zuluaga 2014). I do not make separate 

continuums for identity-based factors because they pervade each of these three core goals (as 

well as the social goal of food security, explored in chapter two), as central forces in how power 

and pUiYilege manifeVW Wo inflXence VXbgUoXpV¶ paUWicXlaU mi[eV of maUkeW and ecological 

embeddedness. Along the way, I highlight examples of where these ecological pillars intersect 

with vectors of social oppression and resistance. This serves to remind us that while I have 

framed these three pillars as environmental problems, they are fundamentally socioecological 

problems in their consequences and potential for change.  

 

Toxics 

The hallmark issue of the contemporary organic agriculture movement has been eliminating the 

use of toxic agrochemicals that industrial agriculture became reliant on in the post-WWII ³GUeen 
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 ReYolXWion.´ AgUochemical XVe in Whe Uegion of WhiV VWXd\ and WhUoXghoXW AUgenWina haV caXVed 

profound toxic contamination in both the environment and in humans (Casadinho and Bocero 

2008; LaPegna 2016). Agrochemical exposures are linked to cancer and other health problems in 

Argentina (do Carmo and Alvarez 2009). They disproportionately impact Indigenous 

communities and the farmers who apply them in Argentina, who are often also of Bolivian 

descent (Arizpe and Locatelli 2009).  

While regulatory systems of complex and dispersed production systems like organics 

undoubtedly have gaps, the organic certification does offer reasonable assurance that food is not 

grown with agrochemicals that harm the environment, consumers, and farmers who apply them 

(Reganold and Wachter 2016). The organic certification system is designed in such a way that 

allows farmers to replace toxic agrochemicals with more benign alternatives, a process called 

input substitution. Input substitution is a key mechanism for how industrial farmers can maintain 

many of their industrial practices, like monocropping, while still achieving organic certification. 

Because farmers can swap out one commodity input for another without otherwise restructuring 

(if such an input is actually available), input substitution is an observable strategy for eliminating 

toxic exposures that does not alter the existing market-driven imperative of industrial agriculture 

(Altieri and Toledo 2011).  

In contrast, agroecological practices seek to reduce or eliminate the need for even benign 

commodity inputs. Instead, agroecological farmers seek to cycle inputs in an agroecosystem in 

such a way that renders ecologically extractive external inputs unnecessary. This perspective also 

sees inputs like pesticides as fixes for the symptoms of an unhealthy agroecosystem; in a healthy 

agroecosystem plants can ward off many pests and diseases on their own (Lin 2011). To create a 

healthy system, instead of relying on inputs like synthetic fertilizers, agroecology emphasizes 
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 diversified farming practices across spatial, temporal, and ecological scales, such as crop 

rotations, cover cropping, composting, intercropping, agroforestry, low- or no-till, genetic 

variation, mixed crop-livestock systems, riparian buffers, and nearby woodlots (Kremen and 

Miles 2012). Furthermore, agroecologists see farms as embedded in the broader ecosystem, so 

they reject the practice of substituting organic-allowable inputs if they are otherwise extractive 

(Altieri 2009). While toxics is both a social and ecological issue, I map it on a pillar of market to 

ecological embeddedness because the social consequences are primarily a result of a lack of 

ecological embeddedness.  

Figure 3 summarizes alternative agricultural approaches to toxics as existing on a 

continuum from market-embedded input substitution to ecologically embedded input cycling. 

 

Figure 3: Toxics pillar 
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 Biodiversity loss 

A report that analyzed over 15,000 scientific articles and was approved by 130 countries found 

that humans have caused an unprecedented acceleration of biodiversity loss in the last fifty years, 

with 1 in 4 analyzed species (about 1 million) being under threat of extinction in the near future 

(IPBES 2019: 11-12). AboXW a WhiUd of Whe ZoUld¶V land iV in agUicXlWXUal pUodXcWion, making 

farming a critical area for preserving biodiversity (IPBES 2019: 12). The diversity of plant and 

animal species used in agriculture has also declined; oYeU 1,500 of Whe ZoUld¶V 6,190 

domesticated mammal breeds are now extinct or under threat of extinction, with unprecedented 

declines in the biodiversity of cultivated crops as well (IPBES 2019: 12). These trends are 

reflected in the region of this study: the expansion of industrial agriculture in the past several 

decades has negatively affected the abundance and distribution of biodiversity in Buenos Aires 

Province (Bilenca et al. 2012). 

In a comparison of certification systems against benchmark principles of biodiversity, 

Englund and Berndes (2015: 35) found that the U.S. and E.U. organic standards consider 

overexploitation and partially consider habitat degradation and modification, but disregard or 

only partially consider endangered species, habitat destruction and fragmentation, invasive 

species and GMOs, energy use and greenhouse gas emissions, and research, awareness, and 

education. This does not mean that certified organic farms do not promote biodiversity, just that 

if they do it is not necessarily a result of the certification standards, which Englund and Berndes 

(2015: 26) call ³paUWicXlaUl\ XnVWUingenW´ in WeUmV of biodiYeUViW\. In BXenoV AiUeV PUoYince, 

Stupino et al. (2007) quantitatively compared plant biodiversity of a certified organic farm with a 

conventional farm, finding much higher rates of biodiversity on the certified organic farm. Also 

in this region, Gargoloff, Bonicatto, and Sarandón (2009) qualitatively compared certified 
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 oUganic and conYenWional faUmeUV¶ knoZledge of agUicXlWXUal pUactices that promoted 

biodiversity, finding a greater knowledge among certified organic farmers. So, while certified 

organic farmers may elect to implement practices that are friendly to biodiversity, the 

certification system does not prevent farmers from growing a single crop in extensive 

monocultures. Monocultures are a market-embedded approach because the idea behind them is 

to only plant the crop that has the highest immediate economic return for a particular piece of 

land, regardless of if doing so negatively affects biodiversity (or long-term economic returns).  

In contrast, agroecology emphasizes the use of polycultures through practices like highly 

diversified cropping plans, intercropping, integrated plant-animal systems, and agroforestry, 

which all stem from Indigenous agricultural knowledges and technologies (Altieri and Toledo 

2011). A meta-analysis of 115 studies comparing conventional to certified organic crop yield 

reflected the often-cited idea that organic farming is less productive, but also that when the 

organic system used polyculture (vs. monoculture), the yield gap largely disappeared (Ponisio et 

al. 2015). Two recent reviews of the literature find that diversified production ± as practiced by 

agroecology ± closes the yield gap between organic and conventional farming (RamankXWW\ eW al. 

2018; Reganold and Wachter 2016). In Buenos Aires Province, Iermanó and Sarandón (2016) 

compared the energy efficiency and biodiversity of the same crops grown in mixed-XVe ³famil\ 

agUicXlWXUe´ and ³agUicXlWXUal bXVineVV´ V\VWemV and foXnd WhaW mi[ed-use agriculture was 

overall both more energy efficient and more biodiverse. Agroecology represents an attempt to 

manage agricultural systems to reflect ecological systems by increasing biodiversity as much as 

possible, within the constraints of a productive farming system.  

Figure 4 summarizes alternative agricultural approaches to biodiversity loss as existing 

on a continuum from market-embedded monoculture to ecologically embedded polyculture. 
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Figure 4: Biodiversity loss pillar 
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 Rapporteur on the Right to Food (De Schutter 2010). There are multiple ways that agriculture 

has a relationship with GHGe and climate adaptation, but in this chapter I focus on what is 

peUhapV Whe moVW cUiWical Uole: agUicXlWXUe¶V capaciW\ Wo depleWe oU bXild Voil oUganic maWWeU 

(SOM).85 ImpoUWanWl\, Whe eaUWh¶V SOM holdV moUe caUbon Whan Whe aWmoVpheUe and all Whe 

ZoUld¶V YegeWaWion combined (OnWl and SchXlWe 2012). SOM iV alVo cenWUal Wo climaWe adapWaWion 

because increasing it helps soil retain water during droughts and minimize runoff during floods 

(Kremen and Miles 2012). Increasing SOM is crucial for both climate mitigation and adaptation. 

While oUganic¶V oUiginal gXiding pUinciple of ³feed Whe Voil´ moYed in WhiV diUecWion, Whe 

organic standards do not necessarily demand that farms grow soil organic matter, despite it being 

something that is measurable in a standard soil test. Instead, the design of the certification 

VWandaUdV haV alloZed foU Whe ³conYenWionali]aWion´ of oUganic pUodXcWion V\VWemV, Zhich ma\ 

actually contribute to GHGe depending on what practices individual farmers choose to use 

(McGee 2015). A VWaUk e[ample of Whe oUganic VWandaUdV¶ inaWWenWion Wo climaWe change iV hoZ 

corporate interests have successfully lobbied to allow organics to be grown hydroponically ± 

without soil ± and still be certified organic in the U.S. (Organic Trade Association 2019), 

although some U.S. certifiers (e.g. Vermont Organic Farmers) do not allow hydroponics and 

some countries ± including Argentina ± have organic standards that are higher than the U.S. in 

areas like this (Fuchshofen, Hirsch, and Brodtmann 2018). The market-embedded wing of the 

organic movement sees soil as the hydroponic perspective does: soil-as-medium, something to 

simply anchor plants. In this view, soil is just another substitutable input that can be replaced 

 
85 SOM refers to the percentage of any soil that consists of things that were once living, rather than components like 
mineUalV WhaW ZeUe neYeU liYing. The XVe of Whe ZoUd ³oUganic´ in SOM iV Whus different from how it is used in 
³ceUWified oUganic´ agUicXlWXUe.   
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 with a purchased commodity. But there are serious divides within the certified organic 

movement about the role of soil in organics (Gershuny 2017; USDA 2016). Many individual 

organic farmers make a voluntary choice to utilize agroecological practices that grow soil 

organic matter.  

An agroecological approach prioritizes seeing soil not just as a medium, but as living soil 

(Shiva 2016). This conception understands soil as an ecological system where microbiology and 

fungi-plant relationships support agricultural production, and vice versa. Agroecological 

practices like cover cropping, composting, integrated plant-animal systems, fallowing, and 

agroforestry build soil organic matter (Kremen and Miles 2012). In addition to cropland and 

grazing land management, the IPCC (2014: 102) identifies the restoration of organic soils as the 

most cost-effective climate mitigation option. Below-ground biodiversity and certain plant-fungi 

relationships increase the nutrient absorbing capacity of most plants and at the same time grow 

soil organic matter (Pepe, Giovannetti, and Sbrana 2018; Sosa-Hernández et al. 2019). Below-

ground biodiversity important for growing soil organic matter is related to above-ground 

biodiYeUViW\. AgUoecolog\¶V diversification practices including crop rotations, intercropping, 

border planting, riparian buffers, and nearby woodlots, meadows, and forests increase resilience 

to extreme precipitation changes (Kremen and Miles 2012: 2). Diversified agroecosystems also 

reduce pest pressures (which are projected to intensify with climate change as pest ranges change 

or increase) and suppress diseases (which are likely to increase with warmer winters, although 

Vcience on climaWe change¶V UelaWionVhip Wo planW diVeaVe iV less certain than how we know it will 

increase pests) (Lin 2011). By seeing agricultural soil as living soil embedded in a broader 

ecological context, agroecologists use practices that grow soil organic matter, critical for climate 

mitigation and adaptation.  
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 Figure 5 summarizes alternative agricultural approaches to the climate crisis as existing 

on a continuum from market-embedded soil-as-medium to ecologically embedded living soil. 

 

Figure 5: Climate crisis pillar 
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minimum standard that is largely achievable through market-embedded agricultural practices. In 

contrast, agroecology offers a set of ecologically embedded agricultural practices that are not 

codified in a set of legal minimum standards, but rather are a set of goals that can always be 

improved upon to further eliminate toxics, increase biodiversity, mitigate climate change, and 

adapt to it. 
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 RESULTS 

Here, I dissect how six subgroups of alternative farmers vary in their market to ecologically 

embedded agricultural practices related to toxics, biodiversity, and the climate. I map each 

subgroup onto the three pillars I derived above. Along the way, I point out where socioeconomic 

poZeU and pUiYilege impacWV VXbgUoXpV¶ agUicXlWXUal choiceV and capaciW\ foU acWion.  

 

Three environmental goals 

Toxics 

Of all the subgroups, export organic farmers most fully embraced input substitution as their main 

strategy for eliminating toxic exposures because this technique was most compatible with their 

preexisting agricultural context. Along with extensive agroecological farmers, they were the 

most likely to grow extensive mechanizable crops like oilseeds and grain (and cattle fed that 

grain). These farmers were often previously conventional growers and had long since made large 

capital investments in things like machinery. To these growers, using input substitution to 

transition to organic made more sense than input cycling techniques, which would demand 

greater changes to their preexisting production system. Organic farmers often used ecologically 

embedded techniques in addition to input substitution, but many others regularly used input 

substitution to the full extent that the certifier allowed. For example, in addition to rotations and 

integrating animals, a farmer from Campo Orgánico XVed ³foliaU feUWili]eUV WhaW aUe on Whe 

maUkeW«Whe\ aUe alZa\V ceUWified oUganic, oWheUZiVe Ze ZoXld noW XVe Whem becaXVe Whe 

certifier would noW peUmiW XV Wo.´86 Another export organic farmer made a similar statement 

 
86 ³feUWili]anWeV foliaUeV qXe ha\ en el meUcado«ViempUe qXe eVWpn \ Vean ceUWificadoV oUginicoV, Vino no loV XVamoV 
porque no nos permite la certificadora.´ (Campo OUginico) 



 90 
 
 
 aboXW oUganic¶V minimXm VWandaUdV, bXW foU peVWicideV UaWheU Whan feUWili]eUV; ³TheUe¶V a chemical 

facWoU\ ZheUe I bX\ VXlfXU«and ZhaW¶V peUmiWWed, VXlfXU, coppeU, oU ZhaWeYeU, \oX¶Ue noW going 

Wo appl\ WZenW\ kiloV, bXW I Whink WhaW Xp Wo fiYe oU WhUee kiloV peU hecWaUe iV peUmiWWed«IW iV 

folloZing Whe pUoWocol of oUganicV.´87 Echoing the market-embedded focus of many organic 

faUmeUV, one e[WenViYe agUoecological e[plained WhaW ³I XVe feUWili]eU WhaW iV oUganic´ becaXVe 

³\oX haYe Wo add YalXe Wo Whe milk \oX pUodXce.´88 SeYeUal oWheU oUganic faUmV ³make a VoXp 

ZiWh gXano [baW and VeabiUd e[cUemenW]«and Vend WhaW WhUoXgh Whe iUUigaWion hoVeV.´89  

On the other end of the toxic exposures continuum, unionized and solidarity 

agroecological farmers prioritized input cycling practices to reduce the need for buying any type 

of input, even those that aligned with organic standards or agroecological values. A main 

attraction for conventional unionized farmers to transition to agroecology was that eliminating 

pXUchaVed inpXWV ³loZeUV \oXU coVWV of pUodXcWion.´90 TheVe faUmeUV¶ main UaWionale foU inpXW 

cycling was their resistance to market-embeddedness. Of all the subgroups, unionized and 

solidarity agroecological farmers were most likely to be economically poor, women, and of 

Bolivian descent. Their social and economic positions influenced their economic rationale of 

reducing costs to lower risks, common in peasant agroecological agriculture (Serrano N.D.). 

Rather than input substitution, these farmers prioritized input cycling practices like composting, 

cover cropping, and integrated plant-animal systems. And when these preventative techniques 

 
87 ³hay una qXtmica \ aht compUo el a]XfUe«Y lo qXe Vea qXe eVWi peUmiWido, a]XfUe, cobUe, o Vea, no YaV a echaU 
YeinWe kiloV, peUo cUeo qXe haVWa cinco kiloV o WUeV kiloV poU hecWiUea eVWi peUmiWido«EV VegXiU el pUoWocolo de lo 
orgánico.´ (SanWiago) 
88 ³Yo uso fertili]anWe peUo qXe eV oUginico´ becaXVe ³ha\ qXe agUegaUle YaloU a la leche qXe Ve pUodXce.´ (JXan) 
89 ³Ve pUepaUan caldoV con el gXano«\ eVo Ve manda poU la mangXeUa de Uiego´ (ConVeUYaV OUginicaV) 
90 ³We bajan loV coVWoV de pUodXcciyn.´ (UTT) 
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 were not enough, these farmers often made their own pesticides rather than buying them. For 

instance, solidarity agroecological farmer Lucía XVeV ³gaUlic and Vome neWWle leaYeV«Vome alVo 

pXW in a liWWle biW of alcohol ZiWh ZaWeU«If \oX Vee WhaW \oX haYe Vome little pest, you spray a 

liWWle and Whe\ go.´91 

Biodynamic agroecological and local organic farmers used a mix of input cycling and 

input substitution practices, which corresponded to their socioeconomic and agricultural 

positions. They occupied a much higher socioeconomic position than unionized and solidarity 

agroecology farmers, and so had more means to afford external inputs and were less 

ideologically opposed to participating in capitalist food supply chains (chapter 2). However, like 

the unionized and solidarity agroecological farmers, they often grew a high diversity of hand 

labor-intensive crops like vegetables, on smaller plots of land than export organic or extensive 

agroecological farmers. This agricultural context was perhaps more amenable to input cycling 

practices like composting (though extensive agroecological farmers argued that such 

agroecological practices are possible even in large-scale, mechanized systems for crops like 

grains and oilseeds).  

While biodynamic farmers were strictly ideologically against agrochemicals and my farm 

visits gave no indication that they used agrochemicals, I did observe some using animal feed that 

would not pass organic certification: a problem for many subgroups. One extensive 

agUoecological faUmeU Wold me ³Whe WUXWh iV WhaW I coXldn¶W do oUganic ceUWificaWion´92 because 

they could not afford organic animal feed, which is expensive and difficult to source in 

 
91 ³Ajo \ con XnaV hojaV de oUWiga«algXnoV le ponen Xn poco de alcohol Wambipn con agXa«Si YoV YeV qXe Wiene 
alg~n bichiWo, lo UociiV Xn poqXiWo \ Ve Yan.´ (LXcta) 
92 ³\o la YeUdad qXe no pXde haceU la ceUWificaciyn oUginica´ (QXeVo del Campo) 
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 AUgenWina. ThiV faUmeU conWinXed, ³IW¶V YeU\ complicaWed in AUgenWina, becaXVe«\oX¶Ue noW 

going to find organic corn. Impossible. Maybe [Campo Orgánico] haV iW.´93 Indeed, Campo 

Orgánico was an organization of organic and some biodynamic farmers who primarily grew 

grains, oilseeds, and meat for export, and one of their primary functions, as one of these farmers 

told me, was Wo gUoZ oUganic Vo\, coUn, and VXnfloZeU foU Veed; ³Ze aUe UepUodXcing YaUieWieV foU 

INTA [Whe NaWional AgUicXlWXUal Technolog\ InVWiWXWe] and foU XV obYioXVl\ and foU Whe gUoXp.´94 

Campo Orgánico also supplied some grain to this local organic farmer from Huevos del Campo, 

Zho e[plained, ³Ze aUe miVVing ceUWified oUganic gUain foU XV Wo do animal pUodXcWion, Ze did 

noW haYe acceVV Wo WhaW, WheUe had been a liWWle, bXW Whe liWWle WheUe ZaV Whe\ e[poUWed.´95 Huevos 

del Campo sold both organic and non-certified organic eggs, which they described aV ³pUacWicall\ 

the same as organic but without organic grain, we use conventional grains.´96 Like most 

biodynamic farmers, extensive agroecological farmers like Juan prioritized input cycling 

ZheneYeU poVVible: ³The onl\ inpXW WhaW I bX\ iV feed made fUom gUoXnd coUn.´97 Similarly, this 

VolidaUiW\ econom\ faUmeU UaiVing paVWXUed chicken VWill UeqXiUed Vome gUain feed: ³The feed, foU 

e[ample, iV noW oUganic. I can¶W Va\ WhaW iW iV oUganic, becaXVe Ze don¶W geW oUganic input products 

heUe, iW¶V YeU\ difficXlW Wo geW oUganic inpXWV in Whe PUoYince of BXenoV AiUeV. The coUn iV noW 

genetically modified but neither is it healthily organic, we try to find and look for it and what do 

 
93 ³EV mX\ complicado AUgenWina, YiVWe, poUqXe«no Yan a conVegXiU mat] oUginico. ImpoVible. CUeo Pampa 
AUgenWina Wiene.´ (QXeVo del Campo) 
94 ³eVWamoV UepUodXciendo YaUiedadeV paUa el INTA \ paUa noVoWUoV obYiamenWe \ paUa el gUXpo.´ (Campo OUginico) 
95 ³para nosotros hacer producción animal hace falta cereal orgánico certificado, nosotros no teníamos acceso a eso, 
había poco, lo poco que había se exportaba.´ (HXeYoV del Campo) 
96 ³pUicWicamenWe igXal a lo oUginico Vin loV ceUealeV oUginicoV, XVamoV ceUealeV conYencionaleV.´ (Huevos del 
Campo) 
97 ³Lo ~nico qXe compUo de inVXmo eV balanceado qXe eV mat] molido.´ (JXan) 
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 I know, but often we end up with conventional coUn.´98 The price premium and lack of supply 

chains for inputs like organic feed and seeds were key challenges for eliminating toxic exposures 

in Argentina. 

Another contrast between organics and agroecology related to the temporal aspect of 

transitioning from conventional production. The starting point to be organic was compliance 

with the certification standards, whereas farmers could enter the world of agroecology from 

whatever context they were currently in because the goal of agroecology was not to meet legal 

standards, but to constantly improve practices to be ever more modeled after ecological 

processes. A member of a solidarity economy agroecology organi]aWion noWed, ³Man\ of WhoVe 

who are working with us have been in transition for a long time, a long time, and some have 

alUead\ compleWel\ VWopped conYenWional pUodXcWion.´99 In contrast, organic farmers in transition 

had to sell their products as conventional; ³IW¶V all a VloZ pUoceVV becaXVe iW WakeV WZo \eaUV Wo 

certify it organic, so at the beginning you have to start with organic production practices, but you 

cannot [Vell iW aV oUganic].´100 

There was also a spatial aspect of transitioning. Export organic and extensive, solidarity, 

and unionized agroecological farmers were the most likely to have previously worked in 

conventional agriculture. These groups regularly had parts of their farms that were still in 

conventional production, with other parts in organic or agroecological production. An export 

 
98 ³El balanceado, poU ejemplo, no eV oUginico. No pXedo deciU qXe eV oUginico, poUqXe no conVegXimoV pUodXcWoV 
de insumos orgánicos aquí, es muy difícil conseguir insumos orgánicos en la Provincia de Buenos Aires. El maíz no 
es transgénico pero tampoco, el maíz no es sanamente orgánico, se trata de conseguir y de buscar y qué sé yo, pero 
mXchaV YeceV le caemoV al mat] com~n´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
99 ³MXchoV de loV qXe están laborando con nosotros igual ya están en transición hace mucho tiempo, hace mucho 
Wiempo, eVWe, algXnoV \a dejaUon compleWo la pUodXcciyn conYencional´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
100 ³Son todos procesos lentos porque lleva dos años certificar orgánico, por lo tanto al principio uno tiene que 
empe]aU con laV pUicWicaV de pUodXcciyn oUginica, peUo no pXede´ (Campo OUginico) 
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 oUganic faUmeU e[plained, ³Whe faUm iV made Xp of WZo bXVineVVeV, one conYenWional WhaW haV 

nothing to do with the organic part, the organic part is physically in the same place and they are 

VepaUaWed.´101 Similarly, a solidarity economy market bought fUom ³BoliYianV Zho aUe gUoZing 

conventional food that they bring to the Central Market, and on the other hand produce 

agroecologically in another space on the land.´102 These two subgroups of farmers both often 

came from conventional agriculture and were still in the process of transitioning, even though 

they came from very different socioeconomic positions. The key difference was that export 

organic and extensive agroecological farmers were most likely to have been conventional farm 

owners whereas solidarity and unionized agroecological farmers were mostly hired labor on 

conventional farms. I did not observe biodynamic agroecological farmers or local organic 

farmers splitting their farms between conventional and alternative production.  

FigXUe 6 VXmmaUi]eV VXbgUoXpV¶ appUoacheV Wo Wo[icV, fUom maUkeW-embedded input 

substitution to ecologically embedded input cycling. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
101 ³el campo se formaron como dos empresas, una convencional que no tiene nada que ver con la parte orgánica, lo 
orgánico físicamente están en el miVmo lXgaU \ eVWin VepaUadaV.´ (Campo OUginico) 
102 ³Bolivianos que están trabajando en lo convencional y les llevan al Mercado Central y por otro lado, en un 
eVpacio denWUo de VX WieUUa pUodXcen agUoecolygico.´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
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 Figure 6: Toxics pillar with subgroups 

 

 

All alternative farmers prioritized eliminating toxic exposures and most believed in the need for 

some sort of verification system. Organic farmers rightfully saw organic certification as the 

available method that could most verifiably assure agrochemical-free food. But the economic 

barriers to organic certification were deep and tied to land and credit access, as we will explore 

in the next chapter. Certified organic farmers came from a socioeconomic position where they 

were able to afford expensive inputs to replace toxic industrial input equivalents. This approach 

± input substitution ± relied on accessing inputs through markets. In contrast, agroecological 

farmers tended to avoid purchasing inputs on markets (they were often not in an economic 

position to do so), instead relying on producing their own inputs from the farm, whenever 

possible. This approach ± Zhich I haYe called ³inpXW c\cling´ ± is a more ecologically embedded 

approach than input substitution because it does not rely on extractive industries and instead 
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 toxics continuum because input substitution is a market-embedded approach, but the certification 

standards ensure a minimum legal standard that prevent organic farmers from using practices 

that are as ecologically dis-embedded as conventional production. The organic standards do not 

necessarily promote input cycling, but many certified organic farmers used some input cycling 

techniques in their production practices.  

 

Biodiversity loss 

When we look at toxic exposures as the singular goal of alternative agriculture movements, it 

appears that certified organics are the most ecologically friendly. However, when we look at 

other core goals, like biodiversity, other subgroups emerge as leaders.  

