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Shifting the current food system toward a more sustainable and equitable model
requires an alternative imaginary. Agroecology represents such an approach, but
despite the construct’s promise, policy and academic communities alike continue
to maintain the current system. We contend that shifting away from the existing,
dominantfood systemrequiresresearchers to engage stakeholders with discourses
that give meaning to an agroecological imaginary. We provide a methodological
case study for how interested analysts may build agroecological traction through
critical praxis. We advance our argument theoretically, methodologically, and
empirically. Theoretically, we draw on scholarship arguing that food system
transformation requires a discursive imaginary. Methodologically, we outline
how Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as both a theoretical and methodological
framework, illuminates the discursive power that shapes the future of food.
We first used CDA to analyze United States Agency for International Development
(USAID) policy, and subsequently presented those results to focus groups
comprised of USAID-funded university-based research-practitioners. Empirically,
we suggest that our methodology represents one possible mechanism or strategy
to encourage the dialogue necessary to secure a new critical food system praxis.
We conclude by offering recommendations for future inquiry.

agroecology, critical discourse analysis, critical praxis, social imaginary, policy

Introduction

For decades, the global food system has favored an industrialized monocropping system
reliant on genetically modified seeds and synthetic fertilizers and pesticides (McMichael, 2009;
Fairbairn, 2010). This approach led to widespread acclaim for its ability to increase crop
production rapidly (Borlaug, 2002). Proponents of this system tend to prioritize yields and
efficiency as primary goals, given anticipated population growth (Holt-Giménez et al., 2012).
However, some have argued against the feasibility of this framework given its rising ecological
costs (Franzluebbers et al., 2020). More, the current approach has yet to eliminate food insecurity
and malnutrition, not because of insufficient quantities of food, but because the distribution of,
and access to, those products are inequitable (Holt-Giménez et al., 2012; FAO et al,, 2022). The
2022 State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World report found that progress on mitigating
and eliminating food insecurity has stagnated across the globe in recent years (FAO et al., 2022).
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To this end, The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO) and other international organizations responsible for
that effort encouraged governments to shift their support and policies
for food and agriculture toward sustainability and equity.

One sustainable and equitable alternative vision for food and
agriculture is agroecology—a collection of sciences, a set of
ecological and community development practices, and a social
movement for food system transformation (Wezel et al., 2009, 2020).
Research addressing agroecology has indicated it can restore
degraded environments, help regions mitigate and adapt to climate
change, improve nutrition and food security, and honor important
cultural traditions obscured by the current agricultural system
(Leippert et al., 2020; Anderson et al., 2021; Bezner Kerr et al., 2022).
However, the scientific and policy communities alike have so far
failed to prioritize agroecology or to accord it legitimacy
(Montenegro de Wit and Iles, 2016; Pavageau et al., 2020). One
explanation scholars have offered for this situation is that powerful
actors across public and private entities, including educational
institutions, are seeking to maintain their control of the current food
system (Montenegro de Wit and Iles, 2016; Constance, 2018;
Pavageau et al., 2020). For example, some sustainable agriculture
scholars have criticized land grant universities (LGUs) for their role
in helping to build and maintain the current approach (Buttel, 2005;
Montenegro de Wit and Iles, 2016).

Powerful actors often employ discourse control to perpetuate the
current food system praxis. This is so because public discourse plays
a vital role in shaping the possibilities for global food system change
(Constance, 2018). We argue that to affect material change in the
existing food framework, citizens must “see” and “think” differently
from the current system’s underlying assumptions. That is, the existing
dominant discourse mediates the degree to which agricultural policy
and praxis prioritize agroecology (Anderson et al., 2021). We contend
that an agroecological food system is unlikely to be realized without a
major shift in thinking among governmental, private, and educational
organization leaders. To view agroecology as a legitimate possibility,
our gaze needs to move toward different discourses that might enable
that possibility.

With this process in mind, we offer a methodological case study
that suggests how researchers can support the positioning of
agroecology as realistic and valuable through critical praxis.
Theoretically, our work builds on the idea that descriptions of food
systems may variably influence possibilities for shifts in them,
including toward agroecology (Anderson et al., 2021). That is, we view
discourse as critical to changing the dominant food system imaginary.
Second, as the current system reflects patterns of inequality, we view
a critical lens to examine food system power as necessary. We identify
discourse as one mechanism of power (Foucault, 1980). Given the
importance of discourse as a significant agent influencing
agroecological opportunities, we contend that Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) can serve as a form of critical praxis. This article
begins with a review of the literature that highlights the fact that the
food system is discursive in character. Thereafter, we describe how
CDA as an integrated theory and methodology can assist researchers
in illuminating powerful features that influence discourse concerning
the food system. We then describe how we employed this form of
analysis as a form of critical praxis to raise awareness among focus
group participants concerning how their work is embedded in a larger
ecosystem of power. We conclude with recommendations for future
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inquiry to expand on this work as well as a discussion of this
study’s limitations.

