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INTRODUCTION

“We do the best agriculture in the world.”

By “we,” Leo meant Argentines. He is an agronomist and a high school
teacher at the local agro-technical school. It was December 2009 when I
met him in Flores, a small rural town 180 miles east of Buenos Aires. Leo
and his wife had moved to the countryside after a lifetime in the capital,
looking for a slower pace of life to raise their three little children. Flores is
very small, a perfect grid of eight-by-five blocks in the heart of the Pampas,
Argentina’s famous prairie grasslands, the storied home of roaming gauchos
and world-class steaks. Compared with Buenos Aires, which at over twelve
million people is among the largest cities of the world, Flores may seem
like the perfect picture of pastoral living. It is safe and quiet, and neighbors
greet each other. Nature surrounds it. The green of the farms blends with
people’s backyards. Just outside their doors, a vast, unending vista of green
stretches to the horizon to meet open blue skies.

This sea of green is soybean farms. In two decades, Argentina has under-
gone a swift agrarian transformation based on the early adoption and in-
tensive implementation of genetically modified soybeans. These crops
have been modified to tolerate spraying with glyphosate-based herbicides,
a biotechnology developed and commercialized by Monsanto (now Bayer)
as Roundup Ready. Argentina adopted herbicide-resistant soybeans in 1996
as a central part of its national development strategy based on natural re-
source extraction for exportation. Genetically modified soybeans cover
half of Argentina’s arable land and represent a third of total exports. After
the United States and Brazil, Argentina is the third largest grower and
exporter of genetically modified crops. The country’s “soy boom” is cel-
ebrated at home and abroad for bringing about modernization and eco-
nomic growth.!



Argentina touts the M soy model as a well-rounded success. In main-
stream newspapers, headlines announce record-breaking profits and ex-
claim, “Only biotechnology can save the world.”” National development
plans have M biotechnology at their core. State and corporate actors pre-
sent GM soy as the promised “manna” to solve global hunger and poverty
as Argentina reclaims its role as the “granary of the world.” In the rural soy
towns of the Pampas, people proclaim, “We all live off the countryside,”
and praise soybean economics. Even urban sectors ally with the rural popu-
lation when the government proposes to lift export taxes that may limit
soybean production.

But while the soy boom has generated economic growth, it has also
created tremendous social and ecological harm.* Small rural towns like
Flores are disappearing as locals migrate to larger rural towns and cities
for employment and the amenities of city life. Land has been concentrated
in the hands of a few large agribusinesses that farm extensive areas with
the help of cutting-edge technology and a comparatively small amount of
highly specialized labor. Soybeans have replaced traditional crops, such as
wheat and beef, leading to food insecurity. The expansion of the agrarian
frontier into the northern Chaco region has prompted rapid and wide-scale
deforestation that has devastated ecosystems and threatened livelihoods.
Violence against peasant and indigenous families is escalating. The health
hazards of agrochemical exposure are also on the rise. Across rural towns,
Argentine doctors have documented increasing occurrences of leukemia,
cancer, miscarriages, and malformations in newborns.

Throughout the world, GMos have been met with strong resistance.* In
Brazil, India, and South Africa, large coalitions of peasants, students, sci-
entists, and consumers have organized to contest Gm biotechnology, rais-
ing important questions over the impact of genetically modified crops and
agrochemical use.” In Canada and Mexico, farmers have demanded law-
suits against Monsanto for cases of genetic contamination of their crops.®
In India, farmers have burned Monsanto’s seeds in pyres after escalating
debt around seed purchases has driven many to suicide. In France, small
farmers have organized to contest Gm crops, free trade, and industrial ag-
riculture.” Across the European Union, stricter laws to regulate genetically
modified crops and agrochemicals have been passed under the principle of
precaution. GMOs are banned in France and Germany and are strictly la-
beled in the United Kingdom.® In California, rural workers have organized
to defend themselves against the health hazards of pesticide drift on large-
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scale industrial farms. Increasingly in the United States, concerned urban
sectors have led the organic and food-justice movements’ anti-biotech
activism.’

In contrast, in Argentina there have been no nationally organized cam-
paigns or coalitions against GM0s.!® While some local movements have
emerged to protest the health hazards of agrochemical drift, and peasant-
indigenous organizations have been vocal against deforestation and vio-
lent dispossession, their urgent demands remain mostly unheard and they
have had a difficult time gaining support from the very people who are
negatively impacted. Most of the rural folks who live near soy farms have
little to no decision-making power over agricultural production and do not
profit from GM soy; in fact, they bear the burden of agrochemical exposure
on their bodies and in their lives. So why is it that more of them have not
mobilized to halt or at least slow down the pace of M soy expansion? Why,
in the face of environmental injustice, where the literature and common
sense would lead us to expect it, do people not resist? And why, in strik-
ing opposition to the anti-cMo sentiment around the world, is Argentina
complacent in the face of the large-scale expansion of GM soy? That is the
puzzle this book sets out to solve.

of of of of of

Seeds of Power tells the story of Argentina’s swift agrarian transformation
based on the early adoption and intensive implementation of genetically
modified, herbicide-tolerant soybeans. What this story reveals is how power-
ful actors are able to gain support for extractivism as a national model for
socioeconomic development and promote inaction in the face of environ-
mental injustice. I use the case of M soy adoption in Argentina to break
down what I call the synergies of power that create and legitimate human
suffering, social inequality, and environmental degradation.

To grasp this critical process, we have to understand the history and
shape of Argentina’s political economy as well as its national culture.
Argentina is a developing country that, since the late nineteenth century,
has relied on agrarian exports for foreign income. Like many others on the
continent, this Latin American country has been unable to break free of its
colonial past as a “nature-exporting” society (as Fernando Coronil has said
of Venezuela’s oil dependence)." Critical to this enduring bind is a neo-
liberal restructuring program that, in the late twentieth century, loosened
regulations to make large-scale M soy production possible to begin with,
and then to make it easier and more profitable. Finally, nontraditional
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commodities like soybeans have garnered higher international prices
throughout the first decade of the twenty-first century, mostly driven by
higher demand from China and India. In this most convenient context,
powerful corporate and state actors have promoted GM soy production as
a continuation of Argentina’s homegrown model for socioeconomic devel-
opment to the benefit of all, when in reality they are the ones reaping the
majority of the political and financial gains.