Farms that grew large-scale mechanizable crops like oilseeds and grains ± most typically 

export organic and extensive agroecological farms ± had the greatest total amount and 

percentage of land in monocrop production. Input substitution practices facilitated these farms in 

maintaining the general production system of industrial agriculture, especially monocropping. 

Selling into international markets usually meant that profits came by increasing the quantity of 

production of non-perishable crops. To put it in context, however, these farms went far beyond 

their conventional counterparts in their efforts to increase biodiversity. Their primary methods of 

doing so were growing a greater variety of crops and by rotating crops.  

Local organic farms, which were more likely to grow perishable crops like vegetables, 

were typically far more biologically diverse than export organic farms. Part of this is due to 

scale, as they grew even more varieties on much smaller plots of land. A Provincia Orgánica 

faUmeU belieYed WhaW agUoecologiVWV WhoXghW ³WhaW all Ze Ueall\ do iV conYenWional agUicXlWXUe bXW 
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 with organic inputs.´103 Yet Provincia Orgánica and other organic farmers usually did not simply 

Uel\ on inpXW VXbVWiWXWion, hoZeYeU: ³Ze XVe a Won of oWheU pUacWiceV WhaW conYenWional faUmeUV 

don¶W do: Whe [conYenWional] gX\ Zho doeV WomaWoeV«doeV WomaWoeV all \eaU long. We do 

tomatoes and after we do aUXgXla, Vpinach, leWWXce«Ze UoWaWe a Won of cUopV Vo WhaW laWeU, Whe 

folloZing \eaU, Ze can go back and do WomaWoeV.´104 This perspective is a reminder that just 

because the organic certification system is designed around a minimum standard focused on 

toxicity, it does not mean that organic farmers do not also use practices like crop rotations, which 

demand that farmers sometimes sacrifice the higher income in the short-term from a crop like 

tomatoes for lower income generating crops that increase the farm¶V biodiYeUViW\.  

SWill, a faUm¶V capaciW\ foU incUeaVing cUop diYeUViW\ iV laUgel\ dependenW on Whe food 

supply chains they sell into, which explains export organic farmers being the most likely to grow 

in monocrops. Highly diversified farms like in solidarity agroecology needed to have viable 

ways to sell smaller amounts of a greater diversity of crops, which required a greater diversity of 

marketing outlets and much more coordination among growers. Quinta Solidaridad, an 

organization that helped facilitate cooperative marketing of solidarity agroecological food, 

e[plained, ³The idea, WhiV iV Whe logic, man\ pUodXceUV bXW man\ ValeV channelV Vo WhaW I don¶W 

haYe a faUm WhaW onl\ deliYeUV me chaUd«iW¶V YeU\ d\namic, fiUVW, WhaW WhiV aUea iV aUid, and 

second WhaW iW¶V UoWaWing, Vo Whe logic iV WhaW [Whe faUmeUV] can Vell Wo diffeUenW placeV.´105 A grand 

 
103 ³qXe noVoWUoV lo qXe hacemoV en Uealidad eV Xna agUicXlWXUa conYencional peUo con el XVo de inVXmoV oUginicoV.´ 
(Provincia Orgánica) 
104 ³noVoWUoV hacemoV Xn monWyn de oWUaV pUicWicaV qXe loV conYencionaleV no hacen; el Wipo qXe hace WomaWe«hace 
tomate todo el año. NosotroV hacemoV WomaWe \ deVpXpV hacemoV U~cXla, eVpinaca, lechXga«YamoV UoWando Xn 
monWyn de cXlWiYo paUa deVpXpV, al axo VigXienWe, podeU YolYeU a haceU WomaWe.´ (PUoYincia OUginica) 
105 ³La idea, ponele a la lygica, digamoV, mXchoV pUodXcWoUeV, peUo mXchoV canales de venta para que sea rotativo, o 
Vea, no ha\ monocXlWiYo, o Vea, no Wengo, digamoV, donde Xn hXeUWo qXe VolamenWe me enWUega acelga«eV mX\ 
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 challenge for maintaining biodiversity on their farms, she continued, was WhaW ³Whe maUkeW ZiWh 

the characteristics of a permanent market for family farming and the social economy costs a 

loW.´106 Unionized agroecological farmers were seeking to address this problem by building their 

own entire food supply chains and guaranteeing to buy all of the produce their member farmers 

grew, even in small quantities. For farms to become more ecologically embedded in polyculture, 

food supply chains must be redesigned to be ecologically embedded, too. 

Biodynamic farms tended to be the most biologically diverse because they not only 

prioritized crop diversity and rotations, but also strategically integrated animals in their cropping 

systems: one of the hallmarks of the biodynamic credo. While the large export organic and 

extensive agroecology farms often also used integrated plant-animal systems, the difference was 

in scale and amount of biodiversity; biodynamic farms integrated animals while growing a 

greater number of crops on a much smaller scale, increasing overall biodiversity.  

FigXUe 7 VXmmaUi]eV VXbgUoXpV¶ appUoacheV Wo biodiYeUViW\ loVV, fUom maUkeW-embedded 

monoculture to ecologically embedded polyculture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
dinámica, primero, que esta zona es árida, y segundo que es rotativa, entonces, la lógica es que puedan vender a 
diVWinWoV lXgaUeV.´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
106 ³el meUcado con eVWa caUacWeUtVWicaV del meUcado peUmanenWe paUa la agUicXlWXUa familiaU \ la economta Vocial leV 
cXeVWa mXcho.´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
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 Figure 7: Biodiversity loss pillar with subgroups 

 

 

While export organic and extensive agroecological farms were more biologically diverse than 

their conventional counterparts, they were the least biodiverse among alternative agriculture 

subgroups. This pattern was mostly a consequence of their focus on mechanizable commodity 

crops like grains, which required a capital-intensive production system accessible only to the 

most economically privileged farmers. In contrast, solidarity and unionized agroecological farms 

operated on a small scale and were highly diverse, which was due to both their ecological values 

and to these economicall\ maUginali]ed faUmeUV¶ economic UaWionale of aYoiding Whe UiVk of cUop 

failure that came with growing monocrops. Local organic and biodynamic farms were similar in 

terms of biodiversity, but these groups had more economic privilege and were more likely to be 

able to afford integrating costly biodiversity strategies, such as integrated livestock systems. I 

observed biodynamic farms integrating livestock more than local organic farms, which was 

likely due to integrated livestock systems being part of the guiding ethos of biodynamic 
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 agriculture.   

 

Climate crisis 

Eliminating toxins and increasing biodiversity are two important steps for increasing soil 

microbiological activity that grows soil organic matter, important for climate mitigation and 

adaptation. Still, it is possible to have toxin-free inputs and above-ground biodiversity in 

production systems that use soil simply as a medium for anchoring plants (which does nothing to 

address the climate crisis), rather than fostering a living soil ecosystem that grows soil organic 

matter.  

On the extreme end of the soil-as-medium perspective is hydroponics, which replaces soil 

with other materials for anchoring plants. While hydroponics could be certified organic in the 

U.S., they could not in AUgenWina. AV MAPO¶V pUeVidenW pXW iW, ³h\dUoponicV aUe noW oUganic 

under ArgenWinian laZ«Whe\ don¶W haYe a connecWion ZiWh Whe Voil, in oWheU ZoUdV, iW¶V noW an 

opWion XndeU Whe laZ«Ze¶Ue beginning Wo haYe h\dUoponicV bXW Whe\ knoZ WhaW iW iV neYeU going 

Wo be oUganic.´107 AUgenWina¶V VWUicWeU oUganic minimXm VWandaUd ZaV effecWiYe in stymieing the 

growth of a hydroponic industry that would compete with these other types of alternative 

agriculture but would do nothing to address the climate crisis. In other words, Argentinian 

organics had a higher minimum standard than U.S. organics in this regard, which kept 

Argentinian organic producers from ecologically dis-embedding their farms by turning to 

hydroponics. 

The market-dUiYen pXll Wo VoilleVV agUicXlWXUal V\VWemV iV alVo UeflecWed in faUmeUV¶ 

 
107 ³PaUa la le\ aUgenWina no eV oUginico lo hidUopynico«no Wiene el vínculo con la tierra, o sea, para la ley no es una 
opciyn«Empe]y a habeU hidUoponia peUo Vaben qXe nXnca Ya a VeU oUginico.´ (MAPO) 
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 decision to raise chickens indoors (which generally does not contribute to building soil organic 

matter) or rotating on pasture outdoors (which does). Huevos del Campo, which sold local 

certified organic as well as non-certified organic eggs (in similar packaging, but without the 

organic seal), had boWh paVWXUe and indooU V\VWemV; ³Ze ZoUk a liWWle inVide Whe baUn and a liWWle 

oXWVide.´108 This farmer used a 100-meter (328 foot) barn to raise chickens for eggs, next to three 

oWheU baUnV on a pUopeUW\ ³WhaW conWinXe Wo be dedicaWed Wo indXVWUial chicken.´109 Organic 

farmers used an array of different production systems, some of which built soil organic matter 

and others of which did not.  

One sign that farmers may have a living soil ± rather than a soil-as-medium ± perspective 

is whether they practice low- or no-tillage: mechanical disruption of the soil that destroys 

microbiological activity. However, this must be interpreted with caution because it depends on 

how a farmer goes about their low-Willage V\VWem. AV one e[poUW oUganic faUmeU e[plained, ³We 

never stopped doing pasture and rotations, things that the majority, 90% of the farms in the area 

haYe VWopped doing Vince Whe\ VWaUWed diUecW Veeding and geneWicall\ modified Vo\.´110 Put 

differently, conventional farmers are now using low- or no-till practices, but only made possible 

through a GMO production system that requires application of agrochemicals that also destroy 

soil microbiology. In other words, this approach swaps the method of killing soil microbiology 

from a physical one (tillage) to a chemical one (agrochemicals); in both cases reflecting a soil-as-

medium approach. However, no- or low-tillage is an important part of fostering living soil. The 

problem with the no-till framing is that ± like the organic certification standards ± no-till is 

 
108 ³noVoWUoV WUabajamoV Xn poco adenWUo del galpyn \ Xn poco afXeUa.´ (HXeYoV del Campo) 
109 ³qXe la VigXen dedicando a pollo indXVWUial.´ (HXeYoV del Campo) 
110 Nunca dejamos de hacer pasturas y rotaciones, cosas que la mayoría, 90% de los campos de la zona habían 
dejado de haceU deVde qXe Ve iniciy la ViembUa diUecWa \ la Voja WUanVgpnica.´ (Campo Orgánico) 
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 defined in Whe negaWiYe (e.g. ZhaW \oX don¶W do UaWheU Whan ZhaW \oX do do), and WhXV VXVcepWible 

Wo an ³inpXW VXbVWiWXWion´ Uace Wo Whe boWWom like ZiWh diUecW Veeding GMOV (foU conYentional 

growers). This framing stands in contrast to a living soils approach practiced by agroecologists, 

which sees soil microbiological activity as something that can be continually improved.  

Agroecological farms regularly used practices that built soil organic matter ± such as 

compost and integrated plant-animal systems ± even though they did not describe their 

motivations for doing so as related to climate mitigation or adaptation. For instance, solidarity 

economy market farmer Lucía used composted plant and animal manure. Marcos used chicken 

manure. Some practices for building SOM came from an ecological and health motivation to 

avoid agrochemicals, but other reasons were economic. Agrochemicals were expensive, so input 

cycling techniques were a way to reduce input costs.  

For others, soil building practices were critical because they could only afford to access 

marginal land that needed heavy amending for it to be productive. Quinta Solidaridad established 

itself on land that was previously a brick factory: 

Argentina makes bricks of gold. Why? Because to make bricks you 
have to take off the top layer of soil, the most fertile part is used to 
make bUickV«Whe\ lefW all Whe Voil ³decapiWaWed,´ aV Ze Va\, all of 
the land decapitated. To do that soil remediation, we had to learn to 
do iW, becaXVe beVideV, hoZ coXld \oX Well people ³go pUodXce´ if Whe 
soils are in a disastrous condition? So, when we got here, we 
began«Wo planW WUeeV Wo WUanVfoUm WhaW, WhaW ZaV an idea WhaW a 
Paraguayan peasant organization gave us, they told us that we were 
arrogant to think that we could transform the soil on our own, 
without incorporating trees to be able to transform it and give it 
vegetation and life. It was also a question of beliefs of the 
GXaUant«Whe WUee iV a YeUy important symbol for them. So, well, we 
planted trees.111 

 
111 ³en AUgenWina Ve hace ladUilloV de oUo. ¢PoU qXp? PoUqXe paUa haceU loV ladUilloV WieneV qXe VacaU [diafonta] la 
capa de aUUiba, digamoV, la miV fpUWil Ve ocXpa paUa haceU ladUilloV«dejaUon WodaV laV WieUUaV, noVoWUoV decimoV 
µdecapiWadaV¶, WodoV VXeloV decapitados. Para hacer esa recuperación del suelo, y teníamos que aprender a hacerlo, 
porque aparte, ¿cómo le decías a la gente: "produzca" si las tierras son una condición de desastre? Entonces, cuando 
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Drawing from Indigenous knowledges, an ecological desire to build topsoil that had been 

extracted by capitalist industry, and an economic need to foster productive soils, Quinta 

Solidaridad¶V first job was to plant trees and bring biodiversity to the land. This stood in stark 

contrast to the trend in industrial agriculture of deforestation to increase arable land. 

FigXUe 8 VXmmaUi]eV VXbgUoXpV¶ appUoacheV Wo Whe climaWe cUiViV, fUom maUkeW-embedded 

soil-as-medium to ecologically embedded living soil. 

 

Figure 8: Climate crisis pillar with subgroups 

 

 

Practices that prioritized input cycling and polyculture ± like rotations, integrated plant-animal 

 
eVWibamoV aht, noV empe]amoV«a planWaU iUboleV paUa Wransformar eso, que eso fue una idea que nos la dio la 
organización campesina de Paraguay, que nos dijeron que nosotros éramos unos soberbios de pensar que nosotros 
solos íbamos a transformar ese suelo, sino que había que incorporar ahí al árbol para poder transformar y darle 
YegeWaciyn \ Yida. Tambipn poU Xna cXeVWiyn, digamoV de cUeenciaV, loV GXaUanteV«el iUbol eV como alg~n Vtmbolo 
mX\ impoUWanWe paUa elloV. EnWonceV, bXeno, a planWaU iUboleV.´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 

C
lim

at
e 

cr
is

is
 

Living soil 
Ecological embeddedness 

Soil-as-medium 
Market-embeddedness 

Export organics 
 

Local organics 

Extensive agroecology 

Biodynamic agroecology 

Solidarity agroecology 

Unionized agroecology 



 104 
 
 
 systems, and composting ± built SOM, important for climate mitigation and adaptation. These 

practices were most prevalent among biodynamic, solidarity, and unionized agroecological 

farmers, who saw these practices as important ecologically (and sometimes economically), but 

usually not in terms of their impacts on the climate crisis. Organic and extensive agroecological 

farmers were more likely to adopt a soil-as-medium approach, enabled by input substitution and 

ceUWified oUganic¶V minimXm VWandaUd appUoach Wo goYeUnance. AW Whe Vame Wime, AUgenWina¶V 

organic standards prevented farmers from adopting even more market-embedded approaches to 

the detriment of soil microbiology, such as by prohibiting organic hydroponics.  

 

HoZ VXbgUoXpV inWeUpUeWed each oWheU¶V pUioUiWi]aWion of Whe WhUee enYiUonmenWal pillaUV 

Export and local organic farmers shared a deep pride in having found what they perceived as a 

win-win between their business interests and eliminating toxic exposures. They spoke about 

eliminating toxic exposures in terms of individual and environmental health. Capital Orgánica¶V 

faUmeU pXW iW WhiV Za\; ³IW¶V a bXVineVV WhaW gUoZV, WhaW haV iWV pUofiWabiliW\, and in turn, gives us a 

bit. The extra point is knowing that we are doing something for the community, for ecology. 

Today our clients have the possibility of eating healthfully, that already is an extra satisfaction to 

what could be the profitability of a bXVineVV.´112 Organic farmers primarily saw their work as a 

business venture and were proud to create businesses that avoided creating toxic harms like those 

of their industrial counterparts. 

Eliminating toxic exposures was the top core goal for organic farmers (and the organic 

 
112 ³EV Xn negocio qXe cUece, qXe Wiene su rentabilidad, y a su vez, nos da el granito de arena. El punto extra que es 
el hecho de saber que estamos haciendo algo por la comunidad, por la ecología. Hoy nuestros clientes tengan la 
posibilidad de comer sano, eso ya es una satisfacción extra a lo qXe pXede VeU la UenWabilidad de Xn negocio.´ 
(Capital Orgánica) 
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 certification system) and this was the criteria they used to interpret agroecological farmers. 

Cereales Orgánicos¶ pUeVidenW UeflecWed on agUoecolog\, ³FoU me iW doeVn¶W mean an\Whing, Wo be 

brute, crudely. It is a question of faith. The more you believe that it is agroecological, the more 

agUoecological iW iV going Wo be.´113 Similarly, Capital Orgánica¶V faUmeU Vaid, ³SomeWimeV Whe\ 

take advantage of the public, of the market. There are people that say organic because they 

believe that Whe\ pUodXce oUganicall\, bXW WheUe iV nobod\ Wo gXaUanWee iW behind Whe VceneV.´114 

Organic farmers were proud of achieving compliance with organic certification rules, which 

(despite other shortcomings), strongly address the core goal of eliminating toxic exposures. 

Interpreting agroecological farmers through the lens of this goal rather than also through 

agUoecolog\¶V oWheU pUioUiWieV conWUibXWed Wo oUganic faUmeUV peUceiYing agUoecological faUmeUV 

as being deceptive for advertising their food as an organic equivalent without having to have 

gone through a verification system like organic certification. 

Organic farmers were more open to trusting agroecological farmers if they sold food 

through direct marketing. A local organic farmer summed up this perspective: 

This is my position: if you know the producer and you know how 
they farm, well, wonderful, you certify it, you buy it, because you 
knoZ WhaW Whe\ faUm ZiWhoXW peVWicideV«If iW iV noW Whe pUodXceU WhaW 
VellV diUecWl\, \oX haYe Wo haYe faiWh in ZhaW \oX oUdeUed if \oX don¶W 
know the farm. In contrast, if what you sell is organic, there is a 
ceUWificaWion, WheUe iV qXaliW\ conWUol, WheUe iV WUaceabiliW\; Vo, WheUe¶V 
oWheU food VecXUiW\ foU Whe conVXmeU«Zhen WheUe iV an 
intermediary, with agroecology, for me, it ends up being a question 
of faith, nothing more.115 

 
113 ³PaUa mt no eV nada, paUa VeU bUXWo, aVt, cUXdamenWe. EV Xna cXeVWiyn de fe. CXanWo miV cUeaV qXe eV 
agUoecolygico, miV agUoecolygico Ya a VeU.´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
114 ³A YeceV, Ve apUoYechan del público, del mercado. Hay gente que dice ser orgánica porque ellos creen que 
pUodXcen oUginico, peUo no ha\ nadie qXe lo aYale de aWUiV.´ (CapiWal OUginica) 
115 ³Mi poViciyn eV pVWa: Vi W~ conoceV al pUodXcWoU \ VabeV cymo pUodXce, enWonceV, biUbaUo, lo certificás, tú le 
compUiV, poUqXe VabeV qXe pUodXce Vin peVWicidaV...Si no eV el pUodXcWoU el qXe lo Yende diUecWamenWe«confiiV en lo 
que pediste si no conoces el campo. En cambio, si vos lo que vendes es orgánico, hay una certificación, hay un 
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Organic farmers had somewhat more trust in agroecological producers who sold through direct 

marketing than agroecological producers who sold through intermediaries. But even local 

organic farmers rarely sold through direct marketing, which they typically did not perceive as a 

viable marketing strategy for the amount of production they had or sought. 

The conWe[W of faUmeUV¶ VWaUWing poinWV iV a ke\ diffeUence beWZeen oUganicV and 

agUoecolog\, becaXVe faUmeUV¶ Vocioeconomic poViWion and pUiYilege diUecWl\ affecWed Whe W\peV 

of alternative production systems available to them. For example, in unionized agroecology, 

³almoVW 90 peUcenW of Whe gUoZeUV, and Whe familieV, on aYeUage, UenW one Wo WhUee hecWaUeV,´116 

and so did not have the economic means and land tenure situation necessary to comply with 

organic standards, as Paula explained; 

For a producer that has two hectares, to certify a small farm as 
organic is basically unthinkable because, to start, they ask you to 
have good facilities, dwellings, a barn where you can handle the 
vegetables, a ton of things that a two-hectare farm cannot comply 
with based on the fact that they are small producers. And so organics 
are almost always related to a business with more than 15, 20 
hectares in production.117 
 

Even before infrastructure, the most basic investment required for organic certification was a 

long-term land tenure arrangement necessary for demonstrating that the land had been 

agrochemical free before farmers could earn certification; for two years for animal production 

and annual vegetables and three years for perennials in Argentina (IICA 2009: 48-49). This 

 
control de calidad, hay una trazabilidad; entonces, hay otra seguridad alimentaria para el consumidor...cuando hay 
inWeUmediaUio, lo agUoecolygico, paUa mt, WeUmina Viendo Xna cXeVWiyn de confian]a nada miV.´ (PUoYincia OUginica) 
116 ³caVi el 90% Von hoUWicXlWoUeV, \ laV familiaV, en pUomedio, alqXilan de 1 a 3 hecWiUeaV´ (UTT) 
117 ³PaUa Xn pUodXcWoU qXe Wiene 2 hecWiUeaV, ceUWificaU Xna qXinWa oUginica eV medio impenVable poUqXe, paUa 
empezar, te piden buenas instalaciones, viviendas, galpón donde vos puedas manipular la verdura, un montón de 
cosas que una quinta de 2 hectáreas no las puede cumplir por el hecho de que son pequeños productores. Y que lo 
oUginico, caVi ViempUe eVWi Uelacionado a Xna empUeVa con miV de 15, 20 hecWiUeaV de pUodXcciyn.´ (UTT) 
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 economic barrier made it exceedingly unlikely that the majority of the farmers who supply 

BXenoV AiUeV¶ Yegetables ± who were overwhelmingly poor, of Bolivian heritage, and women 

farming rented land ± would ever have the means to become certified organic, even if they never 

used agrochemicals. 

RaWheU Whan inWeUpUeWing agUoecological faUmeUV¶ UeViVWance Wo oUganic certification as a 

consequence of socioeconomic position, organic farmers often saw it as a result agroecological 

faUmeUV¶ VXppoVed poliWical ideologieV oU UefXVal Wo folloZ UXleV. AV Cereales Orgánicos¶ 

president assumed, agroecological farmers simpl\ ³don¶W Za\ Wo obe\ UegXlaWionV.´118 However, 

unionized, solidarity, and small-scale biodynamic farmers were developing their own versions of 

agroecological verification systems at the time of this research. Agroecological farmers did see 

the importance of building systems to verify the absence of agrochemicals but felt like they 

needed to create their own systems because of the systemic inequalities in accessing organic 

certification.  

Agroecologists also made assumptions about organic farmers that were barriers to 

movement building. One of the local organic farmers at Provincia Orgánica reflected on how a 

nearby university agroecology program never visited her farm because they assumed that organic 

farmers were conventional farmers who simply used input substitution: 

Here«there is a degree in agricultural engineering, but there is only 
one course that is agroecology, that before was optional and recently 
was made mandatory, but it is only one course that a graduate will 
geW fUom Whe depaUWmenW, and iW¶V in diVagUeemenW ZiWh oUganicV«foU 
him [the professor], oUganic faUmeUV, I don¶W knoZ, Ze aUe a 
peVW«Ze aUe Wen minXWeV aZa\ fUom Whe XniYeUViW\ and Whe\ haYe 
neYeU come Wo YiViW oXU faUm«and Whe\ YiViW faUmV WhaW I¶ll Well \oX 
that before were organic and when the smallest certifier disappeared 
the farms stopped being certified. There have been many producers 

 
118 ³no qXieUen cXmpliU noUmaV.´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
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 in the area«that used to produce organically and be certified, and 

they stopped being certified when APROBA [Association of 
Organic Producers of Buenos Aires] disappeared.119 
 

To make heU aUgXmenW WhaW Whe agUoecologiVWV¶ diVinWeUeVW in heU faUm ZaV ideological, Vhe noWed 

that they often visited other farms similar to hers that were previously certified organic. These 

farms were no longer certified organic not because of an ideological or agricultural change, but 

because of a structural political economic tendency in the certification system that disadvantaged 

small-scale organic producers. 

There were four certifiers in Argentina, all of which were private companies that 

competed to certify the larger farms, which were moUe pUofiWable Wo Whe ceUWifieU. EYen MAPO¶V 

president agreed that the design of the certification system put business interests ahead of 

movement values in regard to small-Vcale pUodXceUV. AV he pXW iW, ³iW¶V pXUe bXVineVV. MAPO did 

a workshop we put on to promote organic milk, a workshop on milking yards, and the four 

certifiers were there lobbying and talking bad about the other certifieUV Wo gUab [bXVineVV].´120 

The certifiers were a legal enforcement entity. Because they were privatized, market competition 

beWZeen Whem VW\mied MAPO¶V moYemenW-dUiYen goal of e[panding AUgenWina¶V oUganic milk 

production (which was nearly non-existent at the time of this research).  