Food system imaginaries and the role
of discourse

Discourse and the social imaginary

Discourse is comprised of a system of interacting statements that
influence our understanding of the social world (Foucault, 1972). The
language, symbols, and ideas embedded within discourse contribute
to meaning making as these discursive artifacts conjure mental images
of people, events, and objects in individuals (Hall, 2004). Discourse
can also be a vernacular, disciplinary, or otherwise, to allow people to
share common understandings (Hall, 2001). In this sense, discourse
reflects relations of power that influence how individuals and
collectives view reality (Lather, 1991). For example, within the field of
international development, a prevailing discourse in the Global North
frames the Global South as underdeveloped and in need of rescue
(Escobar, 1984). By fostering an image of each group, one as developed
and one as underdeveloped, a power dynamic is established among
those involved in international development before they meet
(Escobar, 1995). Similarly, Western scientific understanding has long
been privileged as ideal leading to the erasure of non-scientific
knowledge including experiential, spiritual, artisanal, and indigenous
forms. Such an erasure means solutions and possibilities tend to reflect
only one mode of knowledge (Santos, 2007). In this way, discourse
controls the possibilities of alternatives in the world (Fairclough, 2003).

Since discourse can reveal what is known or believed, knowledge
and power are intricately and inexorably linked (Foucault, 1980).
Reflecting this constituting power, discourse reflects purpose and is
therefore never neutral (Hall, 1992; Maclure, 2003). Given its role in
promoting specific beliefs, discourse is related to ideology, or put
differently, a mental model for organizing the social world in terms of
certain values and interests (Hall, 1986; Fairclough, 1992). Ideology in
turn can influence behavior as it shapes perceptions of reality and the
future. Thus, like discourse, ideology can replicate relations of power
(Hall, 1986). For example, neoliberal ideology has driven the
U.S. government’s domestic and foreign policy since the 1980s. Tenets
of neoliberalism include smaller government, fewer social services,
and a focus on market supremacy, efficiency, and productivity
(Harvey, 2007). Within the global food system, neoliberalism and
globalization together have led to increasing productivity toward
global exports, freedom for transnational companies to dominate
production, and free trade agreements that disrupt national markets
(McMichael, 2005).

Both discourse and ideology are epistemological in character. The
imaginary is a form of knowledge about the world that is socially
manifested (Stephenson, 2011). Imaginaries can be changed, but as
they often go unnoticed, they must first be brought to consciousness.
Once this process has begun, if individuals are to move toward an
alternative, they must actively reconsider existing values and norms
(Stephenson, 2011). Deliberation is thus vital for changing the
possibilities of our world, but too often such reflection focuses only on
“what should be” and not “what should we do” (Levine, 2022, p. 50).
We argue research can support such epistemic deliberation toward
critical praxis, and we offer one approach to engage people within the
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prevailing discourse and social imaginary. The next section outlines
the current food system and the dominant discourse concerning it.
Next, we propose agroecology as a possible answer to the “what
should be” query of what might replace a production-dominated food
system. We then illustrate how CDA can contribute to deliberations
concerning “what should we do” and more importantly, how such a
prospect might occur through research that supports critical praxis.

Agroecology and discourse

This section elaborates on agroecology as a science, practice, and
social movement. As a collection of academic and scientific
knowledge, agroecology incorporates agronomy to restore soil health,
sustainable agriculture to reduce pesticide and synthetic fertilizer use,
and environmental and ecological science to leverage natural
processes and foster increased climate resilience (Wezel et al., 2009;
Altierietal, 2015; Gliessman, 2016). Agroecological practices include
ecological and community development practices. Ecological
processes include integrated pest management, composting, and crop
diversification, among other locally-specific-initiatives (Food and
Agriculture Organization, 2019; Barrios et al., 2020). As a practice of
community development, scientists, policymakers, and community
residents, including farmers, come together in the agroecological
approach to co-produce solutions that incorporate various knowledge
systems such as place-based information, experiential, artisanal, and
indigenous among others (Altieri and Toledo, 2011; Martinez-Torres
and Rosset, 2014; Coolsaet, 2016). Such knowledge co-production can
contribute toward epistemic justice because this practice affords
similar standing to these ways of knowing as that accorded scientific
knowledge (Santos, 2007; Coolsaet, 2016). Moreover, such
collaborative and generative methodologies are required to co-produce
solutions to help actors imagine possibilities that address the complex
issues embedded in securing change in the current food system
(Bendfeldt et al., 2021). Finally, as a social movement, agroecology
reveals how the food system can be changed to reduce climate change
impacts, improve health and nutrition, restore environments,
encourage democratic decision-making, and include disparate values,
cultural practices, and knowledge systems, while also increasing
production yields (Wezel et al., 2009).