Here I reveal how a powerful synergy of influential actors—from the
state to national and transnational agribusiness to their allies in the media
and sciences—have assigned uses and meanings to Gm biotechnology that
draw from deep-rooted structural and symbolic inequalities; in doing so,
they have managed to create acquiescence and diminish the power of
social movements that might otherwise have diverted Argentina’s develop-
ment trajectory away from extractivism. Contributing to perspectives on
the political economy of the environment, I show how culture, discourse,
and national identity are central to the material interests of people in
power."? These powerful actors use culture to shape and legitimate a politi-
cal economy that is highly unequal in terms of class, gender, and race. In
focusing on this synergy, I expand on environmental justice scholarship to
highlight how political and economic as well as cultural and symbolic means,
mechanisms, and strategies specific (though not unique) to Argentina can
generate consent and support for an extractivist model that knowingly
reinforces human and ecological harm."

I trace the cultural roots of this model to the very foundation of Argen-
tina as a nation in the nineteenth century, when the liberal elite of the time
initiated a “civilizing,” nation-building project that led to dominant myths
of national identity. Those myths established Argentina as a modern, Euro-
pean nation and as the “granary of the world” at the turn of the twentieth
century, that belle époque when Argentina held close the same promise of
development as did other settler states like Canada and Australia.'* When
we follow the structural and historic threads of these core values and beliefs
about national identity, we can see the long-lasting impact on Argentines’
perceptions of nature, rural life, agricultural production, and the nation’s role
in the global economy.

Seeds of Power makes visible the complex web of power hidden behind
the promising discourse of technological innovation for development.
Powerful actors operating from the male-dominated spheres of the state
and corporations down to local agribusinesses, the farm, and the household
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use various strategies to create consent, including economic redistribution
and references to myths of national identity and scientific expertise. The
“subjects of power”—the regular people who run the everyday operations
in the rural communities of the Pampas; those who live, work, and play
on and near the soy farms—tend to highlight the benefits of M soybeans.
Like Leo, many who neither control nor profit from farming feel included
in that “we” who can boast about having “the best agriculture in the world.”
In a way this makes sense, considering that in recent years soybean exports
have brought affluence to the rural sector, a huge relief after decades of
crisis. But it is a puzzling situation at the very least, considering that more
and more people are getting sick while soybeans grow in their backyards.
Despite the known environmental and health risks of pesticide drift, rural
inhabitants in the Pampas region often disregard potential harm, minimize
toxicity, and emphasize the cutting-edge qualities of biotechnology and
the economic rewards of soybean production. I argue that they consent
because they reap economic and cultural benefits and because they do not
“see” harm, due to the strategic construction of a no-risk discourse around
agrochemical spraying.

Environmental justice (£7) theory and methodology highlight unequal
power dynamics in society that result in an unequal distribution of the
costs and benefits of production practices. Thanks to a vast £J scholarship,
we know, with near-mathematical certainty, that people at the end of the
power spectrum, the communities of poor people and people of color, bear
a disproportionate burden of the costs, while those who reap the benefits
live upstream and upwind, mostly untouched by the environmental harm
they create with their decisions.” We know, too, of the motivation that drives
those with decision-making power: a general mandate to increase profit-
ability and to pursue economic growth.'® But we know much less about the
strategies corporate and state actors mobilize to legitimate injustice—that
is, how they create compliance in unjust situations.”” How multiple dimen-
sions of inequality (class, gender, race/ethnicity, rural/urban divides, a his-
tory of colonialism) intersect to exacerbate environmental injustice is also
vastly undertheorized.'®

This book delves into an understudied aspect of environmental justice
studies to look at the actors who are often absent in the analysis of EJ’s
uneven-burden equation: those who are “in between” the distribution of
power and their role in creating and reinforcing environmental injustice.
Those who wield power are the ceos of the agribusinesses, the soybean
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producers, and the state officials; these individuals control and profit from
agricultural production and are able to mobilize science, media, and the
rule of law to their advantage. At the “bottom” are the poor and powerless,
those who due to their class, gender, and/or race occupy the lower rungs of
society: indigenous peasants and working-class women. Those “in between”
fall along the race/class/gender spectrum. They are the rural folks of
the Pampas who are of European descent and who indirectly reap some
of the benefits of soybean production: they are the employees of agribusi-
nesses, landowners who rent their land for others to farm, the wives of
soybean producers, and other professionals and business owners who
benefit from rural economic development but are not in the “farming busi-
ness.” What those who are “in between” have in common is that while they
do not have control over the farm, they reap some benefits from soybean
production (mostly in terms of rent or income), but, because they live near
toxic facilities (the farms, in this case), they also bear the health and en-
vironmental costs of extractivism. As I show, they are, perhaps without
knowing or wanting to be, strategic in reproducing the status quo. This
book illustrates the complex, ambiguous situation those rural inhabitants
of the Pampas occupy, while it also reveals the strategies that more power-
ful actors engage in to quell dissent when the poor and powerless do even-
tually mobilize against injustice.

This book may not end with the message of hope that other books on the
struggles for environmental justice deliver. Yet understanding how power-
ful actors create acquiescence over the unequal distribution of the social
and ecological costs of extractivism and why ordinary people re-create
an unjust system is essential to a fuller understanding of the forces that
create—but may also potentially challenge—environmental injustice in
Argentina and around the world.

What Are Genetically Modified Crops?

Genetically modified crops are the result of a plant-breeding method
known as recombinant pNa.'® With the aid of a gene gun, scientists insert
a gene from another living being, bacterium, or virus into the bNa of plant
cells to express a desired trait. Proponents of the technology have made
bold claims over its potential to engineer crops that express world-saving
traits, like enhanced nutritional value. Vitamin A—enhanced Golden Rice
is one of the classic examples of how Gm biotechnology could save the
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hungry and the poor. Yet, despite billions of dollars invested over decades,
Golden Rice has still not been released commercially for cultivation. Plus,
critics argue, it would be a woefully inadequate answer for addressing so-
cial and environmental problems in the Philippines, the country where the
technology is targeted.?® The range of available GM crops is actually quite
narrow. The two most common transgenic traits, herbicide tolerance and
insect resistance, are modified into four major commercial crops: soybeans,
corn, cotton, and canola. These four products account for 99 percent of all
transgenic crops planted globally. Soybeans alone make up 50 percent of
that number.?