The privatization of the organic certification system not only interrupted the movement 

 
119 ³Aci«e[iVWe la caUUeUa de ingenieUta agUonymica, peUo ha\ Xna Vola maWeUia qXe eV agUoecologta, qXe anWeV Xna 
optativa y recién hace muy poquito es obligatoria, pero es una sola materia que la lleva un titular de la cátedra, que 
eVWp en deVacXeUdo con lo oUginico«paUa pl, loV oUginicoV, no Vp, VomoV Xna peVWe«eVWamoV a die] minXWoV de la 
FacXlWad \ nXnca YinieUon a YiViWaU el campo nXeVWUo«\ Yan a Xn campo de Xn pUodXcWoU de eVWoV qXe \o We cXenWo 
que antes era orgánico y cuando esta certificadora chiquita desapareció dejaron de certificar. Habían muchos 
pUodXcWoUeV en la ]ona«qXe pUodXctan oUginico \ ceUWificaban, \ al deVapaUeceU APROBA [AVociaciyn de 
Productores Orgánicos de BXenoV AiUeV] dejaUon de ceUWificaU.´ (PUovincia Orgánica) 
120 ³eV negocio pXUo. EnWonceV MAPO hace Xn WalleU de lo qXe hicimoV paUa fomenWaU la leche oUginica, WalleU de 
Wambo \ eVWin laV cXaWUo ceUWificadoUaV aht haciendo lobb\ \ hablando mal de la oWUa ceUWificadoUa paUa agaUUaU.´ 
(MAPO) 
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 driven goals of incorporating new products, but especially of incorporating small-scale 

pUodXceUV. MAPO¶V pUeVidenW e[plained hoZ onl\ Whe VmalleVW ceUWifieU, FoodVafeW\, ZoXld agUee 

to certify small-Vcale pUodXceUV; ³Zhen \oX go Wo a Vmall faUm and \oX have to ask who certified 

iW, \oX knoZ WhaW iW ZaV FoodVafeW\«iW¶V like if Vomeone VellV Wo Ama]on and Wo a naWXUal foodV 

store, they are going to pay more attention to Amazon, logically. So the certifiers, the two big 

ones are in the business of cargo ships, the grain boat, the [oil]seeds boat and they are not going 

Wo boWheU ZiWh Whe Vmall pUodXceU.´121 Market to ecologically embedded tendencies existed not 

only on farms, but along the food supply chain and into alternative agriculture regulatory entities. 

As private companies, the organic certifiers prioritized their business interests, limiting the 

incorporation of small-scale farmers, who in this study were more likely to use agricultural 

practices that addressed biodiversity loss and the climate crisis and come from socially and 

economically marginalized groups. 

Biodynamic farmers had a particular relationship with organic certification because 

biodynamics had their own certification which required organic certification as a precondition. 

There were about 30 certified biodynamic farmers in Argentina (Fuchshofen, Hirsch, and 

Brodtmann 2018: 430). But similar to the barriers to organic certification for farmers with 

minimal economic means, one small-scale biodynamic diversified vegetable farmer explained, 

³biod\namic ceUWificaWion iV a ceUWificaWion WhaW iV VXpeU e[penViYe WhaW¶V made foU e[poUWing Wo 

GeUman\, baVicall\. GeneUall\, Ze biod\namic faUmeUV Zho ZoUk in Whe local maUkeW don¶W geW 

 
121 ³YaV a Xn lXgaU mX\ chiqXiWo \ WenpV qXe pUegXnWaU qXipn lo ceUWificy, VabpV qXe fXe FoodVafeW\«eV como Vi 
alguien le vende a Amazon y a una dietética, o sea, le va a prestar más atención a Amazon, es lógico. Entonces las 
certificadoras, las dos grandes están en el negocio de los barcos, en el barco de grano, barco de semilla y no se van a 
meWeU con el peqXexo pUodXcWoU.´ (MAPO) 
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 ceUWified becaXVe iW iV YeU\ e[penViYe.´122 Indeed, even the four mid-sized and rather well-

capitalized biodynamic farmers I interviewed sold to the local market and were not certified 

biodynamic.  

 

BUILDING THE ALTERNATIVE AGRICULTURE HOUSE 

In this chapter, I found that the most socially and economically privileged subgroups of 

alternative farmers were most likely to grow certified organics, use market-embedded practices, 

and prioritize practices that addressed toxicity over other ecological goals. In contrast, the most 

socially and economically marginalized subgroups were most likely to grow agroecologically, 

use ecologically embedded practices, and prioritize practices that addressed biodiversity and the 

climate. Agroecological farmers ranged widely, with biodynamic agroecological farmers using 

some of the most ecologically embedded practices and extensive agroecological farmers using 

some of the most market-embedded practices. Subgroups tended to interpret each other 

according to their own top priorities and through politicized ideas about each other. 

By comparing subgroups of alternative farmers on market to ecologically embedded 

continuums of three core environmental goals ± and discussing their perspectives of each other ± 

I make three central arguments: 

First, for the alternative agriculture movement to achieve its environmental goals, this 

study suggests it must prioritize and address how socioeconomic power, privilege, and 

oppression emerge not only in industrial agriculture, but within its own ranks. These 

environmental issues are fundamentally social ± not only in their causes and outcomes ± but 

 
122 ³la ceUWificaciyn biodinimica eV Xna ceUWificaciyn VXpeU caUa qXe Ve hace paUa e[poUWaU a Alemania, biVicamenWe. 
En general los biodinimicoV qXe WUabajamoV en el meUcado inWeUno no ceUWificamoV poUqXe eV mX\ caUo.´ (María) 
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 because social and economic inequalities (1) mark the fault lines between alternative agriculture 

subgroups, constraining movement building for addressing environmental problems, and (2) 

UeVWUicW indiYidXal faUmeUV¶ capaciW\ foU Ueali]ing WheiU poWenWial in implemenWing ecologicall\ 

embedded agricultural practices.    

Second, the alternatiYe agUicXlWXUe moYemenW¶V enYiUonmenWal goalV aUe bUoadeU Whan 

eliminating toxic exposures; the movement is also poised to address two other existential issues 

exacerbated by industrial agriculture (biodiversity loss and the climate crisis). Yet toxic 

exposures and its impact on individual consumer health remains the primary environmental focus 

of the certified organic standards and of common discourse around alternative agriculture. 

Judging other subgroups in the movement against this singular goal rather than against all other 

environmental and social goals exacerbates divides within the movement and limits progress 

toward other existential crises.  

Third, I have attempted to demonstrate that while there is more variation within organic 

and agroecological sectors than discourse from all sides usually credits, there are systemic 

aspects of how organic certification and agroecology are designed, which impact movement 

building. To explain these structural tendencies, I offer a metaphor I call the alternative 

agriculture house.  

Figure 9 shows four pillars of the house as the continuums of the three environmental 

goals plus the social goal of food security123 (explored in depth in chapter two): 

 
123 Other social goals ± such as democratic decision making and culturally appropriate foods ± were part of my 
conception of food security, which I discussed in the previous chapter. I did not separate the social goals of racial, 
gender, and sexual justice but have rather discussed how they are part and parcel of each of these other pillars. 
Whereas in this chapter and the previous one I focused on farmers as producers of social and environmental goals, 
in the next chapter I concentrate on farmers as consumers of key resources that they need to produce social and 
environmental outcomes. Reversing inequalities in access to these key resources ± land, labor, credit, and knowledge 
± represents another set of social goals that I explore in depth in the next chapter. 
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Figure 9: Pillars of the alternative agriculture house  

 

 

 

As this chapter and the previous one have demonstrated, alternative farmers utilize a mix 

of market or ecologically/socially embedded practices for achieving each of these four goals. 

Distinct from these subgroups of organic and agroecological farmers are certified organics and 

agroecology as institutionalized frameworks of alternative agriculture. To incorporate into this 

model the institutionalized pressures of organic certification and agroecology on the family of 

alternative farmers, in Figure 10 I first add to the house a floor ± organic certification.  
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 Figure 10: Alternative agriculture house with slanted organic floor 

 

 

I represent the organic certification system as the floor of the alternative agriculture 

house because it is written in a language of minimum standards. The floor is slanted because 

organic certification is more ecologically embedded in regard to toxicity than biodiversity and 

the climate, and is not socially embedded in relation to food security. When the organic 

certification system places legal minimum standards on the core goals it prioritizes (namely 

toxicity), it restricts purely market-embedded approaches. At the same time, minimum standards 

do noW incenWiYe faUmeUV Wo emplo\ ecological pUacWiceV be\ond Whe ceUWificaWion¶V UXleV. A 

minimum standard approach perhaps makes more sense for the core goal of eliminating toxic 

exposures, because here success is defined by the absence of agrochemicals. For biodiversity, the 

climate, and food security, however, success can always be increased (i.e., we can always 

increase biodiversity, soil organic matter, and democratic decision making over what food 

security looks like). Not only does the organic certification system not address these other core 
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 goals, but a minimum standard approach to them would not incentivize continual improvement 

in these realms. 

By defining success through a minimum standard and offering a price premium for 

achieving it, the organic certification facilitates entry into alternative agriculture by business and 

industrial agricultural interests that may be more market-embedded and driven by economic 

return than ecologically embedded and driven by movement goals. This study has shown that 

individual certified organic farmers may choose to exceed the minimum standards ± and many 

do ± but the structural tendency of the certification system fuels a race to the bottom. Market-

embedded actors have an economic incentive to lower the minimum standards, pushing the 

alternative agriculture house floor down. As Jaffee (2012: 112) puts it:  

By empowering professional certifiers rather than SMOs [social 
movement organizations] to establish and negotiate the content of 
standards, the use of certification as a primary social movement 
tactic increases the potential for co-optation and dilution, in the 
absence of strong safeguards. It is also likely to alter social 
movement ecology, as it has in the case of fair trade, by shifting 
power away from activists to administrators and firms ± that is, from 
the movement to the system and the market. 
 

This tendency is well documented (Guthman 2014 [2004]), and perhaps most visible by the U.S. 

incorporation of hydroponics in organics (USDA 2016).  

Legal minimXm VWandaUdV aUe cUiWical, and WhiV VWXd\ VXppoUWV Jaffee¶V (2012: 113) 

aUgXmenW of ³Whe need foU SMOs to consider alternative frameworks for reregulation of global 

corporations, for example incorporating binding minimum social and environmental standards 

into international trade agreements or other supra-VWaWe inVWiWXWionV.´ HoZeYeU, I aUgXe WhaW 

minimum standards must be seen as only part of the solution of achieving alternative 

agUicXlWXUe¶V coUe goalV. One Za\ Wo Whink aboXW minimXm VWandaUdV in WhiV conWe[W iV Wo conVideU 
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 food safety standards, which define minimum practices that all farmers must abide by to keep 

consumers safe. It takes quite the stretch of our collective social imagination not to consider 

Wo[iciW\ VWandaUdV (like WhoVe foU oUganic ceUWificaWion) aV paUW of a coXnWU\¶V XniYeUVal food VafeW\ 

standards. If societies have made the choice to implement food safety standards to protect 

consumers from short-term health risks from things like food-borne diseases, why do they not 

similarly encompass the long-term health risks associated with agrochemicals? As legal 

minimum standards in capitalism, food safety laws similarly enable the market-embedded 

pressures of the race to the bottom, but they seek to change what the allowable bottom is. At the 

same time, movements put upward pressure on the floor toward social and ecological 

embeddedness, for example with the ongoing debates about which agrochemicals are permissible 

or not within national minimum standards, which vary by country. The organic certification 

system effectively makes a higher minimum standard for toxic exposures, but only for those who 

can afford it. 

At the same time, some certified organic SMOs recognize the pitfalls of a minimum 

standard approach and also work toward raising the minimum standards toward ecological 

embeddedness. For instance, IFOAM ± Organics International ± sWaWeV, ³OUganic VWandaUdV VeW 

minimum requirements and not a high target. In certain instances this leads to operations that 

meet standards, but that neither fulfill the Organic Principles nor progress towards true 

VXVWainabiliW\´ (AUben], GoXld, and SWopeV 2016: 8). In WheiU pUopoVal foU an ³OUganic 3.0,´ 

IFOAM callV foU boWh ³ConWinXoXV impUoYemenW WoZaUd beVW pUacWice´ (AUben], GoXld, and 

Stopes 2016: 3) as well as increasing the minimum standard for climate change and biodiversity 

(Arbenz, Gould, and Stopes 2016: 19). While the organic movement continues to push in these 

ecological realms, it has done much less work pushing social goals like labor equity, food 
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 security, and undoing social oppression in how it relates to all of these realms.  

In contrast Wo oUganicV¶ legall\ enfoUceable minimXm VWandaUd appUoach, agUoecolog\ 

represents a (currently) non-enforceable aspirational approach by defining a set of ecologically 

and socially embedded values and working toward them through continual improvement. In 

Figure 11, I represent agroecology as the roof of the alternative agriculture house because we can 

always make our agricultural practices more ecologically embedded through improving 

agricultural practices and we can always become more socially embedded by undoing oppression 

and strengthening social ties. The roof iV VlanWed Wo UepUeVenW agUoecolog\¶V gUeaWeU pXVh WoZaUd 

socioecological embeddedness for particular goals.  

 

Figure 11: Alternative agriculture house with slanted agroecology roof 

 

 

Bell and Bellon (2018) present an emerging agroecological theory that captures general 

principles (what I have been presenting as social and ecological embeddedness) without 
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 XniYeUVali]ing oXWcomeV. In oWheU ZoUdV, agUoecolog\¶V VWUengWh lies in its adaptability to local 

context while working toward general principles of ecological embeddedness and social justice. 

ThiV alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe bXildV on Bell and Bellon¶V (2018) idea b\ dUaZing aWWenWion Wo 

agroecology as a process, not an outcome (in contrast to a minimum standard approach). 

Agroecological social movements are constantly working to refine practices to make its 

ecologically and socially embedded values attainable (i.e. raising the roof). This is a crucial 

finding for agroecologists; even agroecologists who do the important work of stressing the social 

and political aspects of agroecology sometimes conceive of agroecology as more of an outcome, 

rather than as a process (e.g. Sevilla Guzmán and Woodgate 2013). In contrast to certified 

oUganic¶V VWUengWh in Whe oXWcomeV of minimXm VWandaUdV, agUoecolog\¶V VWUengWh lieV in Whe 

process of continual improvement toward ecological embeddedness. Therein lies alternative 

agUicXlWXUe¶V local adapWiYe capaciW\ Wo addUeVV emeUgenW global ecological issues.  

At the same time, agroecological farmers exist in a capitalist market reality where they 

compete with certified organics and industrial food, which need not abide by these higher 

VWandaUdV. AV GXWhman (2014 [2004]) aUgXeV, ³Zhile it may be the case that the organic 

movement never meant to alter the entire food system, the unfortunate confluence of regulation-

dUiYen UenWV ZiWh e[iVWing WendencieV of inWenVificaWion haV limiWed oUganic¶V agUoecological Ueach 

in surprising and profound Za\V.´ And aV WhiV chapter haV VhoZn, faUmeUV¶ abiliW\ Wo implemenW 

ecologicall\ embedded pUacWiceV dependV on WheiU food VXppl\ chain¶V UelaWionVhip ZiWh oWheU 

food supply chains and how ecologically embedded their own entire food supply chain is, both 

because farmers are consumers of inputs (e.g. seeds and feed) and because they need viable 

processing facilities and markets amenable to their style of production. Tai (2018) argues that 

key leverage points in the governance of global food supply chains are traceability, transparency, 
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 and third-party participation mechanisms. Tools like these are not only important for that 

particular global food supply chain, but for the other alternative food supply chains that are 

affected by it.  

FXUWheUmoUe, faUmeUV¶ abiliW\ Wo acceVV land and ecologically embedded inputs ± as well 

as organic certification ± is largely dependent on their socioeconomic position and privilege 

(explored in depth in the next chapter). And while they may have the most ecologically and 

socially embedded goals, it is the solidarity and unionized agroecological farmers in Argentina 

who are the least likely to be socially privileged and consequently have the fewest means to 

achieve their goals. Their power lies in their capacity for social movement organization, which 

works to raise the roof and as an informal enforcement mechanism to hold other agroecological 

farmers accountable to their values. At the same time, because advertising (agro)ecological 

values is good marketing to ecologically conscious consumers ± and because agroecology does 

not have a legally enforceable definition of what it is ± market-embedded actors pull the roof 

down, making agroecology highly susceptible to cooptation (Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013). 

This structural political economic tendency is especially concerning because it stymies 

agUoecolog\¶V poWenWial aV an eYeU-increasable counterweight to the existential crises of 

biodiversity loss and the climate crisis. 

What is the role of the state in the alternative agriculture house? To start, it is a myth that 

the market-embedded ends of these pillars mean the absence of regulation. Rather, the market-

embedded ends may be understood as what Bell and Lowe (2000: 289) call negative regulation: 

³Whe Vocial VWUXcWXUal XndeUpinning of pUoWecWion fUom Whe agency of others; regulation that 

prevents interference; regulation-fUom.´ The abVence of minimXm VWandaUdV on Wo[iciW\, 

biodiversity, and the climate is effectively state regulation that allows market-driven food actors 
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 to poison, kill species, and exacerbate the climate crisis. Implementing minimum standards is an 

e[ample of poViWiYe UegXlaWion: ³UegXlaWion WhaW enableV inWeUfeUence,´ in WhiV caVe, in Whe liYeV of 

farmers (Bell and Lowe 2000: 289). The point is not that one type of regulation is better or 

worse, but rather that they are both always involved in state-based market economies. Rather 

than conceiving of minimum standards for things like biodiversity and the climate in agriculture 

as the absence of regulation, this perspective encourages us to see how this absence is actually 

the result of an active, ongoing social choice to regulate, albeit in a different way. The role of the 

state, then, is not a matter of more or less regulation, but rather to decide the parameters of 

faUmeUV¶ freedom to produce food that affects people and the environment in certain ways, as 

Zell aV people¶V freedom from particular harms (Bell and Lowe 2000). This necessarily includes 

Whe qXeVWion of ecologicall\ and Vociall\ embedded faUmeUV¶ freedom from competing in the 

marketplace with cheaper but environmentally and socially harmful food.  

Seeing regulation in this way helps unpack the political economic tendencies affecting 

the floor of the alternative agriculture house, but how does this relate to the role of the roof? The 

floor is tied to the roof through social movements. It is the role of social movements to raise the 

roof by vying in the public sphere for particular socially and ecologically embedded values. It is 

also their role to combat cooptation and the race to the bottom by holding up the floor through 

defining enforcement mechanisms in the language of minimum standards. But raising the floor 

without raising the roof breeds complacency, which must be avoided in the context of existential 

issues like the climate crisis. In addition to pushing the state to raise the floor, agrarian social 

movements define the height and the shape of the roof. 

But given the structural tendency of market cooptation of agroecological goals, is it 

possible to enforce movement upward toward ecologically and socially embedded goals without 



 120 
 
 
 using a minimum standards approach? The education world provides a useful model for 

conceiving of how, because it too struggles with the predicament of assessing both achievement 

of minimum standards as well as measuring improvement, in a context where mastery is never 

fully achievable and where everyone is starting from different positions. Educators term 

assessment of a minimum standard summative assessment (e.g. an exam at the end of a term with 

the purpose of measuring individual performance against an externally determined minimum 

standard). In contrast, educators also encourage continual improvement by using formative 

assessment: an iWeUaWiYe pUoceVV of meaVXUing indiYidXalV¶ peUfoUmance VWaUWing aW ZhaWever 

position they are in, and adjusting resources provided and raising the bar against which that 

individual will be assessed the next time (Dixson and Worrell 2016). It is possible to regulate 

continual improvement, not just minimum standards. Just because agroecology represents a set 

of aspirational values does not mean that it is not possible to enforce raising the roof. With an 

evaluation system akin to formative assessment, quantitative and qualitative measurements of 

indicators of core movement goals, and sufficient state support, it may indeed be possible to 

enforce raising the roof ± in addition to the floor ± of the alternative agriculture house.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I built a model of the alternative agriculture house by comparing how different 

subgroups of alternative farmers use market to ecologically embedded practices related to the 

ecological goals of addressing toxicity, biodiversity loss, and the climate crisis. The alternative 

agriculture house reveals how economic and social inequalities mark the fault lines within the 

alternative food movement, restricting its potential to address ecological and social goals beyond 

toxicity (and even then, only for the privileged). At the same time, the model identifies how 
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 ceUWified oUganicV¶ minimum-VWandaUd appUoach Wo oXWcomeV and agUoecolog\¶V continual 

improvement approach to process both have a role to play in building a movement capable of 

addressing global environmental problems. The alternative agriculture house reveals the roles of 

social movements and the state in providing counterweights to the market-driven tendencies that 

put downward pressure on both the minimum-standard floor and the aspirational roof. Perhaps 

the most important implication of the alternative agriculture house is that it must seek to lose its 

³alWeUnaWiYe´ VWaWXV; if faUmeUV aUe eYeU Wo pUodXce Whe ecological oXWcomeV WhaW Whe UeVW of Whe 

world rely on, states and social movements must support all farmers in standing on the same 

global floor of minimum standards while raising the local roofs of constant improvement toward 

ecological embeddedness.  
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 Chapter 4 ± From markets to social mycorrhiza: Alternative farm viability 

strategies 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Alternative agriculture poses a dilemma for social movement scholars, and the stakes are high. 

Expanding alternative agricultural practices is central to addressing the global existential issues 

of the climate crisis, biodiversity loss, toxic exposures, and food insecurity (chapters two and 

WhUee). B\ YiUWXe of XVing ³alWeUnaWiYe´ pUacWiceV, alWeUnaWiYe faUmV aUe paUW of WheVe moYemenWV. 

At the same time, because they are businesses in capitalism, alternative farms must prioritize 

their own economic viability for them to persist ± and for these movements to achieve their 

Vocial and enYiUonmenWal goalV. A faUm¶V economic YiabiliW\ iV eVpeciall\ dependenW on iWV abiliW\ 

to access land, labor, credit, and knowledge (Leslie 2019). So, how alternative farmers go about 

accessing these key resources is particularly important for climate, environmental, and food 

justice movements.  

 The clearest route for accessing these key resources for farm viability is through markets. 

However, as I have argued in chapter two and three, the alternative farmers in my study region 

who had the broadest set of movement values were the most socially marginalized and had the 

fewest economic meanV Wo pXUVXe maUkeW e[change. YeW, ³peaVanW´ faUmeUV haYe managed Wo 

access key resources for farm viability through beyond-market means since the dawn of 

capitalism, leaving scholars with the long-VWanding ³agUaUian qXeVWion´ of hoZ (McMichael 

1997)? Yet social movement scholars too often romanticize the peasantry (Soper 2016) and 

neglect how all individual alternative farmers simultaneously act with both economic interests 

(as businesses) and with social and economic values (as part of a movement) (Hinrichs 2000). 
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 How can social movement scholarship better account for this internal mix of roles while 

explaining beyond-market routes for accessing key resources? 

 Adding to this quandary is that social movement scholarship on alternative agriculture 

tends to focus on SMOs (social movement organizations) (e.g. Desmarais 2007; Wolford 2010). 

SMOs are important, but so too are the often-neglected dispersed social ties that farmers often 

rely on to access key resources (and many farmers are not part of a social movement 

organization). These social ties constitute what Day-Farnsworth and Miller (2014: 13) call 

³UelaWional infUaVWUXcWXUe ± Whe UelaWionVhipV beWZeen VXppl\ chain paUWicipanWV.´ FXUWheUmoUe, 

prominent research on resource flows ± usually falling within the commodity chain or systems 

science literatures ± too often neglects the roles of power, inequality, and identity in shaping 

resource access (e.g. Bair 2009; Folke 2006; Gereffi 1994; Meadows 2008; some notable 

exceptions include Collins 2003; Enstad 2018; White 2018). This is particularly important 

because food justice scholars have demonstrated how racial, gender, and sexual ± not just class ± 

privilege and oppression organize access to land, labor, credit, and knowledge (Leslie 2019; 

Leslie & White 2018; Williams and Holt-Giménez 2017).  

 So, how do alternative farmers vary in their strategies for accessing key resources for 

faUm YiabiliW\? Do WheVe VWUaWegieV coUUelaWe ZiWh faUmeUV¶ UelaWiYe Vocial and economic poZeU? 

And for farmers who access key resources through relational infrastructure rather than markets, 

under what conditions are these socially embedded strategies effective, and when are they prone 

to deterioration, cooptation, or burnout?  

 I address these questions through an ethnographic comparison of six different types of 

alternative farmers in Argentina (which I described in depth in chapter two and summarized in 

Table 1). Two of these alternative agriculture subgroups sold certified organics, mostly for 
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 export (IICA 2009). The other four subgroups fell under the broader umbrella of agroecology, 

promoted by robust agroecological social movements in Argentina (Feito 2013; Leslie 2017a; 

SaUandyn and MaUaVaV 2017). Toda\, ³oUganic´ meanV a mode of pUodXcWion defined b\ Whe 

certification system ± which is mainly designed to offer farmers a price premium for delivering 

toxin-free food (Guthman 2014 [2004]). In contrast, agroecology is not defined legally but rather 

is a science, practice, and social movement with broader social and ecological goals. 

Agroecology emerged in response to the devastation that industrial agriculture brought to Latin 

America during the Green Revolution (Gliessman 2013: 20). While the legal governance of 

organics and the social governance of agroecology have important effects on their social and 

ecological outcomes (chapter three), farmers within each of these two alternative agriculture 

frameworks vary widely in how much they prioritize business and movement goals. This is why 

I took a more fine-grained approach in chapter two by distinguishing six subgroups of alternative 

farmers and comparing them according to their social outcomes, in that case by how they defined 

and valued food security. In chapter three I compared these six subgroups according to their 

ecological outcomes related to toxicity, biodiversity, and the climate. Here, I compare the six 

subgroups according to how they access key resources for farm viability, necessary for 

delivering those social and ecological outcomes. 

 I find that the most economically and socially privileged subgroups of alternative farmers 

± organics and extensive agroecology ± were the most likely to use market-embedded 

approaches to access land (market purchase or rent; family wealth or inheritance), labor (non-

laborers as decision makers; family as managers, not laborers; high-capital mechanization), 

credit (family wealth; banks), and knowledge (top-down processes; consultants). In contrast, the 

least privileged subgroups ± solidarity and unionized agroecology ± most often used socially 
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 embedded strategies to access land (land reform; values-based gift), labor (laborers as decision 

makers; family as manager-laborers; low-capital mechanization; worker cooperatives and 

unions; social programming for workers), credit (family labor (vs. wealth); government social 

and environmental programs; non-profit microcredit), and knowledge (horizontal processes; 

farmer-to-farmer gatherings). Biodynamic agroecological farmers regularly used a mix of market 

and socially embedded strategies to access key resources. Subgroups who used the most market-

embedded approaches were the same subgroups who had the narrowest set of social (chapter 

two) and environmental (chapter three) priorities. Subgroups who had the broadest social and 

environmental priorities had the least economic means to realize them. At the same time, these 

marginalized subgroups used creative socially embedded strategies to access key resources 

necessary for farm viability and realizing their social and environmental priorities. 