Such epistemic inclusion is unusual in the dominant food system
because science has dominated agricultural knowing (Pimbert, 2018).
As we established above, what we know and how we know it are
intertwined with power and discourse. Recently, scholars have also
defined agroecology as a discourse. In their 2021 book, Anderson and
collaborators offered a typology of seven agricultural frames that
support or challenge an agroecological approach. The most supportive
conception is food sovereignty, a liberation and rights-based
framework challenging the current food regimes inequality, its
discourse, and its underpinning neoliberal ideology (Patel, 2009;
2010). and food
complementary movements, and agroecology is a primary approach

Wittman, Agroecology sovereignty are
to achieving food sovereignty (Altieri and Toledo, 2011; Altieri and
Nicholls, 2017). Participation is the second enabling frame, reflecting
the importance of participatory governance approaches to ensuring
that citizen needs and views guide agricultural development and
implementation (Anderson et al., 2021). The third supporting

construct, cultural resonance, reflects the fact that agroecology is
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culturally and locally specific, including deriving solutions from
science and various knowledge systems, including farmer experiential
knowledge (Foran and Escobar, 1996; Coolsaet, 2016; Pimbert, 2017;
Anderson et al, 2021). The fourth frame, holism, reveals that
agroecology requires a food system approach (Anderson et al., 2021).
Holism acts as a mediating frame and involves attention to how the
food system affects numerous sectors within society, not just
agriculture (IPES-Food and ETC Group, 2021).

The fifth conception, livelihoods, suggests that life is more than
economics and includes other social and cultural values, including
views of justice, which are necessary to combat existing food system
inequalities (Holt-Giménez et al., 2012; Anderson et al., 2021). Yet
livelihoods can often be defined as economic alone, thus limiting
agroecology (Anderson et al., 2021). The sixth construct, ecological
modernization, sensitizes observers to the fact that while an
environmental agenda is central to the agroecological approach, when
that element alone is advanced in isolation or promoted by focusing
on technical innovations for environmental management,
agroecological transformation is likely to be stymied (Anderson et al.,
2021). More, when ecological modernization is prioritized, powerful
actors can co-opt the agroecological agenda (Alonso-Fradejas et al.,
2020). The final frame, “feed the world,” tends to align with the current
food regime. Tenets include increasing production yields, food
distribution through free trade mechanisms, and a view of food as an
economic commodity, rather than a human right (Fairbairn, 2010;
Anderson et al,, 2021). Those adopting this conception are unlikely to
seek meaningful change to address the inequalities created by the
current food system (Holt-Giménez et al., 2012). We turn next to a
discussion of how Critical Discourse Analysis can be used as a form
of critical praxis to elucidate the discursive power mediating
agroecology’s meanings and possibilities for adoption.

Engaging critical discourse analysis as
critical praxis

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a theory and methodology
that affords scholars a mechanism to illustrate the power relationship
among individual texts and larger sociological phenomena. The
approach illustrates how individual texts, or “discursive events”
influence, reflect, reproduce, and challenge larger social phenomena
in the social and material world (Fairclough, 1992, 2003). To attend to
the multi-scalar power of discourse, CDA theory employs three
interactional levels, textual, discursive, and social practice. The textual
level examines word choice, syntax, and verb choice in texts. By
examining these characteristics, scholars can identify how a discourse
conveys value and importance in descriptions of actors, events, and
ideas in both instructive and normative ways (Fairclough, 2003). Such
descriptions may include positive or negative attributes known as
evaluation. Evaluation can aid the researcher in discovering whose
interests a discourse upholds and the way it reproduces power
relations (Fairclough, 2003). An analysis of verb tenses, known as
modality, helps analysts assess expectations for behavior and reality.
Epistemic modality communicates assertions about the current reality
and the future, such as what will happen, what could happen, and
what may happen. Deontic modality, meanwhile, communicates
behavior expectations, such as one must, should, and could
(Fairclough, 2003).
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The second level of CDA is known as discursive practice. It allows
researchers to identify how texts reproduce discourse, and in turn,
what ideologies underpin the logics they contain (Fairclough, 1992).
For example, in our case study, we investigated how a policy text drew
on agroecology precepts to identify the feasibility of pursuing that
approach within that policy framework. The third level of CDA, social
practice, describes how discourse and the everyday praxis of those
who consume discourse, maintain, modify, or contest existing power
arrangements (Fairclough, 1992).