Transgenic soybeans have been modified to resist glyphosate-based her-
bicides—a technological development branded by Monsanto as Roundup
Ready (abbreviated as RR) because the soybeans can tolerate spraying with
Roundup, the company’s best-selling weed killer. A new variety of trans-
genic soybean seeds “stacks” both herbicide-tolerant and insect-resistant
traits (a technology developed and sold by Monsanto as Intacta Roundup
Ready 2 Pro, first released in Brazil in 2010 and in Argentina in 2012).
Insect-resistant crops (primarily corn and cotton, sold under the brand In-
tacta) have been modified to express Bt toxins, a pesticide, so that when
insects feed on the crop, they die through poisoning.** This technologi-
cal development reduces farmers’ need to spray chemical insecticides to
control insect pests (corn borers, rootworms, and bollworms, in particular).
Herbicide-resistant seeds work in a different manner. In conventional
farming, farmers till the soil before sowing to remove weeds. Soil tilling,
however, breaks the soil structure, which causes nutrients and moisture to
wash away; this was a major problem across the Pampas before the adop-
tion of GM crops. Now, because RR soy plants are resistant to the chemi-
cal herbicide, farmers can sow without tilling and spray the weed killer
later. This “technological package,” the combination of the no-till farming
method, RR soybean seeds, and glyphosate-based herbicide, thus came to
solve important sustainability problems for producers in the Pampas. It
also, most substantially, simplified production practices, lowered the costs
of labor and input, and increased profitability (as I will detail in chap-
ter 2). Throughout my fieldwork, producers and agronomists often sang
the praises of the revolutionary qualities of “the technological package of
RR 50y,

The ¢M industry presents transgenic crops as a boon for farmers and the
environment, as these crops would reduce applications of agrochemicals and
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enable farmers to transition to less toxic ones. In particular, glyphosate-based
Roundup is advertised and sold as safe for humans and the environment.?
Glyphosate is classified as having a low toxicity by the US Environmental
Protection Agency and by its counterpart in Argentina, the Servicio Nacio-
nal de Sanidad y Calidad Agroalimentaria (SENASA). In the Pampas, before
the introduction of RR soy, farmers were spraying more toxic and more ex-
pensive agrochemicals. Glyphosate substituted for those, thus simplifying
farming practices; reducing per-hectare herbicide spraying, labor, and fossil-
fuel expenditures; and minimizing environmental impact.?* Over the years,
however, farmers have encountered problems with resistance as weeds and
insects have adapted to transgenic terrains. As early as 2002, farmers in Ar-
gentina and the United States began reporting the emergence of glyphosate-
resistant “superweeds” in fields planted with herbicide-resistant soy and corn.
In the summer of 2013, Brazilian farmers suffered a major pest outbreak of
bollworms, causing them billions of dollars in losses from soybean and cot-
ton harvests supposedly controlled by insect-resistant Intacta seeds. Such
events force farmers to spray more and more agrochemicals to control pests.?®

Glyphosate use in Argentina, the United States, and Brazil has risen
sharply since the adoption of rRR seeds.?® Its toxicity has been under close
scrutiny increasingly since 2015, when the International Agency for Re-
search on Cancer of the World Health Organization reclassified the herbi-
cide as “probably carcinogenic to humans.”?” Farmers have also fallen back
into applying complementary herbicides of higher toxicity, like paraquat,
2,4-D, and atrazine.”® Farmers resort to increasing agrochemical use and
to adopting newer varieties of GM crops to maintain high productivity.?
Thus, while the industry proposes Gm crops as a sustainable technological
solution, in practice the logic of capitalism pushes farmers into adopting
the newly available technologies to sustain accumulation even if they in-
crease social and ecological risk.

GM crops were first grown commercially on a significant scale in 1996.
The United States and Argentina, alongside Canada, China, and Mexico,
were pioneers in adopting the new Gm biotechnology. Twenty short years
later, M crop acreage has expanded over a hundredfold—an astonish-
ing fact that leads some to argue that Gm crops are the fastest-adopted
agricultural technology in human history since the invention of the plow
ten thousand years ago.?® In 2017, GM crops covered 190 million hectares
mostly across three countries: the United States, Brazil, and Argentina.
(For reference, this amount of land represents a fifth of the total land area
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of the United States and five times that of Germany.) These three countries
alone account for 78 percent of global Gm crop production. The top seven
largest growers (including Canada, India, Paraguay, and Pakistan) plant
95 percent of the global M crops.®

As these numbers suggest, while transgenic crops have spread fast, they
have done so unevenly. Gm crops have met with mixed reactions across
the globe.32 Farmers in the United States, Canada, and Argentina have em-
braced them, and they are increasingly predominant in South American
agricultural lands (as they expanded from Argentina into Brazil, Paraguay,
and Bolivia). But they face widespread resistance across the European
Union, in particular in France, the United Kingdom, and Germany. cm
crops have expanded over a fraction of the agricultural area of India and
Pakistan but are almost nonexistent across the rest of Asia.?® There is no
commercial cultivation of GM crops in Japan or in most of Africa, though
currently a second generation of GM crops (engineered using CRISPR tech-
nologies) is being forcefully promoted by philanthropic organizations like
the Gates Foundation, particularly in Burkina Faso and Uganda.**

GM crops are framed as a technology that is “pro-poor” and environmen-
tally sustainable.®® The promise of M crops is that they would allow poor
smallholder farmers from developing countries to grow more food using
fewer resources. According to the United Nations, 821 million people were
hungry in 2017: that is one in every nine people in the world. Global food
insecurity is exacerbated by civil conflict and the environmental challenges
that threaten food production, such as droughts, flooding, and hurricanes.3°
Increasing food productivity via M biotech adoption is proposed as a solu-
tion to address global hunger, poverty, and environmental degradation. It is
a “daunting task,” reads the first paragraph of the International Service for
the Acquisition of Agri-biotech Applications’ (1sAAA’s) annual report, the
pro-biotech think tank, “feeding the world which is continuously increas-
ing and predicted to be 9.8 billion in 2050 and 11.2 billion in 2100.”*’

“How the world will feed itself,” writes economist and sustainability ad-
vocate Jeffrey Sachs, “is one of the most complicated unsolved problems of
sustainable development.”*® The humanitarian goal of “feeding the world”
and the technological optimism that sustains the promising discourse of
GM crops are not reserved for the industry and its think tanks but are also
disseminated by public intellectuals like Sachs, Thomas Friedman, and
Steven Pinker.* This type of discourse has taken a hold in Argentina. The
root of the problem of global hunger, the narrative goes, lies in a combination
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of population growth and insufficient technologies, a problem that wors-
ens with climate change. Thomas Malthus first warned us about the se-
riousness of this problem, writes Sachs. In 1798, Malthus theorized that
population growth tends to overrun food supply.*’ Starting with the Green
Revolution in the 1940s, the Malthusian narrative has buttressed argu-
ments for the promotion and proliferation of agrarian technological in-
novation in the Global South, of which GM crops are its latest iteration, as
I will detail in chapter 1.

