
23J.I. Boye and Y. Arcand (eds.), Green Technologies in Food Production and Processing, 
Food Engineering Series, DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-1587-9_2, 
© Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2012

    2.1   Agriculture as a market 

    2.1.1   The long history of food market disembeddedness 

 Because we rely on large companies and supermarkets to feed ourselves, we often 
forget that, unlike many other goods, food was not provided through markets during 
most of human history. The commoditization of food, which has led to its current 
status as merchandise, has indeed been the result of a long and complex process from 
the age-old practice of self-production, through the subsequent trade in small markets. 
By bringing out the specifi city of food in the current economic framework, an exami-
nation of these origins helps us understand what can be coined as “the exceptionality 
of agriculture,” that is, the fact that food is not like any other consumer good. 

 Approximately 10,000 years ago, the beginning of agriculture contributed to a 
deep transformation in the organization of social life, which evolved from the 
hunter-gatherer and nomadic forms of society to sedentariness. In 5550  bce , the 
Sumerians started large-scale and intensive cultivation with irrigation techniques, 
allowing excess production that could be stored or sold, and reducing wild food to 
a marginal part of the usual diet of the population. Moschini  (  2008  )  explains this 
evolution as follows:

  The challenge of population pressure faced by an environment saturated with hunter-gath-
erers, catalysed by the changing climatic conditions at the end of the last Ice Age, led some 
people to attempt the cultivation of wild cereals in an effort to supplement their traditional 
sources of food (Cohen  1977    ). Thus was agriculture born about 12,000 years ago in the 
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Fertile Crescent, and independently in at least fi ve other distant locations over the next few 
millennia (Bellwood 2005). A dwindling supply of large mammalian prey increased the 
attractiveness of early farming activities, and the ensuing Neolithic revolution saw the 
widespread transition of prehistoric humans from nomadic hunting-gathering bands to 
agriculture-based communities relying on a few successful domesticated species of plants 
and animals. Farming encouraged more permanent settlements, allowing the development 
of increasingly complex social structures and the ushering in of earlier civilizations.   

 Later on, numerous innovations led to increased productivity, freeing the popula-
tion from other activities but also leading to specifi c confi gurations of social organi-
zation. 1  One could refer to commoditization and industrialization in relation to this 
period, but this would most certainly be an inappropriate anachronism given that 
society at that time was not what we call an “economic society,” that is, a society 
primarily organized on the basis of modern economic rationality (Vergès  1989  ) . The 
trade associated with the surplus was part of a more general social system in which 
other rationalities were used as organizing principles, whether religious or political. 

 This was obvious in the feudal period, when the serf had the right to cultivate his 
parcel of land, but was also required to give up a substantial part of the harvest to his 
lord according to the vassal relationship. It is also interesting to note that the serf 
was denied the right to hunt; that is, access to “wild food” was specifi cally reserved 
for the lord. At this time, commercial relations were enacted through two dimen-
sions, which Braudel  (  1967  )  judicially distinguishes as small markets and great 
capitalism. Small markets were local spaces in which, in search of variety, people 
could trade their surplus with that of others. However, this was a marginal means of 
accessing food: A self-production system prevailed. For the elite, luxurious 
exchanges were a way to demonstrate supremacy more than to provide basic com-
modities, and in the Age of Discovery, agriculture also participated in the coloniza-
tion process and was a determining factor in the organization of slavery. 

 This is why, although new farming techniques and space reorganization allowed 
for the production of a surplus that could be traded, it would be misleading to refer 
to the commoditization of food or the industrialization of agriculture with regard to 
this period, because agriculture and food markets were still organized according to 
ecological realities and embedded in social and political relations that cannot be 
reduced to economic transactions. 

 This is what Polanyi theorized as the concept of embeddedness, pointing out that 
food markets have not always been free markets, and that food staples have not 
always been considered to be commodities  (  2001  ) . In Polanyi’s view, although reci-
procity served to sustain humane ways of sharing food and organizing society over 

   1   The understanding of this dynamic may vary among authors, as illustrated by this comment by 
Moschini: “The path from these early days to the modern world eventually saw the gradual aug-
mentation of technology in food production, which supported a population expansion that is con-
tinuing to this day. Some see that as a vicious circle and also lament that ‘… the transition from 
hunting and gathering to farming eventually resulted in more work, lower adult stature, worse 
nutritional condition and heavier disease burden’ (Diamond 2002, p. 700). But civilization has also 
led to knowledge accumulation, culminating in the industrial revolution and the opening up of 
increasingly new opportunities” (Moschini  2008 , pp. 331–332).  
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the millennia, the withholding and redistribution of food by a centralized authority 
(such as in the feudal system) also played a prominent role in many societies. These 
modes of economic exchange were always grounded—embedded—in social rela-
tions and nature’s cycles. The land and the work force that helped to fertilize it 
and cultivate its fruits, were not market values, they were social institutions. On the 
eve of the Industrial Revolution, the concept of the self-regulated market shattered 
these institutions and put modern society on the path toward the commoditization 
of agriculture.  

    2.1.2   The industrialization of agriculture 

 The industrialization of agriculture can refer to different realities, starting with the 
mechanization of farming and the use of new technologies and modes of organiza-
tion, through what has been called the “Agricultural Revolution” (as compared with 
the concomitant Industrial Revolution in England). 2  The turning point in this pro-
cess was the integration of agricultural production into a new economic order orga-
nized on the basis of market rules and rationality instead of other logics, whether 
social or biological. This transformation of the status of agriculture as a “market” or 
“capitalist” activity—not merely economic but dedicated to trade with the aim of 
accumulation—was the result of many structural and ideological transformations 
that some authors have interpreted as the inexorable March of capitalism to encom-
pass all human activities (Wallerstein  1974  ) . 