Scholars have used CDA to examine how policy, educational, and
food system texts perpetuate or challenge structures of power. For
example, Fairclough’s (1993) work revealed how university job
postings can reproduce neoliberal ideology, thereby guiding university
praxis around specific values. Ayers (2005) reported similar findings
in their examination of a community college mission statement as
learners became repositioned as future employees. In his analysis of
an apology speech by the Australian prime minister, Luke (1995)
revealed how such governmental addresses can in fact perpetuate the
injustice for which they sought to make amends. In their look at the
discourse of partnerships within policy texts, Vavrus and Seghers
(2010) analyzed how the construction of partnership represented
ideological tenets and discovered how those replicated values excluded
the voices of the poor for whom the policy was intended. In their
analysis of British food and farming policy since Brexit, Maughan
et al. (2020) revealed how despite Brexit representing a period of
change and possibility, the 20 policy texts they analyzed failed to seize
food justice possibilities, including undertaking participatory policy
work with food system actors.

Research as critical praxis

Critical praxis emerged from Paolo Freire’s work to illustrate how
education can be a form of emancipation for oppressed individuals.
The concept includes a process of conscientization during which
dialogic pedagogy supports oppressed individuals to reflect on their
identities, and the larger sociocultural, political, and economic context,
to identify how they might pursue action in pursuit of social change.
Freire advocated for a dialogic process aimed at uprooting systemic
oppression by engaging in sympathetic inquiry with the experiences
and knowledge of those traditionally oppressed. Failure to do so,
he charged, fertilizes existing structures (Freire, 2005). Thus, to Freire
(2005), research was akin to education when it employs similar dialogic
aims toward emancipatory ends. Methodologically, this tends toward
dialogic techniques such as focus groups and structured, unstructured,
or semi-structured interviews (Whitehead, 2007).

At times, for researchers committed to critical praxis, this includes
investigating the system within which they are employed (Kincheloe
et al., 2018). Some critical scholars also consider such pursuit of
change to be an ethical responsibility (Lather, 1991; Kincheloe et al.,
2018). We are not the first to engage CDA as a form of critical praxis.
Pimbert (2018) has applied critical inquiry to focus on university
praxis in the field of food systems. Pedagogically, Weiner (2003) used
CDA to examine various texts and the power relationships they may
reveal. In so doing, in one example, students articulated identity
representations, investigated how discourse reproduced norms, and
grappled with the imbrication of discourse and power. In another
instance, researchers employed CDA to examine their teaching praxis
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to avoid reproducing inequities (Paugha and Robinson, 2011). Our
case study focused on university praxis as it relates to agroecology.
We sought thereby to contribute to conscientization among USAID-
funded actors about the agroecological imaginary, how its possibilities
may be bounded by policy, and how participant praxis unfolds in
concert with policy and discourse.

Methodology

Using CDA, we examined nine texts related to the United States
Agency for International Development’s (USAID) policy framework,
“The Journey to Self-Reliance” (J2SR) from 2018-2020 or what is
known as a synchronic corpus (Baker, 2010; Mautner, 2016). These texts
comprised the entity’s complete policy, its private sector engagement
executive summary, a blog post treating those two documents, two
requests for applications (RFAs) for projects arising from the policy and
administered by land grant universities with whose principals
we conducted focus groups, and four fact sheets on local government
partnerships, self-reliance project design, learning for self-reliance, and
strategic transitions post self-reliance. We investigated USAID and the
J2SR policy because agroecology can contribute to agrarian self-reliance
(Altieri et al., 2012; Anderson et al., 2021). Yet, conceptions of self-
reliance vary and may represent ideological currents (Duffield, 2007;
Hébert and Mincyte, 2014; Galtung, 2019). Thus, we sought to
determine how USAID represented self-reliance and agroecology in the
discourse it offered. We sampled across the agency’s program lifecycle
from project design, policy guidance, marketing materials, project
solicitation, and evaluation. We also included a document on what
happens in the institution’s view, when its efforts successfully help an aid
recipient achieve self-reliance. We included a range of genres, or types
of texts, in our analysis including a full-length policy, an executive
summary, a blog post, fact sheets, a frequently asked questions sheet,
and requests for applications for projects to which only U.S. universities
could apply. We found all texts on USAID’s J2SR website, except for the
two Requests for Applications (RFA), which we found via a Google
search as the agency had archived them.