 I conclude by offering a metaphor for how the social relational infrastructure of certain 

agroecological farmers works to enable access to key resources. Using the ecological concept of 

mycorrhiza as a way to visualize particular social networks, social mycorrhiza describes how 

actors who simultaneously have market interests and movement-based values access resources 

through social relational ties. This metaphor highlights cooptation ± when economic interests are 

likely to prevail over social values ± and burnout ± when economic viability unsustainably takes 

a back seat to movement priorities. For social mycorrhiza to keep these economic interests and 

social values at their optimum balance for realizing movement goals, actors must trust that their 

counterparts will act in accordance with both their interests and values, over time (Bell 1998). 

Social mycorrhiza describes the social relational infrastructure of agroecological economies. 

 I argue that alternative farmers with the narrowest set of social and environmental goals 

(organics and extensive agroecology) were most likely to access key resources through market 
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 mechanisms, enabled by their socioeconomic privilege. In contrast, alternative farmers with the 

broadest set of social and environmental goals (unionized and solidarity agroecology) were most 

likely to access key resources through trust-based social ties (social mycorrhiza) as a resistance 

strategy to their experiences of marginalization. These agroecological farmers then had to 

compete in the alternative ± and ultimately the conventional ± food market, revealing a central 

structural disadYanWage foU faUmeUV ZoUking Wo Ueali]e alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe¶V bUoadeVW 

movement goals. These power relations in alternative agriculture economies suggest the need for 

state intervention to facilitate equitable access to key resources, necessary for realizing 

alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe¶V poWenWial Wo deliYeU pXblic Vocial and enYiUonmenWal goodV. AW Whe Vame 

time, farmers and activists are working toward movement goals by building social relational 

infrastructure amongst themselves while also extending that mutualistic social mycorrhiza into 

the state. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Market to socially embedded approaches to accessing key resources 

The contemporary alternative agriculture movement grew up in an era of neoliberal 

globalization, mirroring social movements during the time that shifted their focus from 

attempting to make change though the state to doing so through the market (Jaffee 2012). 

RefoUmiVW alWeUnaWiYe food acWiYiVWV did noW objecW Wo neolibeUaliVm¶V focXV on pUiYaWe poZeU and 

governance (Holt-Giménez and Wang 2011); neoliberal ideologies imbued alternative food 

moYemenWV¶ oZn VWUaWegieV foU change (Alkon and MaUeV 2012; LeVlie 2017a). The neolibeUal 

appUoach Wo alWeUnaWiYe food VXppl\ chain goYeUnance iV cleaUl\ e[emplified in ceUWified oUganic¶V 

approach to regulation (Guthman 2014 [2004]); Jaffee and Howard 2010; Raynolds 2004), with, 
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 for instance, all of the certifiers in Argentina being private companies (chapter three). Argentina, 

like other Latin American countries, simultaneously saw the rise of the anti-neoliberal 

conception of alternative food under the banner of agroecology and food sovereignty (Altieri and 

Toledo 2011; Carballo 2018). While there are clear differences between corporate and anti-

neolibeUal capiWaliVW gUoXpV¶ appUoacheV Wo alWernative food (chapters two and three), scholars and 

practitioners sometimes go too far in either glossing over these differences by depicting a unified 

alternative food movement or portraying a bifurcated capitalist organics/socialist agroecology 

(chapter two). In actuality, all of these alternative food entities utilize mixes of capitalist market 

and non-capitalist practices (Leslie 2017a); what Hinrichs (2000) characterizes as a continuum 

from market to social embeddedness.   

Whereas most of the literature exploring this tension between market to movement-

driven approaches to alternative agriculture focuses on things that activists want farmers to avoid 

(e.g. Wo[ic peVWicideV), heUe I focXV on faUmeUV¶ maUkeW Wo moYemenW-driven approaches to 

accessing the things they need to be viable as alternative farms. The key resources that make or 

bUeak faUmeUV¶ economic YiabiliW\ aUe land, laboU, cUediW, and knoZledge (LeVlie 2019). Polan\i 

(2001 [1944]) calls land, labor, and money (what I reframe as credit)124 ³ficWiWioXV commodiWieV.´ 

Jessop (2007) argues that knowledge is also a fictitious commodity. Buying and selling these 

resources as commodities on markets breeds social inequalities and environmental degradation 

because markets value economic competition and concentration over the social and 

environmental value that these particular resources bring to communities. This chapter takes 

 
124 Polanyi themself was ambiguous about the distinction between money and credit in their theory of fictitious 
commodities, which is important for political economic theory (Jessop 2019), but not for this chapter. For a 
discussion of the importance of credit to agriculture, the historical expansion of the credit system into agriculture, 
and credit as a fictitious commodity, see Henderson (1998). 
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 what key resources farmers need for economic viability as its starting point and instead 

investigates how subgroups of organic and agroecological farmers access these resources. 

Farmers may access key resources through strategies that can be categorized on continuums from 

market to social embeddedness (Hinrichs 2000). They may also use more market-embedded 

strategies to access certain resources and more socially embedded approaches for others.  

 

Relational infrastructure behind socially embedded approaches to accessing key resources 

FaUmeUV¶ pUoceVVeV foU acceVVing ke\ UeVoXUceV WhUoXgh maUkeWV iV cleaUeU Whan hoZ Whe\ acceVV 

them through socially embedded practices, so I use the remainder of this section to unpack how 

farmers may use social networks to access resources. Using social relations as a central strategy 

for farm viability is not unique to any one group of farmers (Rissing 2016). Rather, what Day-

FaUnVZoUWh and MilleU (2014: 13) call ³UelaWional infUaVWUXcWXUe ± the relationships between 

supply chain participants ± iV aW Whe coUe of an\ VXppl\ chain oU diVWUibXWion neWZoUk.´ DeVeUYing 

further attention is (1) how farmers may build relational infrastructure through dispersed social 

networks; (2) how the social networks farmers activate to access key resources are constrained 

by social position and worldview; (3) how resource flows within these networks are affected by 

simultaneous economic interests and movement values; and (4) how historical power and 

identity relations affect each of these three processes. 

Relational infrastructure in food systems exists far beyond formal organizations, yet 

researchers who consider the social side of alternative agriculture like agroecology (e.g. 

Desmarais 2007) and organics (e.g. Obach 2015) tend to focus on social movement 

organizations. This is an important approach because organizations may be a locus for change in 

alternative food systems, bXW heUe I place m\ aWWenWion on faUmeUV¶ diVpeUVed Vocial neWZoUkV 
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 because their socially embedded strategies for accessing key resources may or may not come 

through a social movement organization. Diani and Mische (2015: 310-311) point out that co-

membership in organizations is just one type of movement tie, and identify three others: direct 

relationships, co-presence at events, and shared projects and practices (ideological or tactical 

proximity). Farmers may build social relational infrastructure through any of these routes, which 

may then become the conduit for socially embedded strategies for accessing key resources.   

Mische (2009) offers a lens for seeing the process of how different farmer subgroups 

might use social networks to access key resources. Alternative farmers, like the activists Mische 

studies, have certain social or economic values they want to realize. But the actual career they 

pursue ± i.e. the type of position they get, and its associated power to enact non-economic values 

± is constrained b\ Whe peUVon¶V VWUXcWXUal poViWion in VocieW\ (Zhich inclXdeV boWh economicV 

and identity). Mische is interested in unpacking not just the constraints, but the pragmatics: how 

actors respond to those constraints. They show that actors respond to constraints by activating or 

deactivating certain social networks. What networks they have and how they choose to leverage 

WhoVe neWZoUkV in an\ paUWicXlaU momenW iV infoUmed b\ Whe acWoU¶V paVW e[peUienceV. So, 

faUmeUV¶ Vocial UelaWional infUaVWUXcWXUe foU accessing key resources likely reflects the context and 

power dynamics of the social networks in which they are embedded. To see how alternative 

farmers use socially embedded strategies to access key resources, it is thus important to pay 

particular attention Wo Whe hiVWoUieV and poZeU d\namicV of faUmeUV¶ Vocial neWZoUkV, Zhich Whe\ 

ma\ acWiYaWe oU deacWiYaWe Wo acceVV UeVoXUceV. FXUWheUmoUe, if Ze Vee WhaW ³Vocial WieV aUe noW 

µone off¶ affaiUV oU geneUaWed pXUel\ ViWXaWionall\, bXW enWail VhaUed hiVWoUieV, expectations, and 

(often) institutionally supported logics of inWeUacWion´ (Diani and MiVche 2015: 309), iW iV likel\ 
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 that farmers from different social and economic positions are attracted to particular conceptions 

of alternative agriculture that reflect the worldview they developed in their social context. 

Within any particular social network (subgroup of alternative farmers), under what 

conditions does social relational infrastructure facilitate access to key resources? When does 

interest in resource access make these social ties prone to deterioration, or the values ungirding 

them vulnerable to cooptation? Central to how social relational infrastructure works in 

agriculture is the issue of alternative farms being simultaneously economic interest-oriented 

businesses and values-oriented social movement actors. To make sense of this tension, I draw 

fUom Bell¶V (1998) UeinWeUpUeWaWion of T|nnieV¶ claVVic diVWincWion beWZeen gemeinVhafW and 

geVellVhafW. HeUe, gemeinVhafW UefeUV Wo indiYidXalV¶ Velf-interests, which we can see as the 

economic capacity of individuals to access the resources they are seeking. In contrast, gesellshaft 

refers to what Bell calls sentiments, akin to what I have been referring to as social and 

enYiUonmenWal YalXeV. Bell¶V main inWeUYention is that neither a solidarity of interests nor a 

solidarity of sentiments is sufficient on its own to bring about sustained collective action (action 

in my case being the growth of an alternative type of agriculture). Rather, collective action is 

most likely when actors feel both a solidarity of interests and a solidarity of sentiments. For both 

solidarities to occur together, actors must have trust for each other, because there are usually 

time delays between the enactment of practices in the realm of interests and in the realm of 

sentiments. Trust is a sign that an individual believes that another person in the network will act 

in accordance with both their sentiments and interests in the future, usually based upon past 

action. For resource flows to be socially, rather than market, embedded, we can look for signs of 

WUXVW beWZeen acWoUV in faUmeUV¶ Vocial neWZoUkV. TUXVW pla\V a cUiWical Uole in cooUdinaWing food 

supply chains specifically (Jarosz 2000; Stevenson and Pirog 2008).  
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 Taken together, accessing key resources through markets demands economic privilege 

and accessing them through socially embedded practices demands a social relational 

infrastructure of ties based on trust. This points to economics as only a partial explanation of 

how resources flow among farmers because historical and identity-based power relations shape 

both economic privilege and trust in social ties. The study of resource flows typically falls either 

in the realm of systems science literature or economic development scholarship (including 

commodity chains and fictitious commodities), but scholarship in these fields often neglects the 

roles of identity-based power relations in organizing resource flows. As food justice scholars 

argue, for instance, access to the most critical resource for farmers ± land (Ackoff, Bahrenburg, 

and Schute 2017) ± is not just a matter of economics, but is heavily influenced by continued 

historical patterns of racial (Williams and Holt-Giménez 2017), gender (Carter 2017), and sexual 

(Leslie 2019) exclusion and privilege in land markets. Similar power dynamics exist for 

accessing the other key resources crucial to agricultural production, including labor, credit, and 

knowledge (Leslie 2019). At the same time, food justice scholars demonstrate how farmers of 

color (Leslie and White 2018), women farmers (Sachs et al. 2016), and queer farmers (Leslie 

2017b; Wypler 2019) build trust with each other based on shared experiences of oppression and 

resistance. 

Argentina is home to many examples of agricultural social movements that have garnered 

power in part through social relational infrastructure. For example, in response to the 

accelerating implementation of neoliberal policies in the 1990s, agricultural, labor, and rural 

development organizations partnered with farmers to create 144 farmers markets in just fifteen 

years, called ferias francas (Golsberg et al. 2010; Pereira 2007). In these markets, farmers 

established processes like collectively setting prices to support ± rather than compete ± with each 
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 other, and movement actors institutionalized many of them by successfully advocating for local 

legiVlaWiYe VXppoUW (Colman 2009; LeVlie 2017a). The VolidaUiW\ (oU ³Vocial´) econom\ 

movement has roots in response to the 1976-1983 dictatorship, subsequent rise of neoliberalism, 

and 2001 economic crash, with the intention of redesigning economic exchange ± especially 

around food ± to prioritize social and environmental movement goals (Cittadini et al. 2010). Yet 

even within the solidarity economy movement there are variations in socially to market-

embedded action, with women often being the majority of organizers (Foti 2011) and focusing 

on subsistence while men being more likely to participate in initiatives around building capital 

(Angulo et al. 2011: 9). These are just several of many examples of Argentinian alternative 

agriculture movements that have attempted to embed economic exchange in social and 

ecological relations (Craviotti and Soleno 2015; Palmisano 2018). Furthermore, scholars of these 

movements highlight the important roles of identity (e.g. Angulo et al. 2011; Siliprandi and 

Zulaga 2014) and the state in Argentinian alternative food movements (e.g. Caracciolo, Fontana, 

and de Haro 2016; Catalano and Mosse 2013).  

In sum, all types of alternative farms utilize a mix of market to socially embedded 

practices to access the key resources they need to fulfill their economic goals as independent 

businesses and their values as actors in a movement. In contrast to the approach of accessing 

resources through markets, farmers who rely on social relational infrastructure may activate or 

deactivate social ties in dispersed social networks, which are influenced by social position, 

history, and shared experiences or worldview. Resources are likely to flow through this social 

relational infrastructure only when actors trust that the other is acting in accordance with both 

their economic interests and social values, over time. Past experiences of identity-based 

oppression may prohibit trust building between marginalized and privileged groups, and shared 
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 experiences of oppression and resistance may be a source of trust between farmers from 

marginalized groups. 

 

RESULTS 

In the following, I compare and contrast how six types of organic and agroecological farmers 

access the key resources they need to start farms: land, labor, credit, and knowledge.  

Land 

Export organic farmers most often had extensive landholdings, purchased on the market and 

passed down through family (usually to the men). Landowners often did not manage or work the 

land. For instance, the manager of a 1,000+ hectare (2,471+ acre) Campo Orgánico farm 

e[plained WhaW Whe landoZneU liYed in EXUope and ³he inheUiWed WhiV faUm fUom hiV famil\, fUom 

his father, and pUioU Wo WhaW he did noW paUWicipaWe in Whe faUm¶V adminiVWUaWion XnWil he ZaV Whe 

onl\ heiU.´125 The cXUUenW manageU¶V famil\ ZeUe fUiendV ZiWh Whe landoZneU, and had WheiU oZn 

family farm nearby. When I asked the manager where his interest in farming began, he replied, 

³geneUaWionV ago, iW¶V a famil\ Whing. M\ gUandfaWheU ZaV a faUmeU and m\ faWheU and Zell, XV 

men. I have a younger brother and three sisters and well, the men are all farmers and we always 

had the idea of conserving the soil and natural life and wildlife, we were always interested in 

pUeVeUYing ZhaW Ze haYe.´126 There is nothing in the ideology of organics that contests the 

primacy of market-based land access for the (economically, gender, and racially) privileged. 

 
125 ³él es hereda este campo de su familia, de su padre, y pocos años antes de eso él no tenía, no administraba el 
campo haVWa qXe pl qXeda como ~nico heUedeUo´ (Campo OUginico) 
126 ³Uf, de hace YaUiaV geneUacioneV aWUiV, eV Xna coVa familiaU. Mi abuelo era granjero y mi padre y bueno, nosotros 
los varones. Yo tengo un hermano menor y tres mujeres y bueno, los varones somos todos farmers y siempre con 
una idea conservacionista del suelo y de la vida natural y de la vida silvestre, siempre nos interesó conservar lo que 
WenemoV.´ (Campo OUginico) 
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 Seen WhiV Za\, ³pUeVeUYing ZhaW Ze haYe´ iV noW jXVW aboXW XVing oUganic faUming Wo pUeVeUYe 

ecolog\, bXW Wo pUeVeUYe heWeUopaWUiaUchal landholdingV WhUoXgh Whe ³famil\ faUm.´  

Export organic farmers who did not have family land but who did have enough wealth to 

buy land sometimes chose to rent, rather than buy, to avoid the transition period necessary for 

organic certification. Santiago Uecalled, ³I look foU Vomeone Zho haV ceUWified land and I UenW 

iW«becaXVe I Whink iW WakeV WZo \eaUV Wo make iW [an oUganic] faUm.´127 The transition period is a 

significant short-term economic roadblock for entering the organic market. 

Extensive agroecological farmers came from a similar socioeconomic position as export 

organic farmers, but had no reason to rent to avoid the transition period from conventional 

agUicXlWXUe becaXVe Whe\ did noW Veek oUganic ceUWificaWion. JXan Vaid, ³I am a laZ\eU bXW I boXghW 

Whe land ZiWh m\ oZn VaYingV«m\ gUandpaUenWV and gUeaW-gUandpaUenWV ZeUe faUmeUV.´128 This 

extensive agroecological farmer lived in Retiro ± one of BXenoV AiUeV¶ ZealWhieVW doZnWoZn 

neighborhoods ± and like export organic farmers, drew from off-farm income and familial wealth 

to access land for his side business in alternative agriculture.  

Similarly, local organic farmers were typically in a socioeconomic position to access land 

through markets. Mateo purchased his particular 15-hectare (37 acre) faUm becaXVe ³Ze ZeUe 

owners of a property adjacent to the farm. From that emerged the possibility of growing and 

incorporating those hectares. In fact, today we have 55 hectares [136 acres] more that are 

 
127 ³Yo bXVco Xna peUVona qXe Wenta campoV ceUWificadoV \ de aqXt \ le alqXilo«porque parece que tarda dos años en 
haceUWe Xna e[ploWaciyn.´ (SanWiago) 
128 ³So\ abogado peUo la WieUUa la compUp con ahoUUoV pUopioV poUqXe \a mi familia Wenta [inaXdible], miV biVabXeloV 
\ WaWaUabXeloV eUan agUicXlWoUeV.´ (JXan) 
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 oUganic, bXW noW in pUodXcWion, Whe\ aUe falloZing.´129 Similarly, Provincia Orgánica accessed 

land WhUoXgh a famil\ membeU Zho had pXUchaVed iW adjacenW Wo an aiUpoUW foU hiV ³liWtle 

plane.´130 Local organic farmers had less land than export organic and extensive agroecological 

farmers not necessarily because they were less privileged, but because they grew higher value, 

less land-intensive crops like vegetables, closer to the metropolitan core.  

In sharp contrast to the wealthier, whiter, and more male-dominated organic and 

extensive agroecological social networks, unionized agroecological circles were overwhelmingly 

economically poor, of Bolivian and Indigenous descent, and largely comprised of women. As 

members of the UTT, before establishing their agroecology program, they not only advocated on 

behalf of labor but to help farmers with problems related to land. Almost all UTT farmers rented 

Whe gUoXnd Whe\ ZeUe on. ³IW VWaUWed in Uesponse to the producers, to problems they had on the 

faUm, fUom pUoblemV ZiWh UenWing, pUoblemV ZiWh naWXUal diVaVWeUV«befoUe WheUe ZaV Whe 

UTT«WheUe ZaV noW an\one Wo UepUeVenW \oX.´131 MoVW of WheVe faUmeUV liYed on ViWe in ³Vmall 

Zood bo[ homeV, becaXVe \oX UenW and Whe\¶Ue noW going Wo leW \oX bXild an\Whing fUom cemenW, 

becaXVe afWeU WhUee \eaUV \oX mighW leaYe, and iW ZoXldn¶W be ZoUWh iW.´132 The rental and housing 

situation put theVe faUmeUV in a liYing ViWXaWion ZheUe diVaVWeUV like ³hoXVe fiUeV´133 were more 

common. UTT farmers accessed land by renting on the market, but at the same time leveraged 

 
129 ³pUamoV pUopieWaUioV de un campo lindero al de la huerta. En aquel entonces surgió la posibilidad de ampliarnos e 
incorporamos esas hectáreas. De hecho, hoy contamos con 55 hectáreas más que están bajo seguimiento orgánico, 
peUo no en pUodXcciyn, eVWin en deVcanVo.´ (CapiWal OUginica) 
130 ³aYioneWa´ (PUoYincia OUginica) 
131 ³Nace paUa daU UeVpXeVWa a loV pUodXcWoUeV, a pUoblemaV qXe habta en el campo, deVde pUoblemaV de alqXileUeV, 
pUoblemaV con deVaVWUeV naWXUaleV«anWeV de qXe eVWp la UTT«no habta algXien qXe We UepUeVenWe.´ (UTT) 
132 ³caVillaV de madeUa, poUqXe YoV alqXiliV \ no We dejan conVWUXiU nada qXe Vea con cimienWoV, poUqXe a loV WUeV 
axoV We podUtaV iU, \ no Yale la pena.´ (UTT) 
133 ³incendio en caVaV´ (UTT) 
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 social ties through a social movement organization to help quell some of the worst side effects of 

their tenuous market-based land rental situation.  

Unionized agroecological and export organic farmers both rented land, but the key 

difference was that UTT farmers rented because that was their only choice whereas export 

organic farmers strategically rented to gain a market advantage by circumventing the organic 

certification transition period. Organic certification was out of reach for UTT farmers not only 

because of their small scale and economic situation, but because farming on rented land put 

additional barriers for farmers to obtain organic certification when they lived on site. Paula 

e[plained, ³We do noW haYe Whe poVVibiliW\ of being able Wo ceUWif\ becaXVe, conVideUing Whe 

hoXVeV Ze liYe in«leaYing in WhUee \eaUV«Vo Whe poVVibiliWieV to certify vegetables are almost 

non-e[iVWenW foU WhiV VecWoU.´134 OUganicV¶ oUganic WUanViWion peUiod and UeqXiViWe infUaVWUXcWXUe 

ZaV incompaWible ZiWh UTT faUmeUV¶ land UenWal ViWXaWion, and moVW coXld noW VaYe Whe capiWal 

necessary through farming alone to buy land on the market. 

Several biodynamic farms ± which were at least as large and capitalized as the local 

organic farms ± accessed land through values-based gifts from their Anthroposophy and Waldorf 

school communities. With 200 Jerseys, an eight-cow milking parlor, and distribution of various 

dairy products in many points throughout Buenos Aires city and province, Tambo Holístico was 

impressively capitalized compared to other (non-extensive) agroecological farms, but tiny 

compared to the nearby industrial farmers selling to La Serenísima. In the early 1990s, a widow 

who had made a fortune through a factory in Germany wanted to make a values-driven 

 
134 ³Nosotros no tenemos esa posibilidad de poder certificar porque, inclXVo laV YiYiendaV en laV qXe Ve YiYe«iUWe 
WUeV axoV«EnWonceV laV poVibilidadeV de ceUWificaU Xna YeUdXUa Von caVi nXlaV paUa eVWe VecWoU´ (UTT) 
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 investment, and with a group of other Christians dedicated to Anthroposophy, formed a 

foundation to buy the land for this biodynamic farm. At the time of this research, a cooperative 

of dairy farmers who studied biodynamics in Germany rented the land from Fundación Tambo 

Holístico. Like two other rather well-capitalized biodynamic farms I visited, Tambo Holístico 

accessed land through a social network whose actors trusted that the farmers would live up to 

their particular values (in this case, based on the credo of Rudolf Steiner, who founded 

biodynamic agriculture, Anthroposophy, and Waldorf education). 

Whereas biodynamic farmers came from social and economic positions similar to organic 

and extensive agroecological farmers, solidarity agroecological farmers were much more similar 

to unionized farmers. One solidarity agroecological farmer I spoke with accessed land through a 

values-based gift, which was not based on a particular credo like with the biodynamic farmers, 

but on values of environmental conservation. Enabling Sofía to expand her farm from focused on 

self-consumption to market sales, Sofía accessed land through social ties that began to grow with 

a conventional pork producer who her husband worked for. Eventually, the producer offered 

Sofía space to grow food for her family. One day, he told Sofía, ³µWhe da\ WhaW I die«[m\ 

youngest son] is not going to pay for this and I want everything to be for you, the only thing that 

I am going Wo aVk \oX iV WhaW \oX caUe foU Whe WUeeV foU me.¶´135 Despite employing certain 

ecologically harmful practices, some conventional farmers ± like this one ± cared deeply about 

the land. The producer chose to transfer his land title not through markets (residential land 

developers wanted it and tried to prevent Sofía from getting it) nor through heteropatriarchal 

inheritance to his son. Rather, he transferred land through a social relationship he came to trust 

 
135 ³µel dta qXe me mXeUa«no Ya a pagaU miV eVWo \ \o qXieUo qXe We qXede Wodo paUa YoV, lo ~nico qXe We Yo\ a 
pediU qXe me cXiden loV iUboleV.¶´ (Softa) 
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 over time would deliver on his top priority for his land as he neared his death: continuing his 

ecological YalXeV of pUeVeUYing Whe land¶V WUeeV, UaUe in WhaW landVcape of indXVWUial monocXlWXUeV. 

Most other solidarity agroecological farmers were not so lucky to receive a values-based 

land gift, but made whatever small pieces of land they could afford viable by building trust-based 

social ties with other small-scale farmers rooted in agroecological and solidarity economy 

values. Quinta Solidaridad, a solidarity agroecology organization, started a small farm on soil 

destroyed by an abandoned brick factory. A Quinta Solidaridad faUmeU e[plained, ³Wo go WhUoXgh 

this was, well, to look at all that we are capable of producing, all of the capacity that exists in this 

local area. What do we do with this? And from there emerged the initiative of building a 

coopeUaWiYe of neighboUV, of famil\ agUicXlWXUe.´136 People ZoXld noW become ³a membeU of oXUV 

XnWil Whe people began Wo knoZ and WUXVW in Whe UelaWionVhip ZiWh heU.´137 Similarly, solidarity 

agroecological farmers located in Parque Pereyra Iraola relied on trustworthy social ties to share 

tools, market outlets, and other resources to make their small-scale plots economically viable. 