Cutting-edge agrarian technologies like Gm crops are the proposed tools
for sustainable development. The goal of sustainable development, accord-
ing to Sachs, is to achieve economic growth that is socially inclusive and
environmentally sustainable.*’ Authors like Sachs, Friedman, and Pinker
have revitalized modernization theory in the era of climate change. Their
ideas matter because they influence development theory and policy at the
global level, as exemplified by the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development. As I show throughout the book, their ideas have
also been adopted by political and agribusiness leaders in Argentina.

In this paradigm, technological innovation is key to achieving the goal
of sustainable development. In the tradition of modernization theory,
these authors celebrate industrialization and mechanization as enabling
economic growth through the harnessing of natural resources, particu-
larly coal. But while the burning of fossil fuels on a massive scale gave
humanity “modern civilization,” Sachs argues, it has “such dire side ef-
fects, that it endangers civilization itself.”** We are close to reaching the
tipping point that would make this planet uninhabitable.** How then to
further economic growth while minimizing ecological impact? Accord-
ing to these authors, and to ecological modernization theorists in general,
the solution lies in the knowledge to innovate and to transition to “green”
technologies. GMmo promoters also emphasize this point: knowledge is key
to farming and therefore to feeding the world. As I show in chapter 2,
this narrative builds on the promise of ecological modernization to de-
link the logic of capitalism from its toxic, industrial material practices.**
This narrative also relies on a traditional definition of development that
quantitatively equates economic growth with social well-being and that
qualitatively defines development as a linear evolution toward progress,
civilization, and Western modernity via constant industrialization and
mechanization.* These ideas and beliefs are deeply rooted in Argentina’s
national origins and have been appropriated and mobilized by political
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and economic elites to create consent over GM soy extractivism as a devel-

opment tool for the country.

Why Do Soybeans Matter?

Soybeans are the most ubiquitous crop most people never think about. In
2017, they covered 125 million hectares across the world, growing mostly in
the United States, Argentina, and Brazil.*® (For reference, that is twice the
size of Texas, the largest of the continental US states.) A soy plant grows as
high as three feet tall in a bright green leafy bush, and each of its furry pods
holds three precious light-brown beans (figures I.1 and I.2).

If you question whether you have ever eaten genetically modified soy-
beans, the answer is likely yes. Ninety-four percent of all soybeans planted
in the United States are from herbicide-resistant seed varieties. In Argen-
tina, that figure escalates to almost 100 percent.*” While soybeans are used
to make the usual tofu, tempeh, and soy milk, most of the soy we eat is un-
recognizable as such. M soybeans enter the food system in processed foods
and animal-derived products. Soybean oil is the edible oil most widely used
by the food industry. It is in crackers, chocolate, cereal bars, margarine, may-
onnaise, salad dressings, dairy and meat substitutes, and more. Non—cow
milk infant formula is also soy based.*® However, while about 15 percent of
US soybeans go toward the production of foods for human consumption,
the primary market for soybeans is animal feed. More than 70 percent of
US soybeans is used to feed poultry, hogs, cattle, and even fish.* The rest
is used for industrial purposes, from personal care products (like cosmetics
and skin and hair conditioning) to biodiesel and construction material.

Soybeans are a profitable business. In 2016, soybeans and their deriva-
tives (soybean meal and oil) accounted for $86 billion in global exports.
The United States, Argentina, and Brazil are the top global soybean export-
ers. Together these three countries hold 82 percent of the export market
for soy and its derivatives. (Argentina is the largest exporter of soybean oil
and soybean meal in the world.) China is the top buyer of global soybeans.
Asian countries (with India at the top, followed by Bangladesh, China, and
South Korea) import almost half of all global soybean oil exports. Almost
40 percent of global soybean meal exports is destined for animal feedlots
across the European Union.*

The promise of GM crops to alleviate world hunger and to address cli-
mate change falls apart with the fact that most soybeans are not grown for
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Fig. I.1. Rows of young GM soybean plants in the central Pampas region.
Photo by the author.

Fig. 1.2. Soybean seeds ready to be planted. Photo by the author.



human consumption. The high demand for soybeans in Asia is a response
to the emerging middle class; as people grow more affluent, they tend to
consume more meat. This rapid demand for animal protein, however, puts
substantial pressure on the environment.>* Meat production is resource in-
tensive and thus not an efficient or sustainable way to feed more people. As
Richard York and Marcia Hill Gossard note, “Up to 10 times the quantity
of resources (land, energy, and water) is needed to produce meat relative

to equivalent amounts of vegetarian food.”>*

Intensive animal farming is
also a major source of methane emissions, a greenhouse gas contributing
to global warming.>® As Gustavo Oliveira and Susanna Hecht argue, the ex-
pansion of soy to address Asian demand needs to give way to “a more truth-
ful stance” about soybeans—that they are being produced less to address
humanitarian concerns based on a Malthusian narrative than for their high
profitability in the international market.>*

The global soybean chain is controlled by a handful of transnational cor-
porations that reap most of the benefits of the global soy trade. Three giant
multinational agribusinesses (ChemChina-Syngenta, Corteva Agriscience,
and Bayer-Monsanto) control more than 60 percent of the global commer-
cial seed market and 70 percent of the agrochemical industry. Four grain-
trading companies (opM, Bunge, Cargill, and Louis Dreyfus—collectively
known as the ABCDSs) control 9o percent of the export market.> The agri-
food sector is increasingly more concentrated as a result of recent mergers
and acquisitions. In 2017, ChemChina acquired Syngenta, and Dow and
DuPont became Corteva Agriscience. In 2018, Bayer merged with Mon-
santo. Altogether, the combined assets of these three giant agribusinesses
amount to $352 billion, and their combined total annual revenue is $190
billion. The ABcDs are dominant exporters in South America as they have
acquired local companies and invested in soybean storage, processing, lo-
gistics, and trade.>® Financial capital is also pervasive in the global food
system as financial actors and institutions (banks, hedge funds, and mutual
funds) can trade—and increasingly speculate on—soybeans as commodi-
ties in the global financial market and also purchase and lease farmland
for agricultural production.”” The soybean chain in Argentina reflects the
global trend of increased concentration and integration.>®

In two short decades Argentina has positioned itself in the global food
system as a strategic provider of soybeans for the livestock complex.”® As
I will explain in chapter 1, this came about as the result of a process of
neoliberal agrarian restructuring that took place in the 1990s and accelerated
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drastically with the introduction of herbicide-tolerant seeds in 1996. This
agrarian transformation resulted in a soy boom. Between 1996 and 2015
production has expanded yearly. By 2015, about 21 million hectares were
sown with GM soybeans, over half of all Argentine land under cultivation.®
Every year, farmers hit a new record harvest. A record-breaking sixty
million tons of soybeans were harvested in 2015, 96 percent of which
was destined for the export market. The share of soybeans in Argentina’s
total exports is highly significant. Between 1996 and 2015, soybean exports
accounted for between a quarter and a third of total exports.®! In addition
to soybeans, Argentina is a large exporter of corn, wheat, and other crops.
In fact, cereals, vegetable oils, and other agricultural and animal products
and byproducts made up more than 60 percent of all Argentine exports
for 2015.