We analyzed USAID’s policy texts for their choice of vocabulary,
verb usage (modality), positive and negative attributes (evaluation), and
how each described various actors (representation) (Fairclough, 2003).
We also examined how the corpus challenged or supported various
frames of agroecological discourse (Anderson et al, 2021). Our
investigation of textual elements enabled us to identify ideologies and
relations of power USAID reproduced in its texts. We presented our
CDA findings to focus groups of land grant university actors working on
USAID-funded international development initiatives to elicit not only
their responses to specific issues but also, and more importantly, to solicit
their reflections regarding their praxis in light of what they had learned.
As we have noted, discursively embedded power structures are typically
invisible, which is why discourse analysis and other methods of critical
praxis are important. By sharing the CDA findings, we sought to raise
awareness among these university actors of their role in maintaining,
challenging, reproducing, or modifying the social relations of power
underpinning possibilities for the agroecological imaginary.

We identified our population using specific criteria. The first was
land grant universities to which USAID had awarded an Innovation
Lab between the years of 2018-2020. Of those institutions,
we identified those with a sufficiently broad focus to engage feasibly
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with the imaginary of agroecology, excluding those concentrated on
one agricultural crop or commodity. Ultimately, we selected two LGU
Innovation Labs awarded during our stipulated time frame. To
establish our population, we included all faculty engaged with two
Innovation Labs. We then recruited participants from each university
via purposive sampling (Patton, 2014). Due to the COVID-19
pandemic, we conducted our focus groups via Zoom. We employed a
mix of semi-structured and open-ended questions to encourage
conversation among participants (Longhurst, 2003). Our four focus
groups included 14 participants, nine of whom identified as
economists. We began each session by asking participants to describe
their relative familiarity with the USAID policy texts we had analyzed.
Thereafter, we presented our findings from our CDA of those texts.
After the presentation, we asked participants to respond directly to
those findings and to reflect on their praxis as they did so.

We anonymized all members with pseudonyms. Using Atlas.ti
Windows (Version 9.1.7.0), we analyzed our focus group conversation
transcripts using inductive and in vivo coding to identify themes
(Saldana, 2013; ATLAS.ti Scientific Software Development GmbH
[Atlas.ti 21 Windows] ATLAS.ti, 2021). As patterns emerged,
we developed memos explaining those, and once patterns persisted,
we created codes. We then returned to the beginning of the transcripts
to analyze the data again according to the identified codes.
We repeated this process until saturation, that is, when we could not
identify any new codes (Saldana, 2013).

Findings

This section presents findings from the CDA we undertook of
USAID policy documents and the focus groups we conducted as part
of a larger study. For this article, we highlight the specific CDA
findings related to the J2SR corpus. That analysis illustrates two
themes. The first theme demonstrated the dominance of the neoliberal
imaginary in the USAID framework. The second suggested that
USAID’s use of participatory rhetoric in its policy was shaped
profoundly by those same neoliberal assumptions. Following a brief
discussion of these twin themes, we share findings from the two focus
groups we conducted that suggested it may be possible to use the
results of CDA to promote the cognitive openness and dialogical
conditions for a new critical praxis to emerge. We do not claim to have
achieved that praxis or to have transformed the perspectives of our
focus group participants in such terms; instead, our aim here is to
highlight how our findings suggest that engagement with CDA may
serve as one path on which other praxis-oriented scholars may build
to promote such possibilities among policymakers and implementers.
We have organized our focus group findings to capture participants’
levels of agroecology awareness. We have also sought to illustrate how
our contributors reflected on, and at times resisted, the agroecological
imaginary. Finally, we share their reflections on how they could
imagine incorporating agroecology into their praxis.

Self-reliance and agroecological
possibilities

We found that USAID policy reflected broad acceptance of the
prevailing neoliberal imaginary that presumes a need to move away
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from aid as a form of social support. For example, the USAID Policy
Framework we analyzed, aptly entitled “Ending the Need for Foreign
that,
be independent - to be self-reliant” (p. 5). This quotation exemplifies

Assistance,”  posits “everyone, everywhere aspires to
the use of high epistemic modality in CDA terms, which occurs when
a text leaves little room for an alternative imaginary. Put simply, the
assertion is that everyone does and should aspire to a state of self-
reliance as conceptualized by USAID.