Parque Pereyra Iraola was a nucleus of small-scale farmers close enough to the city 

center that it was only financially possible for solidarity agroecological farmers to access it 

because it was expropriated from the wealthy Pereyra Iraola family by President Perón in 1949 

and made a Biosphere Reserve by UNESCO in 2008 (Clarín 2008). Governments aided in taking 

the land out of the residential land market and used the power of the state to ensure the land 

would be used for socially and environmentally embedded purposes. But, as one solidarity 

 
136 ³para vivenciar era, bueno, miren todo de lo que somos capaces de producir, toda la capacidad que hay en esta 
zona. ¿Qué hacemos con esto? Y ahí sale la iniciativa de construir una cooperativa de vecinos, de agricultura 
familiaU´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
137 ³Xn miembUo nXeVWUo haVWa qXe la genWe Ve empe]aba a conoceU \ Woma la confian]a en Uelaciyn con ella.´ (QXinWa 
Solidaridad) 
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 agUoecological faUmeU in PaUqXe PeUe\Ua IUaola UeflecWed on a diffeUenW poliWical momenW, ³Ze had 

a government that wanted to sell the park, bXW all of XV faUmeUV oUgani]ed´138 and were able to 

keep the land in agroecological agriculture. However, under no government have these farmers 

been able to actually get the title to the land they farm. They continued: 

Ze don¶W haYe an\Whing diUecWl\, Whe\ don¶W chaUge XV eiWheU bXW Ze 
don¶W haYe a papeU WhaW Va\V, I can be heUe fiYe moUe \eaUV, WZo moUe 
days, nothing. And we put together a project that said, it must be 
family farming, one farm per family, agroecological production, no 
building greenhouses on more than 10% of the farm, and some other 
WhingV WhaW I don¶W UemembeU. And Ze aVVembled Whe enWiUe pUoWocol 
and it was never signed by anyone and ended up being nothing.139  
 

Through trust-based social ties with other solidarity agroecological farmers in the park, this 

gUoXp oUgani]ed Wo offeU a blXepUinW Wo Whe VWaWe foU hoZ Wo UegXlaUi]e Whe faUmeUV¶ land WenXUe in 

a way that would have respected the values upon which the park was established. However, 

governments have not always shared those values ± or have not had the power or political will to 

act on them ± and so these solidarity agroecological farmers remained in a tenuous land tenure 

situation where their investments in their soil, business, and community could be taken from 

them at any moment.  

FigXUe 12 VXmmaUi]eV alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV¶ maUkeW Wo Vociall\ embedded appUoacheV Wo 

accessing land.  

 

 
138 ³WXYimoV Xn gobieUno qXe qXeUta YendeU el paUqXe, peUo noV jXnWamoV enWUe WodoV loV qXinWeUoV´ (FaUmeU fUom 
Parque Pereyra Iraola) 
139 ³no WenemoV nada diUecWamenWe, no noV cobUan Wampoco peUo no WenemoV Xn papel como deciU, pXedo eVWaU cinco 
años más, dos días más, nada. Y armamos un proyecto que bueno, la producción tiene que ser familiar, una quinta 
por familia, producir agroecológico, no hacer invernáculo al más del 10% de la quinta, unas cuantas cosas que no las 
UecXeUdo Wodo. Y aUmamoV Wodo el pUoWocolo \ nXnca Ve fiUmy nada con nadie \ qXedy en la nada.´ (FaUmeU fUom 
Parque Pereyra Iraola) 
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 Figure 12: How alternative farmers accessed land 

 
 Market-embeddedness  Social embeddedness 

 
 
Land 
 
 

 
 
 
 
-Market purchase or rent 
-Family wealth or inheritance 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

-Land reform 
-Values-based gift 

 

Export organic, extensive agroecological, and local organic farmers came from an economic and 

social position where they could access land through the market or family. Some biodynamic and 

solidarity agroecological farmers accessed land through gifts from wealthier people they had 

social ties with based on shared spiritual or environmental values. Unionized and solidarity 

agroecological farmers ± the least economically and socially privileged ± most heavily relied on 

trust and values-based social ties to access small pieces of land and make them viable through 

cooperation. 

 

Labor 

³The baUUieU Wo enWU\´140 Wo AUgenWina¶V oUganic e[poUW maUkeW was steep, fueling a situation 

where the people who made the big decisions for a farm were not necessarily those who actually 

worked, or even owned, the land. Cereales Orgánicos, an aggregator and exporter of a variety of 

Cereales Orgánicos, also oversaw production of rice on ten farms encompassing 2,500 hectares 

(6,178 acres). Cereales Orgánicos¶ pUeVidenW, Matías, e[plained, ³iW¶V YeU\ difficXlW Wo enWeU WhiV 

bXVineVV«Because of the quantity of documents and paper that you have to do to certify is very 

large, very large. So you need a specialist. An engineer, or two. And a farmer is not going to 

 
140 ³La baUUeUa de enWUada´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
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 conWUacW one, cannoW do iW, baVicall\.´141 With a high barrier of scale for entering the export 

market and a high barrier of bureaucracy for organic certification, export organic farms¶ decision 

makers were typically owners of capital who used labor markets to hire farm managers and 

workers. 

On export organic farms like one in Campo Orgánico, the landowner would hire an 

adminiVWUaWoU Zho, aV one of Whem deVcUibed, ³I go oYeU and look aW Whe ph\Vical paUW of Whe faUm 

and the things and after we see the jobs and the activities with the person that is in charge of 

them on the farm and he distributes and gets all of the work done with the rest of the 

peUVonnel.´142 Similarly, a landoZneU of an e[WenViYe agUoecological faUm e[plained, ³I do all Whe 

logiVWicV. I pXW in Whe capiWal.´143 Export organic and extensive agroecological farms that grew 

mechani]able cUopV ofWen Uelied on ³a V\VWem of conWUacWoUV foU Whe agUicXlWXUal machineU\«Whe\ 

have their personnel that are not our personnel, that is contracted. We have some laborers, but 

Whe\ aUe feZ.´ SomeWimeV these farmers used trust-baVed Vocial WieV Wo acceVV machineU\; ³Ze 

WUade machineU\ and VeUYice ZiWh Whe neighboU,´144 as one extensive agroecological farmer told 

me. Most often, however, export organic and extensive agroecological farms relied on market-

based labor arrangements of contract labor, mechanization, and decision makers who did 

minimal, if any, physical labor.  

 
141 ³eVWe negocio paUa enWUaU eV mX\ diftcil«PoUqXe la canWidad de docXmenWoV \ papeleV qXe ha\ qXe haceU paUa 
certificar es muy grande, muy grande. Entonces necesitás un especialista. Un ingeniero, o dos. Y un farmer no lo va 
a conWUaWaU, no lo pXede haceU, biVicamenWe.´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
142 ³UecoUUo \ Yeo la paUWe ftVica del campo \ laV coVaV \ deVpXpV YemoV loV WUabajoV \ laV acWiYidadeV con la peUVona 
que está a cargo ahí en el campo y él distribuye y hace haceU loV WUabajoV con el UeVWo del peUVonal.´ (Campo 
Orgánico) 
143 ³Yo lleYo Woda la logtVWica. Pongo el capiWal.´ (JXan) 
144 ³El Yecino con el qXe noV inWeUcambiamoV maqXinaUiaV \ VeUYicio´ (JXan) 
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 While local organic farms were less likely to grow mechanizable crops, they similarly 

ofWen had ³an oZneU Zho haV a faUmeU,´145 as a Huevos del Campo administrator put it. 

Similarly, Mateo of Capital Orgánica ZaV pUimaUil\ an adminiVWUaWoU: ³I paUWicipaWe in Whe 

operations-adminiVWUaWion Vide in Whe office, a feZ da\V each Zeek, and Whe UeVW of Whe Wime \oX¶ll 

find me there, on the farm, oveUVeeing Whe pUodXcWion.´146 Local organic farms typically grew 

crops that mostly could not be mechanized, but otherwise organized labor similarly to export 

organic and extensive agroecological farms.   

Organic farms, like local organic farm Capital Orgánica, often accessed management 

labor through family-based social ties while relying on the market to access physical labor. 

Mateo started the business with his sister-in-law. Family ties facilitated trusting that a potential 

business partner would act in both paUWieV¶ beVW inWeUeVWV oYeU Whe long WeUm. ThaW long-term sense 

of VWabiliW\ on Whe managemenW leYel ZaV impoUWanW foU WXUning WheiU mXWXal ³paVVion foU 

cooking´147 into together investing into a company that fifteen years later was doing at least 

3,500 deliveries each month. They hired thirty local people ± many of Bolivian descent ± to do 

the physical labor on their 15-hectare (37 acre) farm, which focused on high-value greens and 

tomatoes. For lower-value storage crops and crops that grew much better in other parts of the 

country, Capital Orgánica contracted with other producers. Developing these contracts with other 

producers involved an element of relationship building through social ties, but the source of trust 

came primarily from the organic certification, not the social relationship itself. And there was 

nothing in the organic certification or in the professed values of organic producers that was 

 
145 ³Xn dXexo qXe Wiene Xn gUanjeUo´ (HXeYoV del Campo) 
146 ³paUWicipo de la paUWe opeUaWiYa-administrativa en la oficina, un par de veces por semana, y el resto, me encuentra 
alli, en el campo, Wambipn, fiVcali]ando la pUodXcciyn.´ (CapiWal OUginica) 
147 ³paViyn de cocinaU´ (CapiWal OUginica) 
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 explicitly concerned with labor, so it is unsurprising that many organic producers relied on low-

paid physical labor, accessed through markets. 

While most of the organic actors I spoke with had little to say about labor relations, some 

admitted that labor was indeed a blind spot for organics. When I asked the president of MAPO to 

respond to those who critique oUganicV foU ignoUing laboU, he UeVponded ³I WoWall\ agUee.´148 He 

conWinXed, ³Whe VWUXcWXUe fUom pUodXceU Wo conVXmeU mXVW be bUoken«WhaW VWUXcWXUe of added 

YalXe.´149 Most of the price paid for food goes to actors in the middle of the food chain, which he 

ZanWed Wo change becaXVe ³moUe mXVW be giYen Wo Whe pUodXceU.´150 This assessment certainly 

highlighted part of the problem, but given that most organic producers were not those who 

actually worked the land, such a strategy would need additional mechanisms to ensure that this 

e[WUa income ZoXld acWXall\ ³WUickle doZn´ Wo WhoVe hiUed Wo ZoUk Whe land WhUoXgh laboU 

markets.  

Biodynamic agroecological farms sometimes accessed labor through worker cooperatives 

and at other times by hiring through the market, sometimes even on the same farm. For instance, 

Tambo Holístico was a cooperative that aggregated milk from farmers who had their own land, 

whereas another nearby biodynamic farm was a worker cooperative of five families who shared 

one piece of land. Tambo Holístico also hired about 25 additional people to work their main 

landholding, moVWl\ local people Zho ³Vomeone UecommendV. The\ appUoach XV, in geneUal 

because we are looking for someone to do a particular job, and after someone who is more or 

 
148 ³ToWalmenWe de acXeUdo.´ (MAPO) 
149 ³ha\ qXe UompeU eV la eVWUXcWXUa deVde el pUodXcWoU al conVXmidoU«EVa eVWUXcWXUa de YaloU econymico.´ 
(MAPO) 
150 ³ha\ qXe daUle miV al pUodXcWoU.´ (MAPO) 
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 leVV boUdeUing on oUganicV, AnWhUopoVoph\.´151 María, who had a small-scale biodynamic farm, 

had three men working for her the previous year, all of whom quit. She then hired a local woman 

of Bolivian descent. When she found out that this person could not read, María made an effort to 

help her get to school. As these examples highlight, biodynamic agroecological farms often had a 

mix of market to socially embedded approaches to labor. 

The decision makers on solidarity agroecological farms were farmers who actually did 

physical labor on their farms. Solidarity agroecology revolved around the socially embedded 

pUinciple WhaW agUoecological faUming¶V fiUVW pUioUiW\ VhoXld be Wo Verve the needs of labor. Quinta 

Solidaridad aggregated food from solidarity agroecological farmers and sold it in one of Buenos 

AiUeV¶ WUend\ foodie neighboUhoods. Responding to the question of if Quinta Solidaridad was 

earning what they needed as food selleUV, a UepUeVenWaWiYe e[plained, ³No, bXW iW¶V leVV aboXW 

what I need, or rather, our strength is family agriculture, family farmers and following the lead of 

WheVe famil\ faUmeUV and WhaW WheVe famil\ faUmeUV can liYe fUom agUoecolog\, WhaW iV ZhaW¶V 

impoUWanW.´152 The solidarity economy movement was founded on the principles of redesigning 

the economy to better serve workers, and solidarity economy organizations like Quinta 

Solidaridad developed mechanisms to do so. For instance, they accepted anything their farmers 

had to sell, payed for it all up front, and in doing so accepted the risk of not turning a profit on 

that produce if they had too much of one particular thing or if product did not sell. While other 

solidarity economy markets and worker cooperatives used mechanisms like these to support 

 
151 ³algXien qXe Uecomienda. Se van acercando, en general porque buscamos alguien con un laburo determinado, y 
deVpXpV Ve Ya\a Ua\ando miV o menoV con lo oUginico, la anWUopoVofta.´ (MAPO) 
152 ³No, peUo no eV WanWo lo qXe neceViWo, o Vea, lo fXeUWe nXeVWUo eV la agUicXlWXUa familiaU, familiaV pUodXcWoUaV \ 
hacer el seguimiento a esas familias productoras y que esas familias productoras puedan vivir desde la agroecología, 
eVo eV lo impoUWanWe.´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
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 labor, not all did, and I observed several examples of solidarity agroecological markets and farms 

WhaW did noW deliYeU on Whe moYemenW¶V laboU YalXeV. While VolidaUiW\ agUoecological faUmeUV and 

organizations overwhelmingly prioritized labor more than organic actors did, realizing those 

values in the context of an oppressive broader economy was a daily struggle for this subgroup.  

There was a widespread perception among organic farmers who accessed labor through 

maUkeWV WhaW, aV one pUodXceU Wold me, ³iW¶V YeU\ difficXlW Wo find people Wo ZoUk in Whe fieldV´ 

becaXVe ³people don¶W ZanW Wo ZoUk in Whe coXnWU\«iW¶V a loW of ZoUk, \oX haYe Wo ZoUk in Whe 

Uain, \oX haYe Wo ZoUk Zhen iW¶V 35 degUeeV [CelViXV ± 95 degrees Fahrenheit].´153 This producer 

blamed a VWaWe food VXppoUW pUogUam foU ³man\ people ma\be Whe\ end Xp geWWing XVed Wo geWWing 

that and living with that during one time of the month and later leave to do what here we call 

changas [odd jobV]«Whe\ Va\ WhaW WheUe iV no ZoUk«In oXU ZoUld WheUe iV alZa\V ZoUk Wo do.´154 

In conWUaVW Wo WhiV peUVpecWiYe WhaW ³people don¶W ZanW Wo ZoUk in Whe coXnWU\,´ Whe UTT 

saw that employees on organic farms were poorly paid for the hard work required and that many 

would rather rent a tiny bit of land than be an employee so they could at least be the decision 

maker on the farm. While the land tenure situation described above put organic certification out 

of reach for UTT farmers economically, the principal reason the UTT rejected organics was that 

the certification completely neglected labor concerns, the top social value the UTT prioritized: 

³Ze became aZaUe WhaW inVide Whe oUganic ceUWificaWion, iW moUe oU leVV doeV noW Wake inWo accoXnW 

 
153 ³eV mX\ diftcil conVegXiU genWe paUa qXe WUabaje en el campo´ becaXVe ³la genWe no qXieUe WUabajaU en el 
campo«poUque lleva mucho trabajo, vos tenés que trabajar cuando llueve, tenés que trabajar cuando hace 35 
gUadoV.´ (anon\moXV) 
154 ³mXcha genWe Wal Ye] Ve WeUminy acoVWXmbUando a UecibiU eVo \ YiYiU con eVo dXUanWe Xn peUiodo del meV \ 
después salir a hacer lo que aci Ve le llama changaV«dicen qXe no ha\ WUabajo«En el mXndo nXeVWUo ViempUe ha\ 
WUabajo paUa Ueali]aU.´ (anon\moXV) 
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 hXman ZoUk.´155 The UTT¶V XndeUVWanding of oUganic¶V UelaWionVhip ZiWh laboU ZaV foUmed noW 

only by what was written in the organic standards but came through the experiences of UTT 

members they trusted who had worked on organic farms. Paula e[plained, ³We haYe neYeU 

known anyone who has had a good experience working on an organic farm and who tells you 

WhaW iW ZaV a good job.´156 In conWUaVW Wo Whe laUgeU oUganic faUmV, ZheUe ³in oUganicV iW¶V, almoVW 

always, an owner and employees and, generall\, pooUl\ pa\ed emplo\eeV,´157 even conventional 

UTT farms were small-scale and the farm workers themselves made decisions about how the 

farm was run.  

As a labor organization, the UTT organized many initiatives to draw attention to 

problems in conventional farm labor, such as the regular verdurazo protests, and at the time of 

research had just begun developing a new strategy for centering labor concerns in alternative 

agriculture. For two years Paula had been working on developing an agroecology certification 

(yet to be implemented). She described, 

FiUVW, iW¶V aboXW VWopping XVing poiVonV, and When iW impUoYeV qXaliW\ 
of life a ton. And inside our certification it includes how people live, 
if you have employees, if they are poorly paid, if you have children 
working, what the house is like where you live. It is unthinkable that 
the organic certifier comes and inspects you, simply coming to see 
if Whe pUodXcWion XVeV poiVon oU noW. ThaW¶V ZhaW iV impoUWanW Wo 
them, and the cost, no? And here at least, more or less, what we go 
on is the quality of life of the people that are working on the farms. 
ThaW¶V Whe main diffeUence.158 

 
155 ³noV dimoV cXenWa qXe denWUo de Xna ceUWificaciyn oUginica, poU aht, no Ve conWempla el WUabajo hXmano.´ (UTT) 
156 ³No hemoV conocido bXena experiencia de alguien que haya trabajado en una finca orgánica y que te diga que es 
Xn bXen WUabajo.´ (UTT) 
157 ³en lo oUginico eV, caVi ViempUe, Xn paWUyn \ empleadoV \, geneUalmenWe, empleadoV mal pagoV,´ (UTT) 
158 ³por primero dejar de usar venenos, y después que mejora un montón la calidad de vida. Y dentro de nuestra 
certificación se incluye cómo viven esas personas, si vos tienes empleados, si están mal pagos, si tienes niños 
trabajando, cómo está la vivienda donde vives. Eso es impensable que en una certificadora orgánica venga y te la 
revise, porque simplemente viene y ve si la producción tiene venenos o no. Eso es lo que importa y el costo, ¿no? Y 
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SolidaUiW\ agUoecologiVWV had a VimilaU YieZ; ³Ze do noW agUee ZiWh Whe oUganic ceUWificaWion 

because we politically do not agree with how the organic certification works in this 

coXnWU\«Whe\ aUe pUiYaWe companieV WhaW YiViW and Whe WUXWh iV Whe onl\ Whing WhaW Whe\¶ll Va\ iV, 

µ\oXU pUodXcW iV fUee fUom chemicalV.¶ Well noZ, Zho pUodXced iW? HoZ ZaV iW pUodXced?´159 

Solidarity and unionized agroecological farmers had similar perspectives on labor, but unionized 

agroecological farmers had a much more robust organizing structure for employing strategies to 

protect labor.  

The social ties between UTT farmers were shaped by identity-based factors, which were 

both informal as well as institutionalized. In contrast to the certified organic and biodynamic 

agUoecological faUmeUV Zho moVWl\ idenWified aV ZhiWe AUgenWinianV, ³Whe majoUiW\ of [UTT] 

pUodXceUV heUe aUe BoliYianV.´160 The UTT had a dedicated ³CXlWXUal Space´161 where, for 

inVWance, Whe\ WaXghW \oXWh cXlWXUal pUacWiceV like dance. TheUe ZaV an enWiUe ³SecUeWaU\ of 

Gender, that are colleagues who work on cases of domestic abuse or violence against women, 

and they also give workshops, sexual edXcaWion.´162 Several solidarity agroecology organizations 

also had programs dedicated to gender. While the relationship between each of these areas and 

agriculture deserves much more attention in its own right, the point for this particular study is 

 
acá lo que menos, por ahí, a lo que sí se va es a la calidad de vida de las personas que están trabajando en las fincas. 
PoU aht, la pUincipal difeUencia eV eVa.´ (UTT) 
159 ³no eVWamoV de acXeUdo en la ceUWificaciyn oUginica poUqXe no compaUWimoV poltWicamenWe cymo fXnciona la 
ceUWificaciyn oUginica en eVWe patV«Von empUeVaV pUiYadaV qXe Yan \ qXe la YeUdad lo ~nico qXe We dicen, µWX 
pUodXcWo eVWi libUe de qXtmico.¶ AhoUa, ¢qXipn lo pUodXce?, ¢cymo lo pUodXce?´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
160 ³la ma\oUta de aci, de loV pUodXcWoUeV, Von BoliYianoV.´ (UTT) 
161 ³ÈUea de CXlWXUa´ (UTT) 
162 ³SecUeWaUta de GpneUo, qXe Von compaxeUas que trabajan en casos de violencia familiar o violencia hacia las 
compaxeUaV, \ Wambipn dan WalleUeV, edXcaciyn Ve[Xal.´ (UTT) 
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 that the UTT saw identity-based factors as central to their work as an agricultural social 

movement organization. Teaching dance strengthened group ties, which built trust among 

farmers. The need for a Secretary to address domestic violence speaks to heteropatriarchal 

gender relations within family farming units that kills trust between farming (and family) 

partners. Institutionalizing women-led programs within the Secretary of Gender strengthened 

gender-based trust between women farmers. These unionized agroecological farmers saw 

identity-based social programming as central to their focus of improving labor relations in 

agriculture.  

FigXUe 13 VXmmaUi]eV alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV¶ maUkeW Wo Vociall\ embedded appUoacheV Wo 

accessing labor.  

 

Figure 13: How alternative farmers accessed labor 
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 big decisions, scale-appropriate uses of mechanization, and cooperatives or unions to organize 

strategies to improve labor relations. Biodynamic agroecological farms utilized a mix of market 

to socially embedded approaches. All alternative farms relied on families for labor. For organics, 

family members worked as managers (not laborers), whereas family members on solidarity and 

unionized agroecological farms did both management and physical labor. While each of these 

subgroups¶ YeUVion of Whe ³famil\ faUm´ looked quite different from each other, all of these 

groups reified the family farm as an ideal foundation upon which to build agrarian labor 

relations, with little or no critique of the possibility of unjust labor relations existing within 

family units.163 

 

Credit 

After farmers accessed land, they usually still needed loans for infrastructure necessary for 

making the land productive (like irrigation) and to get food from farm to market (like 

pUeliminaU\ pUoceVVing oU packing faciliWieV). AV a VolidaUiW\ econom\ faUmeU pXW iW, ³I ZoXld like 

to put everything in drip irrigation, to not have to spend all day cleaning the irrigation ditch and 

watching if Whe moiVWXUe aUUiYeV Wo Whe planW. And When anoWheU pol\WXnnel.´164 Farmers relied on 

credit for infrastructure to reduce labor demands, and those who were mechanized required even 

more to purchase machinery. As export organic farmer and aggregator Conservas Orgánicas 

stated, ³Whe poinW iV WhaW WheUe iV no cUediW acceVV in AUgenWina, iW iV YeU\ difficXlW Wo 

 
163 The onl\ poVVible e[cepWion Wo WhiV WhaW I obVeUYed ZaV Whe UTT¶V pUogUam on gendeU UelaWionV. The\ did noW 
critique the family farm as the organizing unit of food production, but did work toward improving gender relations, 
which were often the backbone of unjust labor relations within family farm units. 
164 ³me gustaría poner todo goteo, no tener que estar todo el día limpiando la zanja, mirando, que no le llega la 
humedad a la planta. Después algún invernáculo más.´ (SolidaUiW\ agUoecolog\ faUmeU) 
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 gUoZ«becaXVe iW iV YeU\ difficXlW Wo pXUchaVe machineU\ oU eqXipmenW. WiWhoXW haYing cUediW, 

\oX Vee, iW¶V YeU\ difficXlW.´165 A local organic proceVVoU VimilaUl\ pXW iW, ³iW iV a coXnWU\ WhaW doeV 

noW haYe cUediW«Whe WUXWh iV WhaW Ze don¶W haYe pUiYaWe oU pXblic cUediW. ThiV limiWV gUoZWh a 

loW.´166 

Export and domestic organic farmers had similar processes for accessing credit, often 

relying on famil\ ZealWh Wo do Vo. AV a manageU of HXeYoV del Campo e[plained, ³I am VXUe WhaW 

commercial businesses live from credit, and we have never accessed credit 

foUmall\«EYeU\Whing ZaV fUom peUVonal VXppoUW.´167 As an extensive agroecological farmer 

Vaid, ³I finance m\Velf.´168 Most organic farmers I spoke with were less direct about their use of 

peUVonal oU famil\ ZealWh Wo finance Whe bXVineVV, inVWead Va\ing WhingV like ³fUom 2007 Wo 2015, 

the company was growing little by little, and we sold in supermarkets and did Vome e[poUWV.´169 

BXW gUoZing ³liWWle b\ liWWle´ iV UelaWiYe; faUmeUV fUom leVV economicall\ pUiYileged backgUoXndV 

would not have been able to scale up to the degree necessary to access supermarket and export 

markets in just eight years without outside credit.  

Not all organic farmers had personal funds to draw on to finance their business growth. 

