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Agro-ecology and organic agriculture as a counterforce to
(super-)productivist farming in Brazil: innovative strategies in a
time of crisis



Concept Debate Global critical issues

Rural resilience

(Wilson, 2010, 2012; McManus et 

al., 2012; Scott, 2013; Welsh, 

2014)

The potential of social innovation and 

collective agency at the community 

scale in exploring new development.

The various aspects of community resilience within

rural localities and an exploration of farming and its role

in rural resilience. Resilience refers to the capacities of

an agricultural system to adapt and transform itself so

it can persist in the long-term (Walker et al., 2004;

Darnhofer, 2014). Learning to live with change and

uncertainty, and combining different types of

knowledge appear critical for building resilience.

Source: The author based on the references.

Resilience is a critical concept in time of crisis: investigating geographical processes on-
the-ground (and the challenges for a qualitative and ethnographic research in the context
of COVID-19)

Contemporary rural change, concepts and global critical issues



Resilience’ theory: new set of ideas about development in this age of uncertainty and 
recurrent crises

Brown (2016)

Resilience concepts can overturn orthodox approaches to international

development that remain dominated by modernisation and a focus on economic

growth, characterized by technocratic approaches.

Lendvay (2016)

Resilience in human geography should dissolve the theoretical dichotomy and treat

both large-scale structures and agency of individuals on the common ontological

framework.

Scott (2013)

Resilience thinking opens new perspectives to ‘re-frame’ rural studies debates: 1- it

offers alternative analytical methods and insights for rural studies and 2- provides

an alternative policy narrative for rural development.

Welsh (2014)

A critical interrogation of plural resilience theories and wonders at their

emancipatory possibilities, calling for a more sustained and critical engagement by

human geographers with resilience studies and their effects.

Wilson (2012)

Explored the links between resilience and transition theory, how path dependencies

affect resilience at community level, the impacts of globalization on different

community trajectories, and the importance of social memory for understanding

constraints and opportunities for developing community resilience.

Source: The author based on the references.



Deforestation and climate change, urbanisation, the political power of agribusiness and the
challenges to resilient agricultural systems (and rural futures) in Brazil.

Equipment for large agricultural production
area at an agribusiness fair in Dourados, Mato
Grosso do Sul state, one of the main areas of
soybean production in Brazil. (Source: Author,
2012)

Large farmers invest capital into farm
infrastructure improvements to reach high levels
of productivity. Silos for storage of soybeans in
Maracaju, Mato Grosso do Sul state. (Source:
Author, 2012)



House of a low-income farmer. Agricultural
areas with low productivity level (as compared
to high agricultural production areas for the
global market) may reveal a multidirectional
agrarian history and regional contrasts. (Source:
Author, 2017)

Small-scale farmer shows diseases and pests
affecting his fruit trees and income in recent
years. Major agricultural diseases and pests
generally begin in areas of intensive production,
and then spread to other agricultural areas,
affecting low-income farmers. (Source: Author,
2017)

The conflict between contradictory logics: (super-) productivist agriculture and agroecology



The 'Folha Murcha' [withered leaf] is an orange
tree type Valencia [Citrus sinensis (L.) Osbeck]
originated from spontaneous mutation in the
rural periphery of Rio de Janeiro. The cultivar is
more resistant to drought and tolerant to citrus
diseases such as canker, tristeza virus, and
rubella. (Source: Author, 2017)



Agro-ecology and organic agriculture as a counterforce to (super-) productivist farming in Brazil:
the strategic driver in challenging dependency on industrial inputs in small-scale farming.

Agro-ecology is not a niche for small-scale artisanal farmers in given sectors, nor is it a label to be attained on
the basis of specific practices. It is a broader logic for redesigning agricultural systems in ways that maximise
biodiversity and stimulate interactions between different plants and species, as part of holistic strategies to
build long-term fertility, healthy agro-ecosystems and secure livelihoods (Altieri, 1995; Pretty, 1995, 2002;
Rosset and Altieri, 2017).

Main factors that create resilient systems at farm level (Based on Folke et al., 2003; Berkes, 2007; Darnhofer, 
2010):

1- Capability to learn from crisis;

2- Nurturing diversity in its various forms;

3- Combining different types of knowledges;

4- Creating opportunity for social organisation and cross-scale linkages.



Source: 
Author 
(2017)

1) Capability to learn from crisis

The perception of the members of the small-
scale farm and ensuring a degree of
flexibility and adaptiveness.



Source: Author (2017)

Conventional citrus 
farming

Agroecological
citrus farming

Source: Farmer’s 
archives



The pigeon pea is associated with nitrogen fixation in the 
soil. In addition to protecting soil, it gives support to fruit 
trees. (Source: Author, 2017)

Non-commercial fruit crops such as jubuticaba
(Plinia cauliflora) and some little-known Brazilian
fruits have been preserved and cultivated in Rio´s
countryside. (Source: Author, 2017)

2) Nurturing diversity in its various forms

Identifying various ‘variables’ that contribute to diversity, such as:
biodiversity, diversity of economic opportunities, diversity of resources,
diversity of information sources and communication partners, and
diversity in types of relationships.



Farmers established links between beekeeping production systems and agro-ecological
fruit farming. Farmer 10 (owns 50 bees box, 1500-2000l of honey per year, male) uses part
of Farmer 12’s land for beehives that bring improvement for the production of citrus through
natural pollination, Rio de Janeiro. (Source: Author, 2017)



Farmers bring local agro-ecological products, books,
and brochures on agro-ecological systems to a
meeting. This public spirit creates new opportunities
to produce and distribute organic products.

In addition, organic production generates
environmental services and public goods (e.g.
biodiversity conservation, climate change mitigation,
maintaining soil functionality, agricultural and rural
landscape, and rural vitality). (Source: Author, 2017)

3) Combining different types of knowledges

The ability to combine scientific information with
farming traditional knowledges, combining different
types of information and sharing in various
networks.



Field day organised by organic farmers: switching
from a productivist system to an agro-ecological
system with recovery of Atlantic Forest areas.
(Source: Author, 2017)

4) Creating opportunity for social organisation and cross-scale linkages

The ability of the farm community to maintain local capacity for social and political organisation, engaging with 
various institutions builds important cross-scale linkages.



In sum, this research is based on debates concerning rural change and farming
resilience with an emphasis on:

- The role of farmer-led networks, informal knowledges, and the way they are
supported (or not) by formal institutions.

- Alternative farming systems (e.g. agroecology and organic agriculture) play a role
in providing a counter-narrative for small-scale and family farmers and ‘invisible’
communities as they entered the micro-scale policies.

- An application of this approach would be to better target policies in Brazil and
beyond for the purpose of quality food systems, small-scale farming strategies,
and resilient rural futures.

Source: Author (2017)