The USAID policy we investigated firmly embraced and evoked
market-based approaches and private sector leadership as drivers of a
development as self-reliance agenda. For example, USAID’s framework
argues, “there is no area of USAID’s work in which the private sector
does not play an essential role” (p. 40), and the executive summary of
the agency’s private sector engagement strategy indicates that, “this
policy signals an intentional shift to pursue market-based approaches. ..
can the private sector solve this problem by itself?” (p. 2). USAID’s
policy repeatedly embraces a market-based approach suggesting, “a key
component of building self-reliance is enterprise-driven economic
transformation...in some countries, this transformation begins on
farms, driven by the spread of tools and technologies that increase
agricultural productivity” (Policy Framework, p. 28). As mentioned
above, the feed the world productivity-oriented discourse evidenced in
this quotation innately inhibits attention to other ways of addressing
the challenge in play. That is, when discourse elevates the market sector
to a singularly privileged status in political-economic terms, that choice
profoundly limits consideration of other possible modes of organizing
and knowing. Indeed, that perspective limits livelihoods to a
constricted view of economics, which can lead to blindness to other
values and valuation strategies that might be employed to understand
these basic systems-scale dynamics. In this way, the imaginary now
dominant in USAID policy actively hinders consideration of
agroecological possibilities.

The second prevailing theme in the USAID policy framework
is the agency’s commitment to local leadership, but that leadership
is narrowly defined as arising from, and contributing to, market
enterprise growth. The policy also emphasizes in-country
resourcing, which echoes USAID’s definition of independence as a
sort of autarkic self-reliance. For example, the agency’s project
design fact sheet indicates, “The J2SR lens also gives a heightened
emphasis to in-country resourcing, with enterprise-driven growth
as a key driver. Finally, it places local systems at the heart of
achieving sustainable, resilient results” (p. 1). Within the Agency’s
self-reliance learning fact sheet, the policy’s architects ask, “how can
local, sub-national, national, and regional voices, priorities, and
contributions be integrated into how USAID fosters self-reliance?”
(p- 4). The question remains ethereally rhetorical as the possibilities
for engagement its arbitrators are prepared to consider are sharply
circumscribed by the Agency’s devotion to a narrow economistic
conception of self-reliance. We turn next to a discussion of our
focus group findings.

Awareness building

Agroecology, as defined by Anderson et al. (2021) was new to
most of our focus participants. For example, Maya indicated that she
had not previously considered an agroecological approach and
therefore, “this presentation has opened my eyes to the possibility of
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applying J2SR from the [agroecological] perspective” Speaking
specifically to the food sovereignty frame, Juliet indicated that “I
guess their (Anderson et al., 2021) definition of food sovereignty is
way broader than what we are used to” revealing that for her
agroecology, and the supporting concept of food sovereignty,
represented new information. Elliot also indicated that his discipline
of agricultural economics has guided his impression of agroecology
“as economists, we have a certain framework that we are working
with, and certain terminology that we are accustomed to using...So
agroecology, for me, would not have suggested that it is a label for a
much broader approach.”

In a separate focus group, Mary indicated surprise that her work
as an economist could be at odds with agroecological possibilities and
that she would like to continue reflecting on the information revealed
by the CDA:

So, I did not have any prior thoughts about this topic, but you put
some thoughts in my mind. And I am not so sure how to integrate
them with my discipline as an economist because most of what
I do has gone to the disabling column...I would not want to say,
‘this is correct or not correct’ at this point. But these are thoughts
that I would like to continue reflecting on... Of agroecology,
everything is in it, and in my discipline, we try to remove as much
as possible and focus [specifically] on what we want to explore. So,
the idea of the [food] system within agroecology is not
my mainstream.

In the same focus group as Mary, Stephen echoed the need for
continued learning before rendering a critique indicating an openness
to engage with the possibilities represented by agroecology, “I'm in the
same situation as Mary, this is a new area for me...So, 'm not really
in a position to give a critique but it is something new [and] I can read
more over time.” Finally, Timothy in another focus group, indicated
his confusion and interest in agroecology “I've struggled with having
a concrete idea of what agroecology is, I've read about it a couple of
times, I've helped friends research it, but I still do not feel I have a clear
understanding of what it is” For many in the focus groups, agroecology
as a holistic agenda was relatively new as evidenced by their indication
of curiosity and surprise at how agroecology encompassed more than
they previously understood.

Reckoning and resistance

This section moves beyond awareness toward how some
participants reckoned with, and at times resisted, the concepts central
to the agroecological approach. Dwayne and Violet, who were in the
same focus group, questioned how the agroecological frames
continuum could position “food sovereignty” and “feed the world” as
opposed constructs. Moreover, Violet suggested that she viewed food
sovereignty as moving away from imports toward exports:

I do not see [food sovereignty and feed the world as] exclusive
from one another... so you can still be food sovereign and feed the
world. To me, you can have food sovereignty and contribute to
feeding the world. So, we see that with big countries like the
U.S. where we grow so much of our food and we are also
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exporting...So to me when I am thinking about food sovereignty,
it is often to step away from imports or to be less import-
dependent. So, it seems that their definition is broader than that...