PUeYioXVl\ an ³agUonomiVW Wechnician´170 and conventional strawberry exporter, Santiago met 

 
165 ³el Wema eV qXe al no habeU cUpdiWoV en AUgenWina, eV mX\ diftcil cUeceU«poUqXe eV mX\ diftcil compUaU miqXinaV 
o equiparse. Al no habeU cUpdiWo, YiVWe, eV mX\ diftcil.´ (ConVeUYaV OUginicaV) 
166 ³eV Xn patV qXe no Wiene cUpdiWo«la YeUdad eV qXe no WXYimoV ni cUpdiWoV pUiYadoV ni p~blicoV. Eso limita mucho 
el cUecimienWo.´ (TofX OUginico) 
167 ³\o eVWo\ VegXUo de qXe laV empUeVaV comeUciales viven del crédito, nosotros nunca accedimos a créditos 
foUmaleV«Todo fXe de apoUWeV peUVonaleV.´ (HXeYoV del Campo) 
168 ³Me aXWofinancia.´ (Queso del Campo) 
169 ³deVde el 2007 haVWa el 2015, la empUeVa fXe de a poco cUeciendo, cUeciendo, \ YendtamoV en VXpermercados y 
hactamoV algXnaV e[poUWacioneV.´ (Conservas Orgánicas) 
170 ³Wpcnico agUynomo´ (SanWiago) 
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 with a company in Spain interested in importing chufa for the drink hoUchaWa, ³bXW Whe condiWion 

ZaV WhaW iW ZoXld be oUganic.´171 He conWinXed, ³laboU heUe in AUgenWina iV a pUoblem«I don¶W 

haYe emplo\eeV. EYeU\Whing WhaW I haYe done, WhaW¶V Zh\ I¶Ye done machineU\, I alone ZiWh 

machineU\ do almoVW eYeU\Whing.´172 But relying on a single crop and importer left Santiago in 

trouble accessing credit necessary for building custom machinery for this export crop that was 

new to Argentina. Santiago explained, 

I finance myself with advanced sales because the theme is that I 
can¶W geW financing heUe in AUgenWina«Whe compan\ foUZaUdV me a 
certain amount of money so that I can produce, but then I have to 
bXild machineU\, becaXVe WheUe iVn¶W an\ heUe [foU WhiV paUWicXlaU 
crop], I have to take out the production expenses. And this company 
that I had contacted this year began to send money and all of a 
sudden stopped sending me money.173 
 

While this particular crop was new, Santiago experienced an old story of going into debt to pay 

for machinery (to reduce labor) to export a monocrop to a foreign corporation that made 

decisions in their own economic interests, not out of concern for labor or other alternative food 

movement goals. 

Local organic farms had less trouble accessing credit for polytunnels ± which can 

increase yields while avoiding agrochemicals ± through conventional market-embedded means. 

Mateo e[plained, ³ZiWh Whe gUeenhoXVeV, Ze haYe gUoZn peUmanenWl\ in WhaW. YeV, Whe WUXWh iV, a 

little, at times, with the help of the banks, and if not with the income from our business, we 

 
171 ³peUo la condiciyn eUa qXe Vea oUginica.´ (SanWiago) 
172  ³la mano de obUa aqXt en AUgenWina eV Xn pUoblema«EmpleadoV no Wengo. Todo lo qXe he hecho, poU eVo he 
hecho la miqXina, \o con la miqXina lo hago caVi Wodo.´ (SanWiago) 
173 ³Yo me financio con YenWa anWicipada poUqXe el Wema eV qXe no conVigo financiamienWo aqXt en AUgenWina«la 
empresa me adelanta una cierta cantidad de dinero para yo producir, pero ahí tengo que hacer maquinaria, porque no 
hay, tengo que sacar los gastos del cultivo. Y la empresa esta que yo había contactado este año, me empezó a 
mandaU dineUo \ en Xn momenWo me coUWa de mandaU dineUo.´ (SanWiago) 
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 UeinYeVW.´174 SimilaUl\, WhiV e[WenViYe agUoecological faUmeU fUom QXeVo del Campo VWaWed, ³I goW 

WZo loanV fUom PUoYince Bank.´175 This farmer accessed credit by combining bank loans with 

³famil\ VaYingV.´176  

Key to biodynamic agroecological farm Tambo Holístico¶V VXccess was the capital 

provided by the Tambo Holístico Foundation. It offered the farm access to what was once the 

estate of a wealthy late-nineteenth century politician and today is home to 200 Jersey cows and 

Waldorf educational activities. A key piece of capital was its milking and dairy processing 

facilities. This was infrastructure that would otherwise be far too expensive for small-sale dairy 

farmers to have on their own, so here a cooperative structure was important. That initial land 

investment was critical for Tambo Holístico in geWWing VWaUWed, bXW Woda\ ³InYeVWmenWV in capiWal 

are what we are really lacking, we have to do all sorts of games to see if we can get credit, 

VXbVidieV, eWc.´177 They have tried getting loans from three branches of the state (Ministerio de la 

Producción, Agroindustria, and Banco Nación), but no money had come through. Rather than 

going through the state or market to access startup capital, the cooperative relied on their social 

ties with the values driven Tambo Holístico FoundaWion offeUing UenW WhaW ³iV noW paid aW maUkeW 

YalXe, becaXVe WhaW ZoXld noW be poVVible,´178 eVpeciall\ becaXVe ³Whe aUea iV YeU\ cloVe Wo 

BXenoV AiUeV, Whe hiVWoUic faUmhoXVe iV YeU\ beaXWifXl, iW¶V ZoUWh a foUWXne.´179 This is how 

 
174 ³con loV inYeUnicXloV, hemoV ido creciendo permanentemente en eso. Sí, la verdad que, un poco, a veces, con 
a\Xda de loV bancoV, \ Vi no con ingUeVoV qXe pUoYienen de nXeVWUo negocio, eVWamoV UeinYiUWiendo.´ (CapiWal 
Orgánica) 
175 ³VaqXp doV pUpVWamoV a Banco PUoYincia.´ (QXeVo del Campo) 
176 ³Xn ahoUUo familiaU.´ (QXeVo del Campo) 
177 ³InYeUVioneV en capiWal eV lo qXe noV hace mXcha falWa, WenemoV qXe haceU Wodo Wipo de jXgadaV paUa YeU Vi lo 
podemoV conVegXiU cUpdiWoV \ VXbVidioV, eWc.´ (Tambo HoltVWico) 
178 ³no Ve paga a Xn YaloU de meUcado, poUqXe no VeUta poVible,´ (Tambo HoltVWico) 
179 ³la ]ona eVWi mX\ ceUca de BXenoV AiUeV, el caVco hiVWyUico eV mX\ lindo, Yale Xna foUWXna.´ (Tambo HoltVWico) 
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 Tambo Holístico obtained caVh floZ eaUl\ on; ³Whe fiUVW ValeV ZeUe done in Whe ChUiVWian 

community, the second round was in the Waldorf school, which is very linked to this whole 

Vcene.´180 Only later did they have the volume to expand to more traditional markets, especially 

urban natural food stores in wealthy neighborhoods. It was social ties to communities with 

shared values that facilitated access to the startup capital for what has become one of the most 

established alternative dairies in Argentina. 

Unionized agroecological farmers mostly grew vegetables, heavily relying on polytunnels 

to do so. Thanks to their economic position, they had minimal or no access to credit to build or 

UepaiU Whem. ThaW pXW Whem in a YXlneUable poViWion ³Zhen WheUe iV a VWoUm heUe, oU a VWUong Zind, 

and Whe majoUiW\ ZoUk in gUeenhoXVeV, When eYeU\Whing iV deVWUo\ed.´181 Boxed out of market 

access to loans for infrastructure, unionized agroecological farmers relied on their social ties with 

each oWheU Wo bXild and UepaiU each oWheU¶V infUaVWUXcWXUe. 

Solidarity agroecological farmers organized their own systems for accessing microcredit 

loans. On the one hand, microcredit can be seen as a market-embedded approach to making 

social change. The way Quinta Solidaridad organized microcredit loans, however, was socially 

embedded in the values of the projects they promoted, but also in the process of collaborating 

with other organizations that had similar objectives. Funded by a 2006 national law providing 

micUocUediW Wo ³Whe popXlaU and VolidaUiW\ econom\,´182 (Ministerio de Desarrollo Social 2020), a 

Quinta Solidaridad oUgani]eU Uecalled, ³[Quinta Solidaridad] was one of the organizations that 

 
180 ³laV pUimeUaV YenWaV Ve hicieUon en la comXnidad cUiVWiana, el VegXndo paVo fXe la eVcXela WaldoUf, está como 
mX\ YincXlada a Woda eVWa moYida.´ (Tambo HoltVWico) 
181 ³cXando ha\ Xn WempoUal aqXt, poU aht Yiene Xn YienWo, \ la ma\oUta WUabaja con inYeUnicXloV, enWonceV deVWUX\e 
Wodo.´ (UTT) 
182 ³la economta popXlaU \ VolidaUia,´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
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 paUWicipaWed in ZhaW ZaV Whe BXenoV AiUeV PUoYince conVoUWiXm.´183 The goal ZaV ³Wo bXild 

networks, this thing from the logic of the social, the other, of solidarity. We are in a microcredit 

network with other organizations and we, well, we think, we plan how to work with microcredit, 

ZhaW WhingV Wo VXppoUW«70, 80% of Whe capiWal WhaW Ze UeceiYe Ze pXW Wo famil\ agriculture, with 

Whe chaUacWeUiVWicV of Whe oUgani]aWion being ZoUked ZiWh.´184 With a group of other solidarity 

agroecological farmers, Sofía UeceiYed one of WheVe micUocUediW loanV and Uecalled, ³All of Whe 

materials arrived and we made it clear, that everyone comes on Thursdays to see, what did you 

do? Wh\ did \oX do iW? WhaW coXldn¶W \oX do? Wh\ coXldn¶W \oX do iW? Do \oX need a hand? 

LeW¶V go, and Ze¶ll giYe \oX a hand, and WhaW¶V hoZ WhUee, WhUee pUojecWV Ze pUopoVed and WhUee 

ZeUe finiVhed.´185 Quinta Solidaridad, on an organizational level, and Sofía, on an individual 

level, extended the reach of these state-sponsored microcredit loans by working collaboratively 

with others, effectively socially embedding the market mechanism of microcredit to build farm 

infrastructure. 

Sofía and other solidarity agroecological farmers also received economic support to build 

infUaVWUXcWXUe fUom Whe KiUchneU adminiVWUaWionV. MaUcoV Uecalled, ³16,000 peVoV peU faUm, Zhich 

gets you half of a greenhouse. There are people thaW ZeUe in loYe ZiWh WhaW, me noW Vo mXch«I 

 
183 ³[QXinta Solidaridad] fue una de las organizaciones que participó dentro de lo que fue el consorcio en Provincia 
de BXenoV AiUeV.´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
184 ³conVWUXiU UedeV, eVWa coVa de la lygica de lo Vocial, del oWUo, de lo VolidaUio. EVWamoV denWUo de Xna Ued de 
microcréditos con otras organizaciones y nosotros, bueno, pensamos, proyectamos, digamos, cómo trabajar lo de 
micUocUpdiWoV, qXp coVaV foUWaleceU«70, 80% del capiWal qXe UecibimoV \ lo deVWinamoV a la agUicXlWXUa familiaU, con 
la característica de la oUgani]aciyn con lo qXe eVWi WUabajando.´ (QXinWa SolidaUidad) 
185 ³Llegaban WodoV loV maWeUialeV \ noVoWUoV noV pontamoV fiUmeV, qXe Yengan WodoV loV jXeYeV, a YeU, ¢qXp hiciVWe?, 
¿por qué lo hiciste?, no lo pudiste hacer, ¿por qué no lo pudiste hacer?, ¿necesitas una mano?, vamos, y te damos 
Xna mano, \ aVt WUeV, WUeV pUo\ecWoV pUeVenWamoV \ loV WUeV ValieUon.´ (Softa) 
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 Whink WhaW Whem giYing me VomeWhing iV Va\ing µYoWe foU me.¶´186 When I asked if similar support 

conWinXed XndeU Whe neolibeUal MacUi adminiVWUaWion, he UeVponded, ³No, foU noZ no becaXVe 

there is not even a technician, WheUe¶V noWhing.´187 State support for key resources like 

infrastructure was important for solidarity economy farmers who did not have the means to 

access credit for infrastructure through market mechanisms. State support sometimes came and 

went with the political tides, and at other times ± as with the microcredit program channeled 

through Quinta Solidaridad ± endured through political changes, reaching farmers through 

organizations they had longstanding social ties to.  

Figure 14 summarizes alternatiYe faUmeUV¶ maUkeW Wo Vociall\ embedded appUoacheV Wo 

accessing credit.  

 

Figure 14: How alternative farmers accessed credit 
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186 ³16.000 peVoV poU qXinWa, alcan]aba paUa medio inYeUnicXlo. Digo, ha\ genWe qXe qXedy enamoUada con eVo, \o 
no«CUeo qXe me den algo eV como diciendo µYoWime.¶´ (MaUcoV) 
187 ³No, poU ahoUa no poUqXe no ha\ ni Xn Wpcnico, no ha\ nada.´ (MaUcoV) 
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 cooperative labor, non-profit microcredit, and state programs to build infrastructure. Organic 

farmers from less economically privileged positions sometimes accessed credit through corporate 

contracts, which prioritized market-embedded interests. Biodynamic farmers bridged these 

extremes in credit access, relying on their social ties with wealthy people in their social circles.  

 

Knowledge 

The president of MAPO remarked on the importance of knowledge access to alternative 

agriculture: 

The Green Revolution made it so if you want this plateau to grow 
soy it will grow it, and I ask you, agricultural engineer and tell you, 
µhoZ do I gUoZ iW?¶ So \oX Well me, and I haYe alUead\ VWopped 
Whinking, I don¶W Whink an\moUe, I Va\, ah, WhUee liWWle WhingV. I add 
WhUee inpXWV, and WheUe I¶m loVW, WUanVfoUmed inWo a UoboW. Toda\ 
WheUe aUe man\ pUodXceUV WhaW don¶W knoZ hoZ Wo pUodXce. YoX 
notice it more than anywhere when transitioning from conventional 
Wo oUganic, Whe\¶ll call \oX and begin Wo aVk baVic Whings about not 
knowing how to navigate things, or rather, they had a solution for 
everything with agrochemicals, fertilizer, and seeds, whereas now 
you have to learn the process. And it is a training.188  
 

Industrial agriculture revolved around a top-down system of knowledge transfer where farmers 

relied on industry consultants (who often had their own market-embedded interests). While the 

MAPO president paid little credence to the ample knowledge that does indeed go into 

conventional production, he was right to point out that using ecologically embedded practices are 

 
188 ³la revolución verde hizo que si querés que esta mesa crezca soja va a crecer y yo te pregunto a vos, ingeniero 
agrónomo y te digo ¿cómo hago para que crezca? Entonces vos me decís y yo ya dejé de pensar, yo ya no pienso 
más, yo digo, ah, tres cositas. Le pongo tres, entonces ahí se pierde, transformarse en un autómata. Hoy hay mucho 
productor que no sabe producir. Sobre todo te das cuenta cuando pasa de convencional a orgánico, te llama y te 
empieza a preguntar cosas básicas de no saber cómo manejar, o sea, lo tenía todo solucionado con el agroquímico, el 
feUWili]anWe \ laV VemillaV, o Vea, aci WenpV qXe apUendeU el pUoceVo. Y eV Xn apUendi]aje.´ (MAPO) 



 157 
 
 
 especially knowledge intensive. Yet even within alternative agriculture, knowledge transfer 

systems varied from top-down and market-embedded to horizontal and socially embedded.  

While biodynamic agroecology existed in the middle of the market to socially embedded 

continuums for access to the other key resources, it was perhaps the most top-down when it came 

to knowledge transfer. How to do biodynamic agriculture was strongly defined by the teachings 

of Rudolf Steiner. While Steiner had long since passed away, his combined agricultural/spiritual 

philosophy was passed down in a regimented way through the biodynamic calendar. The 

calendar dictated practices down to what types of crops can be planted when, and given that 

there was one biodynamic calendar for all of Argentina ± which is highly ecologically diverse ± 

this was not an ecologically embedded approach. While many biodynamic farmers did not follow 

Whe Uegimen e[acWl\, SWeineU¶V WeachingV ZeUe Whe VWandaUd againVW Zhich biod\namic faUmeUV 

were compared to by many in the community. This top-down approach to knowledge transfer 

met the market through the biodynamic certification system, which not only demanded organic 

ceUWificaWion aV a pUecondiWion, bXW addiWional pUacWiceV like ³pUepaUaWionV made fUom heUbV, 

mineUal VXbVWanceV and animal manXUeV´ deYeloped b\ SWeineU (DemeWeU AVVociaWion 2017). 

Growers came from all over Argentina to take courses in biodynamics at Tambo Holístico; ³HeUe 

Ze do coXUVeV in biod\namicV«Whe oWheU da\ Ze did a Zeeklong coXUVe ZheUe WheUe ZeUe 20 

people fUom all of AUgenWina, fUom MiVioneV, Mendo]a, SalWa, Whe VoXWh.´189 Although in practice 

few biodynamic farmers in Argentina were certified (which was expensive and mainly for 

export), and most did not follow every biodynamic practice, biodynamic knowledge was defined 

from above and codified in the certification system and calendar, which biodynamic farmers 

 
189 ³Aci Ve hacen cXUVoV de biodinimica«el oWUo dta Ve hi]o Xn cXUVo de Xna Vemana en el cXal habta 20 peUVonaV de 
Woda la AUgenWina, deVde MiVioneV, Mendo]a, SalWa, el VXU.´ (Tambo HoltVWico) 



 158 
 
 
 largely accepted as the ideal knowledge system that they were working toward realizing in 

practice. 

Export organic farmers often leveraged knowledge in agribusiness they gained from 

universities ± either directly or through a consultant ± about how to effectively participate in 

capitalist export markets. For example, Conservas Orgánicas began when a honey producer 

applied agribusiness and market knowledge to weather a honey market challenge:   

A honey crisis came to Argentina because they had found some 
residues of antibiotics in the honey in Germany, and so they closed 
e[poUWV and Whe pUice of hone\ WXmbled«I had alVo done a 
postgraduate degree in marketing and one in agribusiness and they 
always spoke about differentiation and added value. Well, in that 
moment of crisis I had some 10 thousand kilos of honey and it 
ZaVn¶W ZoUWh an\Whing and, Zell, I Vaid, I alZa\V haYe liked Wo cook. 
So I¶m going Wo cook VomeWhing ZiWh hone\ and I inYenWed Vome 
products with honey. That was more or less in 2004. And from there 
I created what today is my brand, [Conservas Orgánicas].190  
 

The compatibility of the export organic supply chain with existing agribusiness relations meant 

that organic farmers could readily apply knowledge from established top-down systems like in 

universities. The decision makers on organic farms mostly came from socioeconomic positions 

where they could access those resources, and used them to design their farms and supply chains. 

Cereales Orgánicos¶ YeUWicall\ inWegUaWed VWUaWeg\ leYeUaged Whe knoZledge Whe\ had 

gained through the market to externalize the costs and risks associated with accessing the two 

most significant key resources, land and labor. In contrast to Cereales Orgánicos¶ bUoadeU gUain 

business, where they could aggregate from existing organic producers, Matías got into the 

 
190 ³vino una crisis en la miel argentina, porque habían encontrado unos residuos de antibióticos en la miel en 
Alemania, \ ceUUaUon laV e[poUWacioneV, \ el pUecio de la miel Ve deUUXmby«\o habta hecho Wambipn Xn poVgUado de 
marketing y un posgrado en agro-negocios y siempre hablaban de diferenciación y valor agregado. Bueno, yo tenía 
en ese momento como unos 10 mil kilos de miel que no valían nada y, bueno, y dije, a mí me gustó siempre cocinar. 
Dije, voy a cocinar algo con la miel y inventé unos productos con miel. Eso fue más o menos en el 2004. Y ahí creé 
lo que es mi maUca ho\, qXe eV [ConVeUYaV OUginicaV].´ (ConVeUYaV OUginicaV) 
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 organic rice production because there were no organic rice producers in Argentina when he saw 

a gUoZing maUkeW foU iW: ³Ze VWa\ed in Uice becaXVe Ze ZeUe UighW in a momenW of cUiViV. TheUe 

was a lack of organic rice in California, and Vo Ze began Wo gUoZ.´191 Matías When ³ZenW Wo look 

foU pUodXceUV, Wo Weach Whem, conYene Whem, and bX\ all of WheiU pUodXcW,´192 bringing knowledge 

about organic production to conventional rice growers. Matías also leveraged his credit to 

guarantee them a market for the rice, even through the organic transition period when growers 

had to pay the higher costs of organic production but could not yet earn higher returns by selling 

the product as organic. 

While export organic supply chains aligned with conventional agribusiness market 

knowledge, knowledge about organic production remained drastically underrepresented in 

institutions like the public universities and extension system. Campo Orgánico¶V pUodXceU, foU 

inVWance, ZiVhed WheUe ZaV moUe UeVeaUch like WhiV: ³people UeVeaUching non-chemical products to 

fumigate and combat diseases, vegetable-based products that work to combat diseases, and here 

in RoVaUio WheUe aUe people UeVeaUching WhaW.´193 In other words, this producer wanted to see 

conventional knowledge development and transfer systems take on more work related to 

organics, in this case in research about input substitution (chapter three). 

BXW oUganic faUmeUV¶ knoZledge acceVV ZaV noW all Wop-down. Rather, they also engaged 

in horizontal, farmer-to-farmer meetings on topics like inputs and marketing, sometimes led by 

the state through INTA. Campo Orgánico¶V producer continued,  

 
191 ³noV qXedamoV en el aUUo] poUqXe jXVWo fXe Xn momenWo de cUiViV. FalWa de aUUo] oUginico en CalifoUnia, \ 
noVoWUoV empe]amoV a cUeceU.´ (CeUealeV OUginicoV) 
192 ³iU a bXVcaU loV pUodXcWoUeV, enVexaUleV, conYocaUloV \ compUaUleV Woda la meUcadeUta,´ (CeUealeV OUginicoV) 
193 ³genWe inYeVWigando pUodXcWoV qXe no Von qXtmicoV paUa fXmigaU \ combaWiU male]aV, Von pUodXcWoV de oUigen 
vegetal que sirven para combatir malezas, que acá en Rosario hay una genWe haciendo inYeVWigaciyn en eVo.´ (Campo 
Orgánico) 
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 We all share seeds and we share our individual problems to come up 

with solutions for them. We meet monthly on a farm and normally 
the owner of the farm presents what they have and tells us about 
their things and problems and the group advises on a solution for 
their problems. We also have meetings in INTA or in different 
placeV ZheUe Ze can Walk aboXW WhingV of inWeUeVW Wo XV«and When 
iW¶V alVo UaWheU commeUcial, Vome of XV Walk aboXW Zho Ze aUe doing 
commercially, who we are selling corn or soy or sunflower to and 
how the prices are. Because there is not a general market for this, 
we are left to do it ourselves because we are making some money 
and we are exporting moderately what we have, but many producers 
have to go out to find and see who to sell to.194 
 

Organic farmers utilized a mix of top-down, market-embedded practices and horizontal, socially 

embedded practices to access knowledge specific to their production system and supply chain. 

Extensive agroecological farmers had a similar mix, with many following the influential 

teachings of Eduardo Cerdá, who gave numerous public lectures and also helped organize 

farmer-to-farmer gatherings about extensive agroecology.  

AW Whe heaUW of Xnioni]ed faUmeUV¶ WUanViWion Wo agUoecolog\ ZaV a V\VWem of hoUi]onWal 

knowledge transfer based on trust, rather than a top-down system based on credentials. For 

conYenWional UTT faUmeUV, ³WheUe ZaV a diVWUXVW WhaW if \oX don¶W XVe chemicalV, \oX can¶W 

produce. The producers already had it so stuck in their head that if you go to them with a 

diffeUenW idea aboXW pUodXcWion Whe\ did noW belieYe iW.´195 In contrast to organic producers who 

 
194 ³Todos compartimos semillas y compartimos nuestros problemas individuales y las soluciones. Nos reunimos 
mensualmente en un campo y normalmente el dueño del campo presenta lo que tiene y cuenta sus cosas y cuenta sus 
problemas y el grupo le aconseja y le dice que es lo que el grupo cree que es la solución para sus problemas. 
Después también hacemos reuniones en el INTA o en distintos lugares donde pueda haber algo de interés para 
noVoWUoV«\ deVpXpV Wambién bastante comercial, nos comunicamos unos con otros a ver cómo venimos 
comercialmente, con quién estamos vendiendo el maíz o la soja o el girasol y cómo estamos con los precios. Ya que 
no hay un mercado generalizado de esto, hay que salir nosotros porque estamos con una plata y estamos exportando 
medianamenWe lo WenemoV, peUo mXchoV pUodXcWoUeV Wienen qXe ValiU a bXVcaU a YeU a qXipn YendeUle.´ (Campo 
Orgánico) 
195 ³eVWaba la deVconfian]a de qXe Vi no eV con qXtmico, no Ve pXede pUodXciU. Ya lo Wienen Wan metido en la cabeza 
loV pUodXcWoUeV, qXe YoV leV YaV con Xna pUopXeVWa difeUenWe de pUodXcciyn \ no Ve la cUetan.´ (UTT) 
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 typically hired an agricultural engineer to advise on transitioning to adhere to the organic 

VWandaUdV, ³TheUe aUe no engineeUV WhaW come heUe fUom Whe oWheU Vide. SWill no, iW¶V onl\ been 

beWZeen pUodXceUV.´196 Ke\ Wo Whe UTT¶V V\VWem of knoZledge WUanVfeU ZaV haYing agUoecolog\ 

teachers who were farmers themselves, which increased trust that the transition from 

conventional to agroecological production ± which could be risky ± could actually work; 

The reality is that if a person with a degree comes and tells you, ok, 
check out this thing that will work for you, it drives you crazy. In 
other words, the producer goes crazy saying, no, I already tried this, 
and iW didn¶W ZoUk foU me. In conWUaVW, Wo pXW iW diffeUenWl\, fUom one 
producer to another saying this thing works like so, and on top of 
that you have an agroecological farm and you say to me, this is going 
to work. And he sees that it works.197  

 
Through farmer-led courses in agroecology, the UTT fostered the growth of social ties for 

transferring knowledge, which relied on trusting the instructors because they came from a similar 

agricultural and social position as the farmers themselves. 