The soybean chain is consolidated across just a handful of large agri-
businesses that guide agrarian production from afar, distanced from the
social and environmental realities where soybeans are grown. Large pri-
vate companies have the power to guide technological development as they
provide much of the funding for research and development.®? Thanks to
their adoption of the technological package of Gm soy, farmers can grow
a highly uniform and standard product, essential for meeting the needs
of what Philip McMichael calls the “corporate food regime.” Soybeans are
a preferred “flex crop” because they can be sourced indistinctively from
Argentine, Brazilian, or Paraguayan farms and given multiple and flexible
uses by being processed into food, fuel, animal feed, or building material %
This is convenient and profitable for the national and transnational corpo-
rate actors that control agricultural production and guide technological in-
novation. Political elites benefit too because they manage to contain political
conflict by accelerating economic growth.** Corporate and state actors are
allies in the promotion of GM biotechnology as they reap the political and
economic benefits of increasing economic growth.%>

But what happens on the ground? So far, the literature on the political
economy of soybeans has studied sky-high macro processes, thus missing
the human dimension of the issue. The narrative on GM crops promoted
by the industry and by modernization scholars also tends to high levels of
abstraction by disembedding agricultural production from its social and
ecological contexts, as they present Gm crops as a one-size-fits-all solution
for sustainable development. What we need are studies on GM biotechnol-
ogy that go beyond broad generalizations about the benefits of M crops
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to an abstract “poor” population in order to focus on the specific contexts
in which specific crops are adopted.®® Building from macro-level work by
political economists of development and the environment, including my
own, here I dive into the meso- and micro-levels of soybean production in
Argentina, zooming in on the rural communities of the Pampas, Argentina’s
historic agro-export sector. I thus embed GM soybeans in context, tying
allegedly immaterial knowledge-based agriculture to the material bodies,
resources, and practices that make resource extractivism possible. In doing
so, I trace the workings of power across the spectrum of social life, from the
large-scale institutions of politics and the economy to everyday face-to-face
interactions. I thus show how genetically modified soybeans matter not only
as a profitable agro-industrial crop but as a site to study power dynamics
that create and legitimate environmental injustice.

Synergies of Power

Various forces have played a role in making Argentina acquiescent in the
face of a massive agrarian transformation based on the expansion of genet-
ically modified soybeans. I propose “synergies of power” as a conceptual
shortcut to refer to the intersecting structural and symbolic dimensions of
domination that operate simultaneously and across time to create, compound,
and legitimate environmental injustice.®’

Much effort in environmental justice scholarship has been devoted to
studying one or two dimensions of social inequality; most often, the focus has
been on how race and class inequalities relate to exposure to environmen-
tal hazards.®® But this strict focus misses the broad picture. Social inequali-
ties in lived experience (of race, ethnicity, gender, or class) are not based
on strictly separate categories, but as David Pellow argues, they are “mutu-
ally reinforcing in that they tend to act together to produce and maintain
systems of individual and collective power, privilege, and subordination.”®°
Traditional ey studies also focus almost exclusively on the United States, so
their conclusions about the place of race in socioenvironmental relations
are often not applicable to Latin American countries, which have differ-
ent systems of racial hierarchies and classification.”” Moreover, by focusing
mostly on the collective struggles for environmental justice, they miss the
much larger picture: acquiescence is often the norm.” I address these limi-
tations by studying how multiple historical forms of power and inequality
intersect to exacerbate environmental injustice. I do this by considering
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racial and gendered hierarchies that result from settler colonialism, by fo-
cusing on the absence of mobilization, and by analyzing the efforts of po-
litical and economic elites to quell dissent.

Power underlies the social and environmental dynamics that create
environmental injustice.”? Yet most EJ scholarship often does not engage
directly with the question of how power operates.” Rather, in the study
of environmental injustice, the workings of power are assumed. As I have
already noted, it is a trope in this literature to argue that powerful actors
live upwind and upstream from the toxic facilities they command and ben-
efit from, while communities of poor and people of color bear the burden
of the toxic impact of the extraction and production processes and must
ultimately mobilize for redress.” This scholarship often documents the
distribution of environmental damage.75 But the strategies, mechanisms,
and dimensions of power that create and sustain these unequal dynamics
are rarely explored. By bringing the study of power front and center to Ej
scholarship, I want to emphasize the “often neglected, yet fundamental,
legitimation and discursive processes” that underpin injustice.” Because,
as Steven Lukes argues, the “most invasive and insidious form of power” is
exercised when subjects come to comply with their situation of domina-

tion and thus remain acquiescent in the face of injustice.””

The Roots of Power

The book begins by tracing the historical and cultural roots of the political
economy of soybean extractivism in Argentina. It is important to establish
that dependence on agricultural exports for foreign income is not a recent
development for Argentina, and neither is large-scale capitalist agrarian
production in the Pampas. As early as the 1940s, Latin American structur-
alists and dependency theorists, such as Raual Prebisch, Osvaldo Sunkel,
Fernando H. Cardoso, and Enzo Faletto, were writing about the intrinsic dis-
advantages of the region’s dependency on commodity exports.” Following
Karl Marx, they took a historical approach to studying Latin America’s po-
litical economy. The origins of extractivism, they argued, should be traced
back to the colonial period. I also take a historical approach to studying
structural formations and, thus, power and injustice. I attend to the tempo-
ral dimensions of inequality because power and privilege compound over
time, while I also consider the cultural dimensions of inequality. Since Max
Weber’s and Antonio Gramsci’s critiques of Marx, sociologists have paid at-

tention to how history and culture are threaded into the social structure.”
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By considering how culture interweaves with history structurally and in
terms of interaction, I show how culture serves to shape and legitimate the
political economy of extractivism—and thus promotes acquiescence and
consent.