Dwayne expanded on Violets comments by sharing his
conception of food sovereignty from the vantage point of his discipline
of economics:

I had the same reaction as Violet to the [agroecology] frames
continuum. I have always seen food sovereignty as a more
economically informed concept, and as progress away from the
idea of food self-sufficiency, where countries would simply
produce the food, they need. That food sovereignty means they
can make their own decisions about how to meet their food needs.
And that explicitly could, and likely would include active trade,
both importing and exporting. So again, I did not see those as
being on opposite ends of the spectrum.

Similarly, Matthew expressed confusion concerning how
livelihoods, when defined as only market-based activities, could
undermine agroecological possibilities, “if you focus on livelihoods
largely as income from market activities? How is that disabling to an
agroecological approach?” Jeremy similarly grappled with the findings.
He began by offering his disciplinary perspective: “I am an economist.
So, some of this is probably disciplinary bias.... In addition to my
training as an economist, I am also trained as a participatory
community development practitioner” He continued by expanding on
how shifting away from the primacy of private-led development is
antithetical to a systems approach:

Vilifying private sector initiatives as inherently disabling and
seeing small-scale farming in the long run as inherently
enabling, I think, is inconsistent with a kind of holistic systems
approach to development... The goal of many small-scale
farmers is for their kids not to be small-scale farmers. And the
goal is to make enough of a living and to see the next generation
do something more reliable, and less subject to weather and
economic shocks. Not to continue in the same system that
we have been in for a long time. And the role of the private
sector isn't necessarily to make a large profit; it's properly
designed products within the private sector that are locally
appropriate, because those private sector companies are run by
local interests, and have a long-term commitment to an area,
can provide services and opportunities that publicly funded
projects that need to maintain popular support and need to
compete with other public interests for their budgets just

probably can't do in the long run.

Jeremy suggested that not promoting a private sector first model
may fail, and that worse, the ideas espoused within an agroecological
framework are not, in practice, held by smallholder farmers. What his
reflections reveal is that the capitalistic and neoliberal logics of
mainstream agricultural development make the agroecological
imaginary difficult for some researchers to fathom. Jeremy’s comments
at once revealed the hegemonic standing of the current way of
thinking and the importance of critical praxis if that frame is to
be changed.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2023.1128430
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org

Kelinsky-Jones et al.

In a different focus group, Matthew reflected, like Jeremy, on the
importance of framing livelihoods in economic terms. He indicated
that he believed that economic livelihoods are a precondition for
survival within the current neoliberal food system:

I have always thought about promoting livelihoods [and] market
access [for] farmers as a precondition to their survival... That's
why I asked you earlier about what is disabling about [livelihoods
as economics]. It might be disabling of the La Via Campesina’s
[food
non-marketable commodity, which I am not sure is a very smart

sovereignty] agenda...unless you make land a

thing. It is not that clear to me [that economic livelihoods] are
disabling some of the values of a food system.

Matthew’s comments illustrate a deeper level of awareness of the
agroecology and food sovereignty movements not exhibited by other
participants, apparently resulting from his exposure to La Via
Campesina, the international food sovereignty organization. His
disciplinary thinking led him, notwithstanding, to dismiss those
parts of the food sovereignty agenda that conflicted with his
existing understanding.

Reflections on incorporating agroecology

This section examines how several participants reflected on how
they might incorporate agroecology into their work. It represents the
critical praxis possibilities implicit in the mechanism by which to
move individuals from a stance of “what should we do” toward “what
can we do” (Levine, 2022). For her part, Juliet reflected on how she
could incorporate agroecology into her work. This represented a shift
for her from learning about a new imaginary toward reckoning with
how that conception could fit within her praxis:

So, I do not know how to explain [agroecology] in an easy way to
the different people involved in it. It is broad and very complex. It
includes so many different dimensions. So, how do you tackle all
those dimensions at once with so many different stakeholders?

In another focus group, Jeremy questioned how he might discuss
agroecology with farmers without imposing certain values:

Say that I go to a village in Northern Ghana, I sit down with a
group of farmers who are partially disconnected from the larger
agricultural world....and I ask myself, ‘do they practice
agroecology? And if not, why not? What keeps them from doing
it? What is it about what they do that is different from what we call
agroecology? And if it is different, then what do they need to
practice agroecology?’