Solidarity agroecological farmers had a similar orientation to knowledge access as 

unionized agroecological farmers, but were perhaps more socially embedded in existing and 

broader agroecological knowledge networks, such as MAELA (Movimiento Agroecológico 

Latinoamericano y del Caribe ± Agroecology Movement of Latin America and the Caribbean). A 

Welling e[ample of VolidaUiW\ agUoecological faUmeUV¶ bXilding knoZledge WogeWheU WhUoXgh local 

social ties is through their seed saving practices. Seeds are distinct from other farm inputs in how 

they hold the knowledge of generations of farmers who have developed varieties by purposefully 

 
196 ³No ha\ ningXno qXe Vea ingenieUo o qXe Yenga aci de oWUo lado. HaVWa ahoUa, no, Volo fXe enWUe pUodXcWoUeV.´ 
(UTT) 
197 ³EV la Uealidad, que una persona que tiene un título viene y te dice, bueno, fíjate esto que te va a funcionar y te 
volvés loco. O sea, el productor se vuelve loco diciendo, no, lo apliqué esto, pero no me funciona. En cambio, o sea, 
de un productor a otro productor diciéndole esto funciona así, encima vos tenés en tu quinta de producción 
agroecológica y le decís, esto va a funcionar. Y pl Ye qXe Vt fXnciona.´ (UTT) 
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 selecting seeds. Sofía e[plained, ³We WU\ Wo do naWiYe and local VeedV, going ZiWh Whe VeedV WhaW 

oXU anceVWoUV planWed.´198 To maintain the knowledge of her ancestors that is embodied in her 

seeds, Sofía paUWicipaWeV in a local VolidaUiW\ agUoecolog\ Veed bank; ³Ze geW Whe beVW Veed, Ze 

dU\ iW«and When Ze clean iW and bUing iW Wo [Whe Veed bank]. [The Veed bank] WeVWV if Whe\ are 

feUWile, and if Vo, VaYeV Whem, and fUom WhaW Ze giYe Wo Whe people Zho cannoW bX\ VeedV«WheUe 

aUe noW Vo man\ YaUieWieV bXW WheUe iV alZa\V VomeWhing.´199 This method was effective but 

underfunded; solidarity agroecological farmers lamented when the Macri administration 

evaporated support for state-sponsored seed initiatives like Prohuerta and the Feria de las 

Semillas. Trust-based social ties were critical for literally keeping ancestral knowledge alive 

during a time when the food economy ± and then the state ± did not support saving seeds.  

FigXUe 15 VXmmaUi]eV alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV¶ maUkeW Wo Vociall\ embedded appUoacheV Wo 

accessing knowledge.  

 

Figure 15: How alternative farmers accessed knowledge 
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 Biod\namic agUoecolog\¶V appUoach Wo acceVVing knoZledge ZaV Whe moVW Wop-down. Organic, 

biodynamic, and extensive agroecological farms often relied on consultants or prior knowledge 

accessed through conventional means like universities. Solidarity agroecological farmers also 

benefited from the nascent and growing university agroecology programs. Solidarity and 

unionized agroecological farmers relied most heavily on horizontal knowledge access systems, 

but farmer-to-farmer learning was important to, and practiced by, all subgroups. The success of 

knowledge transfer systems relied on trust ± which often came more quickly when learning from 

people of similar social positions ± especially for those who accessed knowledge through more 

socially embedded strategies.  

 

DISCUSSION: FROM MARKETS TO SOCIAL MYCORRHIZA 

FoU alWeUnaWiYe faUmV Wo enacW an\ of Whe alWeUnaWiYe food moYemenW¶V Vocial (chapWeU WZo) oU 

environmental (chapter three) goals, farms must be economically viable. Viability hinges on 

access to the fictitious commodities of land, labor, credit, and knowledge. As Figure 16 

summarizes, faUmeUV¶ strategies for accessing these key resources varied along continuums from 

market to socially embedded.  
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 Figure 16: How alternative farmers accessed land, labor, credit, and knowledge 
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 farmers (solidarity and unionized agroecological) were structurally disadvantaged in accessing 

key resources through market-based strategies, and instead relied on socially embedded 

strategies to do so. 

 

Social mycorrhiza 

Whereas it is relatively clear how market infrastructure functions as a conduit for accessing key 

resources, the most significant finding of this chapter is about how the social relational 

infrastructure that certain agroecological farmers rely on works to enable access to key resources 

foU faUm YiabiliW\. HeUe, I offeU a concepW I call ³Vocial m\coUUhi]a´200 to describe how these 

farmers used social networks to access key resources and the conditions under which these 

socially embedded strategies were able to maintain movement values amid economic pressures. 

Social mycorrhiza draws attention to the web of social action that exists beyond social movement 

organizations. It also highlights the roles of identity, power, and history in how farmers access 

resources through beyond-market strategies. 

Social mycorrhiza is a metaphor for how actors who embody a mix of market-based 

interests and movement-based values use social networks to access resources. In this context, it 

deVcUibeV hoZ agUoecolog\¶V Vocial UelaWional infUaVWUXcWXUe ZoUkV Wo enable faUmeUV Wo acceVV 

key resources when social inequality keeps them from accessing them on the market. Here, I first 

explain the concept of (ecological) mycorrhiza because it offers a visual aid for understanding 

 
200 SimilaUl\, Whe VeUmonW HealWh\ SoilV CoaliWion XVeV Whe WeUm ³Vocial m\celiXm´ Wo deVcUibe Vocial ties in their 
neWZoUk (VeUmonW HealWh\ SoilV CoaliWion 2020). Ecologicall\ Vpeaking, ³m\celiXm´ UefeUV Wo a collecWion of 
hyphae, described below. In contrast to this use of social mycelium, I use social mycorrhiza to describe a more 
specific type of social UelaWionVhip WhaW inYolYeV UeVoXUce floZV beWZeen aW leaVW WZo enWiWieV. WheUeaV ³m\celiXm´ 
UefeUV Wo Whe paUW of a fXngXV WhaW deliYeUV UeVoXUceV, ³m\coUUhi]a´ UefeUV Wo Whe UelaWionVhip beWZeen fXngi and planWV 
where they mutualistically exchange resources between each other under certain conditions, also described below.  
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 social mycorrhiza. Second, I describe how I adapt the term mycorrhiza to make it applicable to 

social relations. Third, I explain how social mycorrhiza exists on a continuum from mutualistic 

to parasitic, useful for revealing the trajectories of social movements like alternative agriculture 

movements that involve enacting values and exchanging money at the same time. Finally, I 

briefly discuss how social mycorrhiza contributes to social movement, economic development, 

and systems science literatures. 

³M\co´ UefeUV Wo Whe ZoUld of fXngi. ³Rhi]o´ UefeUV Wo Whe ZoUld of planW UooWV. The 

relationship between fungi and plantV iV called ³m\coUUhi]a.´ M\coUUhi]a ma\ be paUaViWic oU 

mutualistic. Cutting edge soil scientists have discovered that fostering the growth of mutualistic 

mycorrhiza is key for addressing some of the biggest ecological problem of our era: the climate 

crisis, biodiversity loss, and toxic exposures (the subjects of chapter three). We can briefly 

explain how by visualizing how fungi are the conduits for exchanging key ecological resources 

between soil and plants.  

Fungi send long threads called hyphae underground to gather resources from the soil. 

Certain fungi attach those hyphae to plant roots to trade those resources for carbon that the plant 

harnessed from the atmosphere through photosynthesis. The hyphae of one group of fungi ± 

arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi (AMF) ± can have these mutualistic relationships with 80% of the 

eaUWh¶V planW VpecieV and moVW of iWV food cUopV (Pepe, Giovannetti, and Sbrana 2018: 1). 

Astonishingly, AMF hyphae can aid in food production by multiplying up to 40 times the 

nutrient absoUbing VXUface aUea of a planW¶V UooWV (Pepe, Giovannetti, and Sbrana 2018: 1). AMF 

help with climate mitigation primarily by taking the carbon that the plant sucked out of the 

atmosphere and sequestering it into the soil in the form of SOM (soil organic matter) (Sosa-

Hernández et al. 2019). There is more carbon in SOM than in the atmosphere and in all of the 
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 ZoUld¶V YegeWaWion combined, making gUoZing SOM a cUiWical VWUaWeg\ foU VeqXeVWeUing 

atmospheric carbon (Ontl and Schulte 2012). Importantly, 50-90% of SOM is produced through 

the life cycle of fungi, revealing how growing mutualistic mycorrhizal relationships is central to 

climate mitigation (Liang et al. 2019). Increasing SOM also helps climate adaptation because it 

acts like a sponge for water retention in droughts and for slowing runoff during floods (Kremen 

and Miles 2012). Increasing mutualistic mycorrhiza also has other socioecological benefits such 

as protecting plants from pathogens (reducing the impetus for using certain harmful 

agrochemicals) and breaking down toxic pesticides left in the soil by industrial agriculture, a 

form of bioremediation (Odukkathil and Vasudevan 2013).  

Both industrial and certified organic farmers are increasingly seeing the value of 

ecological mycorrhiza and are experimenting with low- or no-till practices, because tilling the 

soil destroys delicate hyphal networks (Kabir 2005). However, an agroecological approach to 

fostering the growth of mycorrhiza is distinct from that of both industrial and certified organic 

agUicXlWXUe. IndXVWUial agUicXlWXUe¶V moWWo can be VXmmed Xp aV ³feed Whe planWV, noW Whe Voil,´ 

and Whe ceUWified oUganic moWWo aV ³feed Whe Voil, noW Whe planWV´ (DeVoUe 2016). UndeUVWanding 

the role of mycorrhiza in soil ecology points to a different agricultural approach. Drawing on 

agUoecolog\¶V pUioUiW\ of foVWeUing ³liYing Voil´ (ShiYa 2016), I Vee Whe agUoecological appUoach 

not as feeding the soil or feeding the plants, but as feeding the living relationships between the 

soil and the plants. 

Taking ecological mycorrhiza as a metaphor for the human realm, social mycorrhiza 

describes the social networks that many agroecological farmers rely on to access key resources. 

WheUeaV ³Vocial neWZoUkV´ iV a bUoadeU WeUm WhaW inclXdeV all of Whe people that farmers have any 

sort of relationship with, social mycorrhiza describes a more specific relationship where people 
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 are exchanging material or ideal resources. Imagine social hyphae connecting an agroecological 

farmer to all the other nodes in their social network. Farmers do not establish these social ties for 

the explicit or sole purpose of exchanging resources ± as would be the case for market-based 

exchange ± but they are rather a result of relationships forged through shared values, 

experiences, or identities. While they may have been established for other reasons, these social 

ties may then become the conduit for a farmer to access resources. As we have seen in this 

chapter, solidarity and unionized agroecological farmers relied on long-standing social ties for 

accessing small plots of land, cooperative labor for marketing and building infrastructure to 

make the land economically viable, and to learn from each other. Biodynamic agroecological 

farmers also relied on social mycorrhiza to access land, labor, and credit, but did so in social 

circles that were almost completely distinct from (and far wealthier than) unionized and 

solidarity agroecological farmers. 

But strong social ties did not necessarily facilitate resource access, and accessing 

resources through social ties sometimes destroyed those ties. To account for this, like ecological 

mycorrhiza, social mycorrhiza may be parasitic, mutualistic, or a mix of both. To define parasitic 

and mXWXaliVWic Vocial m\coUUhi]a, I dUaZ fUom Bell¶V (1998) Xnderstanding of the relationship 

between interests, sentiments, and collective action. All farmers embodied a mix of market-based 

interests and social values-based sentiments, as did the social mycorrhizal relationships between 

them.  

Mutualistic social mycorrhiza means that resources flow through social relationships in a 

Za\ WhaW accoXnWV foU all paUWieV¶ inWeUeVWV and VenWimenWV (oU YalXeV). AV Bell (1998) aUgXeV, 

sustained collective action ± in this case accessing key resources for farm viability ± is most 

likely when actors feel like those on the other end of the social hyphae are acting in accordance 
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 to both their interests and sentiments. Because that is usually not possible in any one given 

moment, actors must trust that the other will act according to both their interests and sentiments 

in Whe fXWXUe. We can diVceUn Whe degUee of Vocial m\coUUhi]a¶V mXWXaliVm b\ Whe leYel of WUXVW 

maintained between actors, over time. For example, one solidarity agroecological farmer I spoke 

with helped found an agroecological market through mutualistic social mycorrhiza, evidenced by 

socially embedded strategies such as farmer-led, horizontal decision making and mechanisms to 

VXppoUW faUmeUV¶ economic YiabiliW\ Zhile deliYeUing on WheiU VhaUed Vocial YalXeV of deliYeUing 

agroecological food as affordably as possible. Over time, however, this mix of interests and 

sentiments fell out of balance. 

Parasitic social mycorrhiza means that resources flow through social relationships in a 

way where interests and sentiments fall out of balance, to the detriment of the other. Self-interest 

prevailing to the detriment of shared values is common when resources are exchanged in purely 

capitalist market relationships. This is similar to the type of extractive relationship that has long 

characterized peasant relationships with capitalist elites. Wolf (1966: 47) summed up this 

relationship: 

[T]here is a shift of attitudes when the peasant confronts the person 
Zho haV a lien on hiV VXUplXV of UenW oU on hiV VXUplXV of pUofiW«NoW 
only do these people represent an actual or potential threat to him in 
his endeavor to balance the various funds that make his existence 
possible, but they are also connected to him by ties which are based 
on a single economic or social interest, usually motivated by the 
wish for gain. Economic interests are directly opposed, and are not 
counter-balanced by more personal involvements. Thus, social 
distance is reinforced by an absence of shared experience. 
 

A parasitic relationship like this can also occur when values oU ³peUVonal inYolYemenWV´ do noW 

accoXnW foU Whe acWoU¶V economic neceVViWieV. SenWimenWV pUeYailing Wo Whe deWUimenW of 

indiYidXalV¶ economic VXVWainabiliW\ iV common Zhen UeVoXUceV aUe e[changed in non-profit 
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 models. In both scenarios, trust deteriorates. In the same solidarity agroecological market 

mentioned above, a handful of actors slowly consolidated power over the decision-making 

process, eventually turning it into a top-down organization that prioritized their own economic 

interests over the interests and sentiments of the participating farmers.  

This distinction between mutualistic and parasitic social mycorrhiza offers a lens for 

discerning when entities with simultaneous business interests and movement values ± like this 

solidarity economy market ± are likely to be able to sustain the enactment of their values and 

when they are prone to collapse or cooptation. In this example, the organizers maintained 

solidarity economy discourses in their advertising ± useful for attracting values-driven customers 

± but eventually stopped living up to those values in the economic and decision making 

structures of the market itself. In doing so, trust declined over time and the mutualistic social 

mycorrhiza that built the market turned parasitic, effectively coopting this node of the solidarity 

economy movement. In contrast, mutualistic social mycorrhiza would look more like what Wolf 

(1966: 81) callV a ³man\VWUanded peaVanW coaliWion,´ Zhich ³is built up through the interweaving 

of many ties, all of which imply one another: Economic exchanges imply kinship or friendship or 

neighborliness; relations of kinship, friendship, or neighborliness imply the existence of social 

sanctions to govern them; social sanctions imply the existence of symbols which reinforce and 

repUeVenW Whe oWheU UelaWionV. The YaUioXV UelaWionV VXppoUW one anoWheU.´ So, inVWead of Waking a 

self-described moral or solidarity economy like this agroecological market at face value, we can 

instead seek evidence of mutualistic and parasitic social mycorrhiza that extend through it, over 

time. 

Social mycorrhiza is useful for studying social movements that are comprised of social 

action that takes place largely outside of social movement organizations. Studies about the social 
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 movement aspect of agroecology tend to focus on a SMO (e.g. Desmarais 2007; Wolford 2010). 

While that approach is fundamental, it is also important to study the dispersed networks of social 

movement actors like agroecological farmers, who enact movement goals but who do not 

necessarily engage with SMOs. From a social mycorrhiza perspective, a SMO iV like a fXngXV¶ 

fruiting body ± the mushroom ± which is the most visible part of the organism but is only a small 

paUW of Whe enWiUe fXngXV. The mXVhUoom iV Whe fXngXV¶ UepUodXcWiYe oUgan. Like mushrooms, 

SMOs are important for cross-fertilization and for the continued survival of everyone its social 

mycorrhiza touches. Also like mushrooms, SMOs often appear in response to a threatening 

change in the environment, in an effort to reproduce before the threat consumes the whole. But 

mushrooms are only the tip of the fungal iceberg. Social mycorrhiza may extend through SMOs 

(as with the examples from the solidarity agroecology organization Quinta Solidaridad), and the 

state (such as when INTA promoted farmer-to-farmer programming), but it extends far beyond 

formal organizations. In contrast to a SMO approach, social mycorrhiza draws attention to the 

daily experiences and often-underground social ties and resource flows of farmers, who may be 

part of a broader agroecological or organic social movement but who may not be active in a 

social movement organization. 

Social mycorrhiza also contributes to economic development and systems science 

literatures ± which are often the home to the study of resource flows ± by bringing attention to 

the roles of identity-based oppression and resistance in resource flows. As the food justice 

literature demonstrates and this study replicates, identity-based oppression often marks the fault 

lines between groups that advocate for food systems to prioritize particular economic, 

environmental, or social priorities (e.g. Leslie & White 2018; Williams and Holt-Giménez 2017). 

In the terms of social mycorrhiza, structural and interpersonal identity-based oppression breeds 
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 distrust that feeds parasitic social mycorrhiza in food systems. At the same time, shared identity-

based experiences can be the source of trust that facilitates resource flows in cases of mutualistic 

Vocial m\coUUhi]a. OU, in Wolf¶V (1966: 81) langXage, VhaUed idenWiW\-based experiences can be 

Whe UooW of ³hoUi]onWal peaVanW coaliWionV,´ Zhich conViVW of ³peUVonV ZiWh Whe Vame life chances, 

occXp\ing Whe Vame poViWionV in Whe Vocial oUdeU,´ oU Whe VoXUce of V\mbolV WhaW UeinfoUce Vocial 

relations in manystranded coalitions. Because history matters for building trust, especially as 

related to identity-based oppression and resistance, social mycorrhiza highlights the roles of 

identity and continued historical power relations in how resources flow through social ties. 

 

CONCLUSION 

After asking unionized agroecological farmer Paula what agroecology meant to her in her own 

words, she described how while UTT farmers are initially attracted to agroecology for the lower 

costs associated with reducing agrochemical inputs, it quickly becomes apparent that 

agroecology is more about social relations: 

IW¶V like Va\ing, WhaW iW loZeUV \oXU coVWV of pUodXcWion, yes, but then 
you start noticing that yes, it lowers costs, but your personal life 
changes a ton, because before there had not been a social 
relationship at all. For you, the truck would come, you would put 
\oXU YegeWableV in and, b\e, \oX ZoXldn¶W have more of a 
relationship than that, and maybe you know that the agrochemicals 
WhaW Whe\ Vell \oX aUe YenomoXV, noWhing moUe«We ZenW Wo 
workshops, we got to know other people, maybe your neighbor who 
you never had a word with was at your side and, beginning to 
produce without chemicals brings that, a lot of relationships to you. 
It changes your lifestyle, your mode of consumption, or rather, your 
Za\ of life changeV a Won. I don¶W knoZ if WheUe iV a ZoUd Wo e[plain 
it.201   

 
201 ³Es como decir, que te bajan los costos de producción, sí, pero después te vas dando cuenta de que sí, bajan los 
costos, pero tu vida personal cambia un montón, porque ahí no había relación social en nada. Vos, venía en 
camionero, ponías tu verdura y, chau, no tenías más relación que esa, y capaz conocés al de la agroquímica que te 
Yende loV YenenoV, nada miV«FXimoV a loV WalleUeV, conocimoV a oWUaV peUVonaV, capa] al Yecino qXe Wenemos al 
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The phrase I use to explain it is social mycorrhiza. Conventional UTT farmers had preexisting 

social networks with weak social ties to people they were engaged with through market exchange 

for things like selling vegetables and buying inputs. The process of transitioning to agroecology 

birthed stronger social ties and facilitated flows of resources like knowledge. 

Social mycorrhiza describes the social relational infrastructure of agroecological 

economies. While agroecological farmers were more likely to rely on mutualistic social 

mycorrhiza and organic farmers more often used market-embedded approaches to access key 

resources, mutualistic social mycorrhiza is not exclusive to farmers who call themselves 

agroecological. Rather, part of the power of this framework is how it uses identifiable practices 

(like those on the market to socially embedded continuums) to describe the social relations of 

agricultural economic practices, rather than the discourses farmers use to describe themselves. 

Alternative agriculture descriptors like agroecology that do not have a certification system are 

prone to cooptation (Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013) and descriptors like organics that rely on a 

minimum-standard based certification are prone to a market-embedded race to the bottom 

(chapWeU 3; GXWhman 2014 [2004]). OWheU deVcUipWoUV, like ³famil\ faUming,´ aUe popular among 

politicians of all political persuasions but mean little or nothing in terms of agricultural practices 

(Leslie, Wypler, and Bell 2019). Some agroecological farmers ± especially extensive 

agroecology ± relied heavily on market-embedded practices while organic farmers exhibited 

mutualistic social mycorrhiza in areas like farmer-to-farmer learning. Social mycorrhiza offers a 

 
lado nunca habíamos cruzado palabra y, empezar a producir sin químicos lleva a eso, a relacionarte un montón. 
Cambia tu estilo de vida, tu modo de consumo, o sea, el modo de vivir cambia un montón. No sé si hay una palabra 
para explicar.´ (UTT) 
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 way to identify (and thus support) mutualistic agricultural economic practices that farmers from 

any agricultural paradigm might embrace. 

Social mycorrhiza helps explain how economically and socially marginalized farmers 

manage to persist in an economy that is heavily stacked against them, touching on the 

longVWanding ³agUaUian qXeVWion´ (McMichael 1997). HoZeYeU, Zhen Ze conVider that these 

Vame faUmeUV ZeUe WhoVe Zho moVW XWili]ed pUacWiceV impoUWanW foU Wackling agUicXlWXUe¶V global 

Vocial (chapWeU WZo) and enYiUonmenWal (chapWeU WhUee) pUoblemV, ³peUViVWing´ iV noW enoXgh Wo 

fundamentally address these problems. Because markets systematically disadvantage farmers 

who do the most work toward these public goods, greater progress toward these goals demands 

leveraging the power of the state to restructure incentives in agricultural economies. States are 

not inherently for or against agroecological movement goals, but histories of parasitic social 

mycorrhiza (e.g. Leslie and White 2018) and mutualistic social mycorrhiza (e.g. Leslie 2017a) 

between the state and alternative farmers affect the future of trust-based social relational 

infrastructure. For states to multiply the social and environmental goods brought by 

agroecological practices, this research suggests that they must earn the trust of farmers who have 

long peUViVWed in doing WhiV ZoUk deVpiWe Whe VWaWe¶V neglecW. SWaWeV can do this in part by 

expanding equitable access to key resources for farm viability for farmers who implement 

practices that prioritize food sovereignty (chapter two), eliminating toxic exposures, increasing 

biodiversity, and growing soil organic matter for climate mitigation and adaptation (chapter 

three). 

In conclusion, the social relational infrastructure of agroecological economies ± what I 

have called social mycorrhiza ± is how farmers persist in a capitalist economy that systematically 

disadvantages them in growing viable businesses that simultaneously deliver social and 
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 environmental public goods. In this case, farmers who were the most socially privileged tended 

to have the narrowest social and environmental goals and relied most heavily on market 

mechanisms to access key resources for farm viability. In contrast, the most socially 

marginalized had the broadest movement goals, and most heavily relied on trust-based ties 

through dispersed social networks to access key resources. These relationships were often forged 

through shared experiences of social oppression and resistance, revealing how shared identity-

based experiences can be the source of trust that facilitates resource flows in alternative 

agriculture economies. Yet for alternative agricultural systems to realize their potential in 

reversing the social and environmental harms of industrial agriculture, this research suggests that 

states must intervene in markets to facilitate equitable access to key resources and to reverse the 

incentives to perpetuate social and environmental harms. Doing so effectively will demand 

building and maintaining mutualistic social mycorrhiza between the state and the farmers who 

have long been implementing strategies to design businesses that deliver social and 

environmental ± not just market ± goods.  
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 Chapter 5 ± ConclXVion: AgUicXlWXUe¶V global Green New Deal 

 

In 2020, Argentinian sociologist Maristella Svampa and environmental lawyer Enrique Viale 

pXbliVhed a call foU AUgenWina¶V oZn GUeen NeZ Deal, oU Gran Pacto Ecosocial y Económico. 

They highlighted how industrial agricultural monocropping exacerbates the climate crisis, 

pandemics, and diseases. To rectify these and other harms of industrial agriculture, they called 

for a transition to agroecology; 

An eco-transition means boosting agroecology to transform 
AUgenWina¶V food and faUming V\VWemV. HeUe, Whe cUeaWion and 
promotion of green belts for ecological farming in cities and towns 
is key to generating employment and guaranteeing healthy, safe, and 
affordable food. These initiatives would also promote food 
sovereignty, involving production and distribution systems aimed at 
developing local agroecological and markets for small-scale 
producers that focus on fostering a community culture and 
responsible consumption. A good start would be to make it 
compulsory for governments to buy food from these producers for 
schools, hospitals, and other public institutions. This would 
encourage the new farming system to take root in small and 
medium-size semi-rural cities, complemented by access to land, 
housing, good quality health services, and education (from 
kindergarten to university). 
 

SYampa and Viale¶V YiVion of an agUoecological transition highlights several themes that have 

alVo emeUged in WhiV diVVeUWaWion: food VXppl\ chainV¶ UelaWionVhip beWZeen ciW\ and coXnWU\ (i.e. 