Chapter 1, then, is a cultural history of soybean extractivism, from the
beginning of the nation to the present. I trace how agro-industrial produc-
tion for export has been at the core of Argentina’s development project
since its independence from Spain in the early nineteenth century. I show
how members of the intellectual elite of the time, known as the Genera-
tion of 1837, used their economic, political, military, and discursive power
to shape Argentina’s social structure and, most importantly, to legitimate
it. In charge of building the nation, the Generation of 1837 crafted a model
for Argentina on the ideals of European Enlightenment, modernization,
and comparative advantage. With essays and novels, these intellectuals
crafted the future of the nation. Domingo Sarmiento’s Facundo established
a foundational dichotomy of “civilization or barbarism” that set the tone of
the nation-building project and was to become a guiding myth of Argen-
tine national identity, in which savage nature must be tamed to make it
productive.®

The use of violence, inflicted upon indigenous peoples and ecologies
through military operations and the introduction of industrial agrarian
technologies, was another main mechanism of social control. Thus, I also
show how nineteenth-century elites put forward a plan to dispossess indige-
nous peoples from their territory and to populate it with European migrants.
The conquest of the so-called desert implied the killing and displacement
of indigenous populations.®! This nation-building project shaped Argentina’s
agrarian structure.

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, European mi-
grants settled in the Pampas and established a type of capitalist agriculture
based on large-scale production for export. These migrants are known as
chacareros, gringos, and colonos—closer to American farmers than to Latin
American campesinos (peasants). By the turn of the twentieth century, with
their novel farming arrangements and technologies, chacareros had turned
the Pampas into the motor of Argentina’s economy through agricultural
exports like wheat and beef. This is the origin of a second guiding myth
of national identity, that of Argentina as the “granary of the world.”®* As I
show in chapters 1 and 2, by the turn of the twenty-first century, political
and economic elites had mobilized the promising discourse of M crops to

Introduction - 17



feed the world sustainably, a discourse that taps into ecological moderniza-
tion but moreover finds its cultural roots in these guiding myths of national
identity.

An important way in which power operates to shape and contain con-
flict is through the mobilization of bias.®* Those in power draw from dis-
courses that center on shared cultural values to enact and legitimate power
and inequality. As Marisol de la Cadena argues, this form of power is also
exercised through the exclusion of certain actors and issues from the po-
litical arena altogether.®* The nation-building project of the liberal elite of
the nineteenth century created a racialized political economy built on an
assimilationist ideology. It created a dominant myth of a “white” Argentina
of European descent, where there are no races or racism. This, in turn,
rendered indigenous peoples invisible and marginalized.® A less studied
consequence of this ideology, one that I want to bring attention to, is that
it also created a gendered political economy.

The newly arrived European migrants in the Pampas organized labor
across traditional European gender lines, with men (husbands, fathers, and
adult sons) responsible for the commercial farming and women charged
with managing the home. Gender roles at the production level of cm soy
have intensified historical patterns of gender inequity and inequality in
the region; to this day, men of European descent still control large-scale
soybean production.®® In the political economy of soybean extractivism,
racialized subjects (indigenous peoples, smallholder peasants) and femi-
nized subjects (women who identify primarily as mothers and caregivers)
are lower in the social hierarchy and thus excluded from decision-making

power over large-scale farming.

Selling Revolution in the Pampas

Another important piece of the puzzle that explains acquiescence is eco-
nomic redistribution. There is acquiescence and consent because in the
short and medium term, some of the profits of GmM soybean production
trickle down through rural towns. The material abundance brought by the
soy boom into the larger towns of the Pampas stands in stark contrast with
the long period of crisis that preceded it. “We all live off the countryside”
was a common refrain I heard from residents of the Pampas. Economic
dependence, the literature shows, stifles mobilization.” When people are
economically dependent on a single industry, they are less likely to protest
against it. That is the case for rural soy towns in Argentina too.
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But that is not the whole story. The workings of power are not always
observable.?® As I mentioned above, along with the distribution of mate-
rial resources, powerful actors mobilize cultural values and beliefs to shape
grievance framing and to secure consent. In Argentina, corporate and state
actors have used their discursive power to present M biotechnology as a
positive and necessary development, a key strategy to create hegemonic
consensus over soybean extractivism as a key accumulation strategy.®® The
media, in particular, is one of the most effective and widely used strategies
to foster acquiescence and consent.?® In chapter 2, I show how powerful
corporate and state actors mobilize a pro-GM soy discourse that strategi-
cally and very effectively links the ecological modernization/sustainable
development discourse of Gm crops “feeding the world” to the guiding
myths of Argentine national identity. Because this framing of cm biotech
resonates with deeply held beliefs of national identity, rural inhabitants of
the Pampas are, using Rachel Schurman and William Munro’s words, “cul-
turally predisposed” to perceive the biotechnology in a positive light and
without much questioning.” That is because it is the familiar way in which
they perceive the world. Therefore, the economic dependence and cultural
identity created around agrarian technological innovation in larger rural
towns have created consent around the benefits of the agro-industry.

Less spoken of are the costs of the soy boom: abandoned towns, rapid
deforestation, violent land grabs, peasant displacement, corporate concen-
tration of farmland, loss of food security, and the accumulating environ-
mental and health hazards of agrochemical spraying. A well-established
body of literature on the political economy of the environment situates
the origin of social and environmental problems in the logic of capital-
ism.”? The treadmill of production theory counters the ecological modern-
ization theory espoused by promoters of Gm biotechnology. As treadmill
scholars Allan Schnaiberg and Kenneth Gould argue, powerful social ac-
tors (in this case, political and economic elites) promote technological in-
novation to speed up production and natural resource extraction.”® This
eventually leads to decreased social benefits, as machines replace workers,
and to increased ecological harm due to pollution and depletion of natural
resources.

Thus, in chapter 2, I juxtapose the positive framing of M soy production—
the economic growth, modernity-bringing discourse—with the social and
environmental debt that results from M soy expansion. From the perspec-
tive of traditional EJ studies, we would expect rural communities in the
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Pampas, faced with mounting socioecological degradation, to organize
in opposition. But this is not the case. I argue that another piece of the
puzzle of acquiescence—alongside economic dependence and cultural
identity—is that rural inhabitants do not “see” the negative consequences
that could be framed as a grievance worth mobilizing for. On the contrary,
when soybean producers and rural neighbors look out over the farms sur-
rounding their homes, they do not perceive the potential toxicity and
harmful health risks of agrochemical exposure. Instead, wearing their
“modernizing” glasses (as the guiding myths that make up their world-
view), they see productivity and technological advantage (a “civilized” na-
ture) as well as “nature” itself (green and quiet as opposed to the polluted,
busy life of the city).