In response, the lead author explained that agroecology centers
local decision-making, and so the introduction of agroecology to
these farmers, if needed, would focus on those individuals
themselves deciding whether they wanted to pursue that frame’s
aspirations. Jeremy then opined that introducing agroecology could
be an imposition, “But we want to be sensitive to this idea of not
wanting to impose, and so potentially Extension could get into the
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world of imposition” In response, the lead author suggested that
since the 1960s and 1970s, Extension had prioritized Green
Revolution technologies, and how this orientation had shaped the
decisions farmers took and continue to take around how they farm.
In response, Timothy offered, “..that might create a justification for
some sort of positive intervention to try to spur it on. And so now
we must do something to try to revive something that we think may
have once been there” Timothy’s thought exemplifies the reflective
work in which he was engaged in understanding agroecology, why
continuing research on its possibilities is necessary, and how he as
an international development professional might engage with that
frame while managing his positionality and power. His realization
revealed a possible opening to a new way of thinking. In response
to Timothy’s reflections, Matthew observed that the USAID’s policy
framework’s “focus on inclusivity opens the door to what I perceive
are some of the values that underpin what you call an agroecological
approach” Matthew’s inference indicated he was actively
considering the implications of the CDA results, what they meant
for agroecology, and what steps might be necessary to encourage
agroecology within his development praxis.

Building critical praxis momentum

This article has discussed the possibilities of using Critical
Discourse Analysis as an approach to build toward the critical praxis
necessary to transform the current food system. Theoretically, we built
on the recent scholarship of Anderson et al. (2021) concerning how
discourse supports or challenges an agroecological imaginary. As
discussed above, praxis results from a process of awareness building,
reflection, dialogue, and action. The praxis of food system
transformation will require engagement with alternative imaginaries,
which discourse helps shape.

We have outlined one possible approach to engaging university
faculty concerning how the policy discourse adopted by their funders
may influence agroecological possibilities generally and shape their
professional praxis, more specifically. We found that presenting CDA
of policy texts to actors funded by USAID projects at land grant
universities could contribute to awareness building and reflection
toward an alternate critical praxis. We have illustrated how
encouraging a reading of prevailing discourse can encourage
reflexivity and thereby open possibilities for active consideration of
the complexity and possibilities of agroecology.

Our study participants considered agroecological vernacular and
practices through their disciplinary lenses and engaged with that
construct in various ways. We believe that those moments of
deliberation served as moments of generative awareness for many of
our respondents. We suggest they represent a first step in critical
praxis and building consciousness of alternative onto-epistemological
realities (Niewolny, 2021). The respondents who noted their
disciplinary assumptions made engaging with agroecological content
difficult highlight the fact that imaginaries are composed of a widely
shared set of norms, values, and beliefs. Such awareness building may
support the expansion of disciplinary imaginaries beyond existing
ways of knowing (Stephenson, 2011).

We caution against overstating these results, given the limited
time we spent with our focus group participants. Our focus group
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members’ comments concerning agroecology reflected neoliberal
logic, but it was outside the scope of our study to engage with
participants concerning the ideological underpinnings of their
responses. For example, Violet and Dwayne both suggested food
sovereignty involved exporting surpluses. Jeremy indicated that
the private sector is per se benevolent and fulfills a need the
government cannot. Matthew argued that the food sovereignty
construct is naive. Each of these observations revealed how
neoliberal ideology was deeply rooted in participants’
understanding of agriculture and agricultural development.
We suggest, however, that ongoing dialogue with these scholar-
practitioners concerning how their responses reflect specific
norms could further critical praxis. We are also persuaded that
encouraging participants to engage with agroecological norms
and discourse can begin to prompt active reflection on alternate
systemic possibilities. We are hopeful that such epistemic work
can open space for deeper intellectual and policy engagement with

agroecological ideas.

Limitations and recommendations for
future research

This article has explored how engaging participants with Critical
Discourse Analysis through dialogue may contribute toward epistemic
consciousness and active rethinking by individuals. Moreover,
we suggest such efforts can begin to kindle the critical praxis required
for food system transformation. Our findings are limited by the size
of our sample (n=14 participants), and so we encourage others to
replicate our methodology with other texts and populations to
determine the effectiveness of this approach. Our inquiry was also
limited by the fact that we engaged participants in a discussion for
90 min. Such efforts should ideally be situated as part of a longer
process in the Freirean tradition of consciousness-raising through
more reflective dialogue. This is to say that critical praxis is always
a journey.

We therefore also invite others to build on this work by
incorporating its methodology into longer-term engagement
strategies, such as semester-long courses and workshops or through
repeated focus groups with the same participants. One such vehicle
could be to host pre-conference workshops. We suggest that an
expansion of this analysis to additional U.S. universities funded by
USAID would assist in understanding agroecological possibilities
from more vantage points. Finally, we contend that this framework
would benefit from the participation of those who wrote the policy
texts analyzed, to determine how engagement with CDA might elicit
active epistemic-scale reflection among those positioned to design and
fund policy initiatives.
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