Whe meWUopoliWan foodVhed (chapWeU one), food VoYeUeignW\ aV agUoecolog\¶V Vocial YiVion of food 

security, rooted in community culture and responsibility (chapter two), toxin-free, biodiverse, 

and climaWe UeVilienW agUicXlWXUal ecoV\VWemV (chapWeU WhUee), food V\VWemV¶ UelaWionVhipV ZiWh 

equitable access to land, labor, and knowledge (chapter four), and the role of the state in food 

system transitions (chapters two though five).  
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 In Argentina, the U.S., and elsewhere, public debate about how to address the climate 

crisis and economic injustice are increasingly focusing on agriculture as a key area of 

intervention (Cummins 2020; Svampa and Viale 2020). The role of agriculture and food systems 

in a just climate transition is not a new topic for scholars in this area (e.g. Lengnick 2015), but it 

gained momentum in public discourse after U.S. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and 

Senator Ed Markey introduced a resolution for a Green New Deal in 2019 (Patel and Goodman 

2019). These proposals use various names for the types of agriculture effective for a Green New 

Deal. The U.S. resolution calls for: 

working collaboratively with farmers and ranchers in the United 
States to remove pollution and greenhouse gas emissions from the 
agricultural sector as much as is technologically feasible, including 
± (i) by supporting family farming; (ii) by investing in sustainable 
farming and land use practices that increase soil health; and (iii) by 
building a more sustainable food systems that ensures universal 
acceVV Wo healWh\ food´ (U.S. Congress. 2019: 8-9). 

 
While this resolution was not intended to offer specifics, the use of politically malleable 

diVcoXUVeV like ³famil\ faUming´ iV noWable.  

The European counterpart ± Whe GUeen Deal¶V ³FaUm Wo FoUk SWUaWeg\´ ± names both 

organics and agroecology in the types of agriculture it calls on to support: ³These plans should 

lead to the use of sustainable practices, such as precision agriculture, organic farming, agro-

ecology, agro-forestry and stricter animal welfare standards´ (European Commission 2019: 12). 

As is common in discussions about alternative agriculture, the European text lists types of 

alternative agriculture as if their climate-related practices and impacts were equivalent, rather 

than distinguishing types of alternative agriculture. Doing so is critical because, as I showed in 

chapter three, many organic producers grow in monocultures rather than diversified production 

systems that grow soil organic matter critical for climate mitigation and adaptation (as promoted 
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 by agroecology). And as Feldman eW al. (2020: 2) poinW oXW, ³The Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) considers soil carbon sequestration the lowest cost sequestration option 

with costs ranging from $0 to $100 per ton. Changing the way we farm could, within 25 years, 

sequester 20 PgC (petagrams of carbon), more than 10 percent of anthropogenic emissions.´ To 

address climate change it is vital to be explicit about supporting farms that grow soil organic 

matter, rather than relying on flexible alternative agriculture discourses. And as I argued in 

chapWeU WZo, Zhen VcholaUV and pUacWiWioneUV XVe ³agUoecolog\´ Wo deVcUibe agUicXlWXUal 

practices, they must be explicit that their use of it includes the social value of food sovereignty if 

it is to guide building food supply chains to prioritize the distribution of wealth and decision-

making power, rather than economic extraction and concentration.  

 The European call for a Green Deal makes an interesting note about how food supply 

chains should be governed: ³By shifting the focus from compliance to performance, measures 

such as eco-schemes should reward farmers for improved environmental and climate 

performance, including managing and storing carbon in the soil, and improved nutrient 

management to improve water quality and reduce emissions´ (European Commission 2019: 12). 

Compliance and performance metrics will be stronger when ± in Whe langXage of chapWeU WhUee¶V 

alterative agriculture house ± when they are conceived of as both a floor of minimum standards 

(³compliance´) and alVo a conWinXall\ impUoYable Uoof (³peUfoUmance´). Importantly, national 

and regional approaches to global Green New Deal governance must take precautions so that 

regulations do not enable actors to simply shift ecological and social harm to somewhere beyond 

its political borders.  

This ethnography of alternative food supply chains in Argentina contributes to global 

calls for transforming agriculture as part of a Green New Deal. It does so by offering greater 
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 clarity about (1) the differences between particular types of alternative food supply chains, (2) 

the social and environmental outcomes that they produce, (3) the political economic tendencies 

that affect their relative growth, and (4) the role of identity-based social forces in the 

development trajectories of alternative food systems. More specifically: 

In chapter two ± ³µOrganic is capitalist and agroecolog\ is socialist¶: Alternative 

faUmeUV¶ appUoacheV Wo food inVecXUiW\ be\ond dXaliVmV´ ± I distinguished subgroups of 

alternative farmers that existed beyond the organics/agroecology dualism, and evaluated their 

food security-related social outcomes. I asked, what discernable subgroups of alternative farmers 

exist beyond the organics/agroecology dualism, based on their economic and social networks? 

For each subgroup, who holds the power to decide which alternative food supply chain the farm 

sells into? And what are the food security-related social outcomes associated with each 

alternative food supply chain? I ethnographically observed the points of sale for alternative food 

in Buenos Aires, Argentina, and traced that food back to the farms where it was grown. Tracing 

alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV¶ economic and Vocial neWZoUkV UeYealed WZo VXbgUoXpV of oUganicV ± export 

and local ± and four subgroups of agroecology ± extensive, biodynamic, solidarity, and 

unionized. While their food sometimes showed up at the same point of sale, there were clear 

diVpaUiWieV in each VXbgUoXp¶V W\pical leYel of Vocial and economic pUiYilege, Zhich made foU 

differences in the food supply chain they sold into, the crops they grew, and their access to state 

support. Export and local organic farmers rarely critiqued markets as a vehicle for achieving 

food security, instead focusing on consumer education and expanding the industry. In contrast, 

solidarity and unionized agroecological farmers most often believed that food security was not 

achievable through markets unless markets were governed by the principle of food sovereignty ± 

the right of local people to democratically govern food supply chains. Biodynamic and extensive 
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 agroecological farmers used a variety of approaches to food security. All subgroups embodied a 

mi[ of maUkeW inWeUeVWV and moYemenW YalXeV, Zhich I chaUacWeUi]ed XVing HinUichV¶ (2000) 

continuum of market to social embeddedness. But when compared according to the way each 

defined and valued food security, the farmers who most prioritized equity were the ones with the 

least power to expand food supply chains that enact it. Chapter two revealed subgroups of 

alternative farmers stratified by race, class, and gender, which correlated both to the biophysical 

organization of the alternative agriculture landscape as well as the social organization of 

alternative food supply chains (especially their relationship to movement and state priorities). 

ThiV chapWeU¶V UeVeaUch indicaWed WhaW foU alWeUnaWiYe food chainV Wo pUoYide food VecXUiW\ Wo Whe 

most vulnerable ± including those who actually grow it ± alternative food movements must 

address the social inequalities they (re)produce and support the specific alternative agriculture 

subgroups that prioritize food sovereignty. 

In chapter three, ± ³The alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe: MoYemenW bXilding foU Wackling 

Wo[iciW\, biodiYeUViW\ loVV, and Whe climaWe cUiViV´ ± I evaluated the six alternative agriculture 

VXbgUoXpV¶ enYiUonmenWal oXWcomeV. I aVked, hoZ do VXbgUoXpV of AUgenWinian alWeUnaWiYe 

farmers differ in their strategies for addressing these three core ecological challenges of 

alternative agriculture? How do they interpret each otheU¶V pUioUiWi]aWion of WheVe WhUee 

environmental goals? In chapter two, I derived six subgroups of Argentinian alternative farmers 

and compared them as producers of the social outcome of food security on a continuum of 

market to social embeddedness (Hinrichs 2000). In chapter three, I compared the same 

subgroups as producers of the environmental outcomes of toxicity, biodiversity loss, and the 

climate crisis, using qualitatively observable indicators I derived for agricultural practices that 

vary on continuums from market to ecological embeddedness (Morris and Kirwan 2011). I found 
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 that the most socially and economically powerful subgroups usually grew certified organics and 

employed market-embedded practices that mainly prioritized eliminating toxic exposures. In 

contrast, the most marginalized subgroups tended to grow agroecologically and used more 

ecologically embedded practices that work more toward biodiversity and the climate. Subgroups 

varied more on the three ecological continuums than their words about each other usually 

accounted for, but clear patterns persisted. I argued (1) identity-based social and economic 

inequalities within alternative agriculture mark the divisions between subgroups and limit their 

capacity to implement ecologically embedded pUacWiceV, (2) ceUWified oUganicV¶ focXV on Wo[iciW\ 

dominates the environmental discourse on alternative agriculture, exacerbating internal divisions 

and stunting collective action on biodiversity and the climate, and (3) patterns in individual 

alternative faUmeUV¶ focXV on diffeUenW enYiUonmenWal moYemenW goalV aUe VWUXcWXUal Wo Whe 

political economy of alternative agriculture. I concluded by offering a framework ± ³Whe 

alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe´ ± that explains how the political economy of alternative agriculture 

prioritizes certain ecological goals over others. The house illustrates the relationship between 

ceUWified oUganicV¶ minimXm VWandaUd appUoach (Whe ³flooU´) and agUoecolog\¶V conWinXal 

impUoYemenW appUoach (Whe ³roof´). ThiV UelaWionVhip cXUUently exacerbates alternative 

agUicXlWXUe¶V Uace Wo Whe boWWom and diVpUopoUWionaWe pUogUeVV WoZaUd indiYidXal healWh-related 

toxicity concerns over biodiversity loss, the climate crisis, and food insecurity. The model also 

illustrated the roles of social movements and the state in the alternative agriculture house, 

revealing leverage points for structural intervention. 

In chapter four, ± ³FUom maUkeWV Wo Vocial m\coUUhi]a: AlWeUnaWiYe faUm YiabiliW\ 

VWUaWegieV´ ± I examined how the six subgroups accessed the key resources they needed to be 

economically viable farms that produce social (chapter two) and environmental outcomes 
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 (chapter three). Key resources that farmers need for economic viability are land, labor, credit, 

and knowledge (Leslie 2019). I asked, how do alternative farmers vary in their strategies for 

acceVVing ke\ UeVoXUceV foU faUm YiabiliW\? Do WheVe VWUaWegieV coUUelaWe ZiWh faUmeUV¶ UelaWiYe 

social and economic power? And for farmers who access key resources through relational 

infrastructure rather than markets, under what conditions are these socially embedded strategies 

effective, and when are they prone to deterioration, cooptation, or burnout? I found that farmers 

with the narrowest social and environmental goals were also the most economically and socially 

privileged and most likely to access key resources through market-embedded means. In contrast, 

the farmers with the broadest social and environmental goals tended to be the most economically 

and socially marginalized and had the least economic means to access key resources necessary 

for enacting those goals. Instead, these agroecological farmers were the most likely to access key 

resources through trust-based social ties as a resistance strategy to their experiences of 

marginalization. I concluded by offering a framework ± ³Vocial m\coUUhi]a´ ± that describes the 

social relational infrastructure agroecological farmers often relied on to access key resources for 

farm viability. Social mycorrhiza uses the ecological concept of mycorrhiza to visualize social 

networks where actors with simultaneous market interests and movement values access resources 

through social relational ties. It highlights cooptation ± when economic interests are likely to 

prevail over social values, and burnout ± when movement priorities unsustainably overshadow 

economic viability. Social mycorrhiza describes the social relational infrastructure of 

agroecological economies. In doing so, it makes two main contributions. First, scholars who 

study the social side of alternative agriculture tend to focus on social movement organizations, 

whereas social mycorrhiza highlights the dispersed social networks farmers often rely on to 

further movement goals. Second, those who study the economic side of alternative agriculture 
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 tend to neglect the role of identity in resource flows, while social mycorrhiza draws attention to 

how identity-baVed UelaWional neWZoUkV XndeUgiUd faUmeUV¶ pUiYilege, maUginali]aWion, and 

resistance strategies in accessing key resources for farm viability. This chapWeU¶V UeVeaUch 

VXggeVWV WhaW Ueali]ing alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe¶V Vocial and enYiUonmenWal poWenWial demandV 

increasing equitable access to key resources both from above by the state and from below by 

strengthening mutualistic social mycorrhiza throughout the food system. 

 

*** 

 

What are the key implications of these findings for how we understand the political economy of 

alternative food systems (i.e. for theory) and for what we can do to make food systems more 

socially just and ecologically sustainable (i.e. for practice)? In the following, I discuss the 

significance of this research for theory and practice together because, as Marx said, 

³philoVopheUV haYe onl\ inWeUpUeWed Whe ZoUld diffeUenWl\, bXW Whe poinW iV Wo change iW´ (EngelV 

2020 [1886]: 64). Similarly, I follow ecowomanism ± a field led by and grounded in the 

experiences of Black women ± in its call to approach environmental justice scholarship through 

pUa[iV b\ XVing WheoU\ foU ³Waking acWion´ (HaUUiV 2016; 2017: 197). So, ZhaW aUe Whe bUoadeU 

implications of this research for how we understand alternative food economies, and how we can 

change them? 

Understanding farm economic viability demands actually getting to know farmers to see 

how they make economic decisions in their social and environmental context. In contrast to the 

prevailing methodologies in the field of agricultural economics, my ethnography drew on (1) the 

extended case method (BXUaZo\ 2009), Zhich encoXUaged paUWicipaWion in faUmeUV¶ dail\ liYeV, 
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 (2) incoUpoUaWed compaUiVon (McMichael 1990) Zhich pXVhed me Wo Vee hoZ faUmeUV¶ liYeV aUe 

related to each other in a shared history, and (3) feminist commodity chain analysis (Collins 

2014), Zhich bUoXghW Wo lighW Whe Vocial and enYiUonmenWal facWoUV Vhaping faUmeUV¶ VXppl\ chain 

decision making and capacity for action. Taken together, this research encourages theories of 

agricultural economics and programming designed for farm economic YiabiliW\ Wo cenWeU faUmeUV¶ 

social and ecological context and how the power relations that constitute that context affect 

faUmeUV¶ abiliW\ Wo acWXall\ make economic deciVionV. ThiV appUoach VWandV in VWaUk conWUaVW Wo 

Whe ³ZillingneVV Wo pa\´ langXage pervasive in agricultural economics. 

Discerning similarities and differences between farmers in context is important for seeing 

beyond the empirically-dubious labels that scholars and practitioners alike rely on to describe 

alternative agriculture. Alternative farmers are not a unified group nor simply bifurcated between 

capitalist-friendly certified organics and the socialist-leaning radical rest (chapter two). This 

ethnography revealed six subgroups of alternative farmers that had distinct economic and social 

networks and varied on continuums from market to social and ecological embeddedness 

(Hinrichs 2000; Morris and Kirwan 2011). This research suggests that we all must be wary of 

what the plethora of emerging discourses to describe alternative agriculture really mean, and 

when those words are being used primarily to sell food rather than describe practice. 

SmokeVcUeenV like ³famil\ faUming´ aUe noW anal\Wicall\ XVefXl and \eW aUe XVed b\ adYocaWeV 

from all political persuasions (Leslie, Wypler, and Bell 2019; Strange 2008 [1988]). As this 

research has shown, farms under the umbrella of agroecology as well as certified organics have a 

wide range of social and environmental outcomes. This does not mean that there are no 

discernable differences between groups that use different words to describe themselves, as this 

research has repeatedly demonstrated. Rather, it means that for scientists to make empirical 
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 claims and for practitioners to see the social and environmental outcomes they desire, we all 

must be cautious about assuming what discourse is actually describing and instead look to 

evidence of actual practices. 

CompaUing alWeUnaWiYe faUmeUV¶ Vocial and ecological pUacWiceV infoUmV debaWeV aboXW Whe 

meaning of agroecology. Many scholars ± especially in the U.S. ± understand agroecology as 

limited to its biophysical aspects and agricultural practices. Other scholars ± especially in the 

Global South ± see these same biophysical and agricultural characteristics as inseparable from 

the social movement and political sides of agroecology, especially the principle of food 

sovereignty. Keeping food sovereignty married to agroecology is central to what prominent 

agUoecologiVW MigXel AlWieUi (2020: 4) VeeV aV ³defending ZhaW foU me aUe Whe WUXe idenWiW\ and 

goals of agroecology as a necessary strategy for confronting the increasing cooptation of the term 

which promotes a watered-down version of agroecology stripped of its social and political 

pUincipleV.´ ThiV UeVeaUch VXggeVWV WhaW moVW ± but not all ± agroecologists in Argentina see food 

sovereignty as part and parcel of agroecology. Perhaps more importantly, this project has 

demonstrated that all agroecological farmers exist on a food security continuum of market to 

social embeddedness, from corporate global trade to local food sovereignty (chapter two). Thus, 

WhiV UeVeaUch VXggeVWV WhaW agUoecologiVWV aligned ZiWh AlWieUi¶V food VoYeUeignW\ peUVpecWiYe face 

a dXal challenge of noW onl\ defending againVW coopWaWion b\ WhoVe Zho diVUegaUd agUoecolog\¶V 

social principles, but also of bolstering a theory and practice of continual improvement toward 

food VoYeUeignW\ b\ agUoecologiVWV Zho VhaUe AlWieUi¶V peUVpecWiYe. I offeU a foXndaWion foU VXch 

a WheoU\ ZiWh ³Whe alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe´ in chapWeU WhUee.  

Agroecologists ± like all alternative farmers ± vary in their social and ecological 

embeddedneVV, Vo WhiV UeVeaUch haV diVceUned WhUee indicaWoUV foU aVVeVVing faUmV¶ Vocial and 
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 ecological outcomes that are grounded in empirical realities, not alternative food discourses. This 

research suggests that building alternative food economies for justice and sustainability demands 

supporting farms in continually improving at growing: 

1. Food sovereignty, as evidenced by providing access to culturally appropriate, healthy, 

toxin-free food in ways that are decided by local democratic decision-making processes 

(chapter two);  

2. Soil organic matter, which is measurable with a standard soil test, grows best in a toxin-

free environment, and is central to increasing biodiversity as well as climate mitigation 

and adaptation (chapter three), and;  

3. Mutualistic social mycorrhiza, or social ties that facilitate material and ideal resource 

access in a way where actors trust that others will act with both their values and economic 

interests in mind, over time (chapter four). 

Furthermore, this research has demonstrated that all of these three indicators will continue to be 

stunted in their growth without uprooting: 

1. Racial, gender, and sexual injustices, which are not only abhorrent on their own terms, 

but are also roadblocks to expanding ecological sustainability and economic viability on 

faUmV (chapWeUV WZo, WhUee, and foXU), eVpeciall\ in UelaWion Wo faUmeUV¶ acceVV Wo Whe ke\ 

resources of land, labor, credit, and knowledge (chapter four), and;  

2. Market-embeddedness, which does not mean abandoning markets, but rather mitigating 

their untethered drive toward economic concentration and competition by redefining 

YalXe Wo pUioUiWi]e Vocial and enYiUonmenWal goodV (ZhaW CollinV (2017) callV ³UeYalXaWion 

pUojecWV´). 
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 These three indicators ± as well as the social and market forces that mold them ± are present to 

varying degrees on all types of farms and offer more concrete ways of interpreting the 

environmental and social qualities of farms than politicall\ malleable diVcoXUVeV like ³local´ 

(Winter 2003) and ³famil\ faUming´ (Leslie, Wypler, and Bell 2019). 

These indicators are never fully achievable, and that is precisely the point; minimum-

standard based regulations and certification systems align with market-embeddedness to 

incentivize a race to the bottom (chapter three; Guthman 2004 [2014]). This research suggests 

that governance systems of food supply chains that seek to prioritize social and environmental 

public goods must also incorporate a set of aspirational values where the assessment standard is 

based on continual improvement, not absolute standing. Importantly, both of these approaches 

must be taken together; regulatory systems will be most effective when the\ haYe boWh a ³flooU´ 

of minimXm VWandaUdV aV Zell aV a ³Uoof´ of aVpiUaWional YalXeV. ThiV iV ZhaW oUganic 

ceUWificaWion and agUoecolog\ UepUeVenW, UeVpecWiYel\, in ³Whe alWeUnaWiYe agUicXlWXUe hoXVe´ 

(chapter three). From a social justice perspective, the problem with the organic standards is that 

they create a floor underneath only those who can afford it. The organic standards mainly ensure 

the absence of harmful toxins. In other words, the organic standards represent a food safety 

minimum standard for those who have the privilege of buying into it, while the rest stand below 

that, on the floor of national food safety standards (which the organic movement has 

demonstrated do not adequately ensure safety). The problem with the design of the governance 

system of organic certification is not that it represents a minimum standard, but that it is a 

minimum standard not applied to all. In addition, it represents a minimum standard primarily in 

the realm of toxics, less so with biodiversity, minimally with the climate, and not at all with food 

security or other social concerns like labor. Yet, this research suggests that the organic floor must 
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 be strengthened and expanded, not abandoned. Furthermore, it must be combined with a social 

agroecological vision; the challenge of agroecology is not only to prevent cooptation (the pull of 

market-embeddedness), but to envision a different future defined by collective social and 

ecological values and to encourage movement toward them by all, starting wherever participants 

are in their context. 

Social movements and the state play critical roles in the alternative agriculture house 

because they are the entities with the most power to act as counterweights to marketization,202 

which pulls down both minimum and aspirational standards. It is the role of social movements to 

define the height and shape of the roof to which we aspire and of the floor that defines the extent 

of socially acceptable inequalities. It is the role of the state to enforce not only minimum 

standards, but also to implement systems for measuring improvement (as it does, for instance, in 

edXcaWion). And being moUe e[pliciW aboXW WheVe VWandaUdV iV noW ³moUe UegXlaWion;´ Whe VWaWe¶V 

abVence of VWandaUdV iV ³negaWiYe UegXlaWion´ WhaW goYeUnV Vomeone¶V freedom to do something 

aV mXch aV iW goYeUnV anoWheU¶V freedom from having that thing done to them (Bell and Lowe 

2000). The VWaWe, in capiWaliVm, W\picall\ opeUaWeV XndeU a ³gUoZWh conVenVXV´ of maUkeWi]aWion 

(Logan and Molotch 2007 [1987]). However, this is not due Wo Vome ³naWXUal´ qXaliW\ of VWaWeV, 

but rather is a result of market-embedded social movements that lobby state policy and occupy 

state positions. It is the role of socially and ecologically embedded social movements to act as 

counterweights to the pull of marketization and to influence state policy so that it reflects those 

YalXeV (Polan\i 2001 [1944]). ThiV UeVeaUch VXggeVWV WhaW WheVe ³UeYalXaWion pUojecWV´ (CollinV 

2017) are more effective when they extend mutualistic social mycorrhiza into the state, rather 

 
202 Marketization is the term that Burawoy (2015) uses to call what I have been describing as the pull of market-
embeddedneVV. ConWempoUaU\, oU ³WhiUd-ZaYe´ maUkeWi]aWion iV ZhaW oWheUV call neolibeUaliVm. 
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 than eschewing state politics altogether ± which has the effect of leaving powerful state positions 

and policy to those with contrary values (chapter four). 

Part of the allure of alternative agriculture is that many people are disillusioned by state 

politics, and they see alternative agriculture as a way to start creating the world they want to see 

on a local level without waiting for an unfriendly state to catch up. As this research has shown, 

local food V\VWemV¶ deYelopmenW WUajecWoUieV aUe ine[WUicably tied to those of global food 

systems: both certified organic and industrial. Their futures are tied to each other; the local and 

the global shape each other every time a consumer buys a piece of food from one type of food 

supply chain and not another. For this reason, it is important to be cautious of critiques of one 

type of food supply chain in isolation of the others (e.g. critiques of how much farmers charge 

for certified organic food). As the president of Cereales Orgánicos pXW iW, ³OUganic pUoducts do 

not pollute. Today, who pays the difference for a better environment is who buys, no? Polluter 

pays principle. The person who pollutes pays. But here who pollutes does not pay. The consumer 

pa\V, Whe peUVon Zho ZanWV Wo eaW healWhfXll\.´203 The issue iV noW oUganicV¶ higheU minimXm 

VWandaUd, bXW oUganicV¶ UelaWionVhip ZiWh Whe global indXVWUial food V\VWem; WhaW Whe oUganic flooU 

does not apply to all. And the problem is not that farmers charge too much ± farmers should be 

compensated for what they grow ± bXW WhaW eYeU\one elVe¶V ZageV aUe Woo loZ Wo affoUd poiVon-

free food. At the same time, the challenge for local agroecological alternatives is that they must 

be applied drastically more broadly if they are to realize their potential to address the global 

socioecological problems of food insecurity, toxic exposures, biodiversity loss, and the climate 

 
203 ³El pUodXcWo oUginico no lo conWamina. Hoy, el que paga la diferencia por un ambiente mejor es el que compra, 
¿no? Polluter pays principle. El que contamina paga. Pero aquí el que contamina no paga. Paga el que consume, el 
qXe qXieUe conVXmiU Vano.´ (Cereales Orgánicos) 
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 crisis. So, it is absolutely necessary to have more people practicing agroecological values in their 

localities, but we cannot expect this to be sufficient without simultaneously engaging the state 

and the global industrial food system. 

In oWheU ZoUdV, WhiV diVVeUWaWion aboXW ³alWeUnaWiYe´ food V\VWemV conclXdeV ZiWh a call Wo 

ZUiWe ³alWeUnaWiYe´ oXW of e[iVWence. RaWheU Whan beUaWing ceUWified oUganicV (Gershuny 2017), 

radical agroecologists (Holt-Giménez and Shattuck 2011) may be more effective by pushing the 

organic movement to deepen its social embeddedness and advocating that organic standards 

become the new floor for national food safety standards ± while simultaneously implementing 

wage increases or another form of subsidy to make the right to food attainable by all (González 

2014). And rather than seeing agroecology as a diluted, unenforceable form of certified organics, 

the organic movement would be well served to acknowledge agUoecolog\¶V bUoadeU goalV aV Zell 

as the importance of meeting conventional farmers where they are, and engaging in a process of 

continual improvement toward socially and ecologically embedded values.  

Finally, those of us residing in the Global North who are advocating for any type of 

alternative food system must recognize that even local economic development and local 

agricultural sustainability are much more tied to global processes than we typically realize. The 

local is linked to thousands of other locals, through global commodity chains and their 

interactions with local supply chains (Serrano and Brooks 2019). There is no such thing as local 

food justice until justice is realized along all of the nodes of interacting supply chains that deliver 

food to that locality. While food justice literature has been largely U.S.-focused, it is inherently a 

global social ± and environmental ± issue (González 2015). Because our food supply chains 

cross national borders, a Green New Deal for agriculture is necessarily a project with a global 

scope. And because ideas and social ties cross national borders as well, social mycorrhiza is not 
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 limited to the local either. It will take both policy from above and mutualistic social mycorrhiza 

from below to leave a more promising food future to the next generation.  
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