The literature in social movements is clear: Why mobilize if there is
not a grievance worth mobilizing for? While potential grievances are
ubiquitous, not all injustices lead to collective action.”* Framing theorists
argue that the way people interpret their grievances is critical to partici-
pation.”® Frames capture the cultural and emotional dimensions of move-
ments, and they serve both as “persuasive devices” to capture adherents as
well as “interpretive frameworks.”® A problem often needs to be visible
for “consciousness transformation” to occur, so that people may interpret/
frame the problem as a grievance that requires remediation.”” In her study
of acquiescence in Appalachia, Shannon Bell shows how the worst aspects
of coal mining are out of sight and thus “out of mind.” Similarly, Kari Nor-
gaard argues that a reason for inaction vis-a-vis climate change is because
the worst consequences of a warming planet are yet to be fully visible and
experienced.”®

However, as these and other authors argue, the visibility/awareness of
environmental hazards is not an objective experience; it is socially con-
structed.”® Powerful actors can influence perceptions, cognitions, and
preferences in situations of latent conflict. The health and environmental
impacts of agrochemical exposure, in particular, are often not even directly
visible; they require medical and environmental scientists to determine
and translate risk.'® The negative consequences of pesticide drift unfold
slowly over time, as agrochemicals accumulate in soil, water, air, and bod-
ies over years and years of relentless toxic spraying. Chronic exposure to
environmental hazards is a “silent” problem, as Thomas Beamish argues,
and an invisible one, as I argue, which obscures the visibility necessary

for the transformation of consciousness required for collective action.!™
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As corporate and state authorities, aided by their expert advocates, mini-
mize risk to legitimate production technologies, they create acquiescence
among laypeople, who trust the experts to keep them safe. Rural folks who
make a living out of soybean production, in particular agribusinesses’ em-
ployees and landowners who rent out their land, are caught “in between,”
and they help perpetuate injustice by invoking scientific expertise and cul-
tural myths of national identity to support soybean production.

The Elephant in the Field

Power is most effective when subjects accept the order of things (the status
quo) and willingly comply with their position of subordination. In such
times, grievances may remain latent. A very necessary, though difficult,
analysis of power requires that we broaden its scope to include latent griev-
ances and the potential for conflict to fully understand how subjects ac-
cept and reproduce their structurally disempowered position.!”> How to
recognize latent grievances, which are clear cases of not-observable non-
events, poses an important challenge to researchers. In my case, however,
latent grievances were hiding in plain sight. They were “the elephant in the
room.”'% The real and potential health risks of agrochemical exposure are
a gigantic presence in the rural communities of the Pampas, though most
residents I encountered were actively pretending not to notice.

In chapter 3, I delve deeper into the households in rural Pampas com-
munities, to the level of interactions and emotions, to show how grievances
are kept latent among the public. I tell the stories of a group of women
from a soy town I call Santa Maria to show that latent grievances exist and,
therefore, to underscore how successful the mechanisms of power have
been in creating acquiescence. These women are mothers who benefit
from soybean production, mostly through their husbands in the agribusi-
ness. In public, all the women celebrated soybean production and reiter-
ated “we all live off the countryside.” Yet in private, in murmurs and whis-
pers, they shared with me their worries and fears over toxic agrochemical
spraying in their surroundings. In their community, these women notice
rising cancer rates among their neighbors, miscarriages among healthy
women, and malformations in newborns. In contrast to the shared nar-
rative I will describe in chapter 2 (all benefits, no costs), these mothers
“see”—they perceive—the negative impact of soybean extractivism. But
while they share latent grievances, they do not act on them. While individu-
ally they worry, in public, they silence and deny. This leads us to interrogate
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the factors that impede individual resistance from transforming into collec-
tive action.!%

In chapter 3, I show how the women of Santa Maria socially construct
denial through doubt, silence, and policing themselves and others.'®® I also
show how perceptions of environmental harm have an emotional, gen-
dered component. Feminized subjects responsible for children prioritize
care and precaution—a way of knowing that is opposed to what is pre-
sented by the (male and masculinized) producers and experts who em-
phasize no risk and prioritize profits and growth. But while these women’s
gendered selves allow them to “see,” their structurally disempowered social
positions force them into silence. Following Vincent Roscigno, I highlight
the dynamic and relational features of power.'°® As noted, there are hierar-
chies within rural folks. While these wives and mothers enjoy the wealth
and privilege granted by their husbands’ position, they themselves hold no
control over farming. Caught “in between,” they trade power for patronage
and actively create their acquiescence.

Against the Grain

Conflict makes power explicit. Overt conflict reveals the actual existence
of grievances, as a contradiction between the interests of power elites and
their subjects and their (the subjects’) willful resistance to domination.'”
In chapter 4, I shine a light on those who bear the brunt of the costs of the
GM soy model and who have organized to protest against the resulting en-
vironmental injustice. They are women-led citizen assemblies in defense of
health and life, triggered by the spread of agrochemically induced illnesses
in the Pampas region. They are also peasant-indigenous peoples defending
life and livelihood against the forced evictions and habitat devastation that
result from the northern expansion of the agrarian frontier. These move-
ments are doing very important, timely work, but they have not gained the
traction one might expect given the urgency of their demands.

To scale up, activists face structural barriers that result from two centu-
ries of agro-exporting: their own economic need (activists are poor or from
working-class backgrounds); their gender (movements are led by women
who identify as mothers who are concerned over the impact of agrochemi-
cal drift on children’s health); their ethnicity/race (peasant-indigenous);
and the economic well-being/dependence of the farms that surround them
and of the country as a whole. They also face deeply ingrained cultural bar-
riers erected by the guiding myths of Argentine national identity. Their
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mobilizing frames, which directly oppose large-scale agrarian production,
do not resonate with mainstream values and beliefs. As Schurman and
Munro argue, culture shapes opportunities for anti-biotech activism.!%®
But here I show how the “cultural economy” also constrains and suffocates
activism by creating acquiescence in the general population. Critical to
this, I argue, are the overt and covert strategies power elites deploy to
stall, silence, and demobilize activists and their demands. I thus reveal
how corporate and state actors, aided by their expert advocates, use their
structural and symbolic power to diminish the power of social movements
that might otherwise move Argentina’s development trajectory away from

extractivism.

In the Fields and in the Kitchens

Seeds of Power is a case study of Argentina’s agrarian transformation based
on the early adoption and intensive implementation of herbicide-resistant
genetically modified soybeans. Case studies allow us to capture the com-
plex, rich texture of social life by focusing on the detailed study of a single
case.!’? This is key to studying the explicit and hidden manifestations of
power.'0

I define my case in terms of the type of agricultural system: my unit
of analysis is the agricultural export sector.!! For Argentina, this refers
mostly to the Pampas region (see map I.1). The Pampas extend across the
provinces of Buenos Aires, Entre Rios, Santa Fe, Cérdoba, and La Pampa.
The region is characterized by its vast plains of fertile land, temperate cli-
mate, and adequate rainfall, making it ideally suited for large-scale grain
production and cattle ranching. As I show in the following chapters, the
rural population in the Pampas is characteristically of European descent,
and the population density in rural areas is very low. Historically, the Pam-
pas have been the core of Argentina’s agro-export model, reliant on capital-
ist agriculture, and where farmers first adopted the technological package of
GM soy. Eighty-seven percent of the country’s herbicide-resistant soybeans
is grown in this region.112 Since the early 2000s, the agrarian frontier has ex-
panded past the Pampas into the northern Chaco region, over the provinces
of Chaco, Formosa, Salta, and Santiago del Estero. The northern Chaco for-
est is the largest forest ecosystem and the largest biomass reservoir in Argen-
tina and extra-tropical South America.'® The Chaco region relies on forestry
and cotton production. In terms of population, it hosts a mix of people of
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Map I.1. Map of Argentina, showing the Pampas region and the area of soybean
production. Created by the author with data from Argentina’s Secretary of
Agroindustry. Map drawn by Bill Nelson.




European descent and the majority of indigenous peoples who live in Ar-
gentina. The region has historically been poor and marginalized.

I take a multilevel, multimethod approach to capture the synergies of
power. I used a variety of qualitative methods, including interviews, par-
ticipant observation, and content analysis, to gather data on the micro- and
meso-levels of interactions, culture, and community. I relied on quantita-
tive data from online databases to grasp the macro-level of the political
economy and the meso-level of farms and rural towns. I relied on statistical
information on economic and social development from the Observatory of
Economic Complexity, the Economic Commission for Latin America and
the Caribbean, and the Argentine government, particularly the Ministry
of Agriculture, Livestock, and Fisheries (Secretary of Agroindustry since
2016) and the INDEC.

My fieldwork took place mostly in the Pampas region during four differ-
ent visits from 2009 to 2015, though I made one visit to the Chaco region
in July and August of 2011 (to the provinces of Chaco and Santiago del
Estero, in particular). In the Pampas, I visited small and larger rural towns
in the center, northwest, and southeast of Buenos Aires province and the
center and south of Cérdoba province in December 2009 to January 2010,
June and August 2011, January to April 2012, and August 2015. I conducted
forty-five formal interviews with soybean producers; agribusiness employ-
ees, investors, and consultants; rural inhabitants; indigenous-peasant and
anti—fumigation activists; and Argentine academic experts. I use pseudo-
nyms for interviewees and places of residence when I tell their stories,
except when I refer to public figures.

While this is a case study of agrarian transformation, not all my inter-
views took place in rural areas. I interviewed activists and academics in the
cities of Cérdoba, Buenos Aires, Bahia Blanca, Rosario, and Santiago del
Estero. I interviewed agribusiness leaders, investors, and employees in these
cities and even in a summer resort on the coast of Buenos Aires province
(during the summer of 2012). Soybean production, as I show, can be man-
aged from afar, and that is a key to acquiescence. While there are soybean
producers and employees living in rural towns, the technological package
allows a highly qualified labor force to manage very large areas of farmland
from a distance—aided by technologies like computers, cell phones, and sat-
ellites. Many people with decision-making power over agrarian production
do not live in rural areas (and, thus, they do not have to bear a critical cost
of soybean production: exposure to agrochemical spraying). I interviewed
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soybean producers, investors, and employees in the least likely of places to
be considered part of the rural sector, from the wealthy Recoleta neighbor-
hood in downtown Buenos Aires to the beach.

Most of my formal interviews were with men. That was not because I
purposely decided to do so, but because I decided I would study Argen-
tina’s agrarian transformation based on the adoption of Gm biotechnology.
The agribusiness model is male-dominated; men of European descent are
mostly in charge of organizing and performing production. I realized later
that T took this fact so much for granted that I did not see it as special, as
something that needed to be problematized. It took me a long time to real-
ize I was spending most of my “downtime” during fieldwork in rural towns
with women, but by the time the formal interviews would start or when
I was to visit the farms, the women would leave me “to do my work” and
men would lead me into “what I have to know.”

However, in one town in particular, which I call Santa Maria, my main
informant, Nidia, was close to my own family, and she took me in, T felt,
like her own daughter. Thanks to this, I gained insider status among a tight-
knit group of women/mothers quite quickly. We cooked together, washed
dishes, and sipped mates while watching over children who refused to take
their siesta in the hot summer of February 2012. I believe I gained the con-
fidence of these women thanks to Nidia, of course, but also because they
saw me as their equal: a cisgender woman of childbearing age who, like
them, is a middle-class woman of European descent born and raised in the
Pampas. They assumed that marriage (undoubtedly heterosexual) and rais-
ing children were in my near future. Thus, I believe that in their minds I
shared their potential worries over children’s health. The unspoken subtext
was always, “You understand because you are a woman and thus a future
mother.” As I write in chapter 3, these interactions puzzled me. I am not a
mother, and I do not believe that women have, by nature, a mother’s sixth
sense. As a sociologist, I explain the so-called mother’s intuition to care
about children’s health (the women activists I write about in chapter 4 also
emphasized that) as a gendered way of knowing that is a result of gendered
structures (as I detail in chapter 3). Yet these interactions were so powerful
that they gave me new insight.

While in the field, across rural towns in the Pampas, people like Leo
told me repeatedly, “We do the best agriculture in the world” and “We all
live off the countryside” Who am I, as an outsider, to doubt my interview-
ees? To claim that they live in an unjust situation, that there are potential

26 - Introduction



or latent grievances that should lead to mobilization? It was this group of
women who, in close connection among equals, shared their worries and
fears with me and exposed the contradiction between what people were
saying and what they were worrying about. That is, they exposed the latent
grievances I was looking for—latent grievances that I was able to notice
later as being unspoken in other conversations, even with the men. For a
moment, they unveiled the elephant for me. In this book, I explain why
they have to veil it again and again, why they keep silent in the face of the
health hazards of agrochemical exposure. My hope is that this book voices
what for them, in the Pampas, remains unspeakable.
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