 First among the transforming factors were new techniques and technologies—
including the use of mechanized tractors and fertilizers—that led to an increase in 
productivity and, to some extent, freed production from unpredictable natural con-
ditions. Second, the organization of land, symbolized by the enclosures in England 
(which are generally seen as one of the major starting points of industrial capital-
ism), also allowed for an increase in productivity but led to another dramatic change: 
the exodus of former self-suffi cient peasants to cities, where they formed the new 
work force relying on markets to provide them with food. Last, it must not be for-
gotten that these transformations were anchored in the development of an ideology 
of industrial progress, closely associated with market dynamics as an optimal social 
regulation. 

   2   Kerridge contradicts this understanding (1960). Referring to the thesis developed by Toynbee, he 
explains: “Toynbee rightly concludes that agricultural progress was relatively slow between 1700 
and 1760. But he can hardly have been expected to have devoted much of his short working life to 
agricultural history, which to him was no more than a sideshow. He gives the matter short shrift and 
takes the obvious and easy course of turning away from his door all those facts that do not fi t in 
with his preconceived notions that the period 1760–1843 witnessed ‘an agrarian revolution [that] 
played as large part in the great industrial change at the end of the eighteenth century as does the 
revolution in manufacturing industries.’”  
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 Thus, in Polanyi’s view, the market appears to be an economic form of regulating 
social relations and human interaction with nature, a form that characterizes capital-
ism. Indeed, capitalism requires such a system based on the concept of a self-regu-
lated market, at the expense of other economic models such as reciprocity and 
redistribution. Polanyi argues that at the peak of the industrial revolution, the con-
cept of the self-regulated market shattered these other models. Trade and the search 
for profi t became the fundamental rationale of economic activities in the new politi-
cal economy of the eighteenth century, giving rise to “the market” as a social institu-
tion, different in this respect from local markets. Agriculture thus became part of the 
great capitalism referred to by Braudel. As a result, agriculture was subject to exter-
nal pressures to become more productive and less expensive and, eventually, over-
rule natural cycles and processes. This evolution toward the disembeddedness of 
agriculture was later marked by the Green Revolution, and by the more recent pro-
cess of globalization.  

    2.1.3   From the green revolution to globalization 

 The Green Revolution originated from the work of scientists who developed new 
varieties of crops, supported by the use of fertilizers and pesticides, both leading to 
increased agricultural productivity in response to the growing needs created by 
exponential population growth. 3  The Green Revolution, as a process, appeared at the 
end of the 1960s, and deepened until very recently. As Huffman  (  2004  )  explains:

  Overall, the productivity data suggest that the Green Revolution is best understood not as a 
one-time jump in yields, occurring in the late 1960s, but rather as a long-term increase in 
the trend growth rate of productivity. This occurred because successive generations of mod-
ern varieties were developed, each contributing gains over previous generations. 
 Evenson and Gollin ( 2004 ) show that without the Green Revolution, crop yields in develop-
ing countries would have been 20% to 24% lower.   

 Applying Western fertilization and pesticide techniques to agriculture in the 
South, the Green Revolution accompanied the conversion of the war industry into the 
petrochemical industry, as best illustrated by Monsanto’s evolution (Champion  2004  ) . 
But agricultural production was also transformed by the growing practice of trade 

   3   The demographic rationale of the Green Revolution is well illustrated by Huffman: “as the demand 
for food and fi ber grew during the past 300 years, because of the Earth’s expanding human popula-
tion and rising per capita incomes, society met this demand fi rst by increasing the land area under 
cultivation and later by improving crops so that their yields were higher. Before 1900, land was 
abundant almost everywhere, and in the United States, new lands were brought into production as 
the frontier moved across the country between 1700 and 1900. … By 1900, the frontier was closed 
in the United States, and this increased the urgency of fi nding new methods for increasing crop 
yields” (2004, p. 3).  
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that changed the conditions under which agricultural commodities were produced. 
Coleman et al.  (  2004  )  explain that since the end of World War II:

  [A]s agriculture has continued the movement from subsistence, peasant polyculture toward 
commercial farming, production has become more specialized. Processing companies buy-
ing from farmers have demanded more evenness in quality and standardization in size and 
the markets for these more specialized and standardized products are extending gradually 
further away from the locality in which crops or animals are grown. The greater emphasis 
on monocropping has come to rest on various expert systems to achieve economies of scale 
and higher productivity, including sophisticated farm equipment, chemicals to control 
pests and weeds, and to stimulate growth, and biological science to improve yields from 
plants and to raise output from animals. In some areas of livestock production like poultry 
and hogs, farmers are entering into quite specifi c contracts with processing companies that 
govern the nature and the quality of products to be delivered.   

 These developments have led to a deep transformation of the relationship between 
the farmer and the consumer, which has been progressively mediated by economic 
agents, whereas agricultural production has become part of a complex economic 
system encompassing science and technology, mechanical instruments, and world-
wide distribution networks in a world marked by geopolitical tensions or confl icts 
and a new consumerist way of life. In this system, the self-producing farmer has 
progressively been replaced by a market producer whose conditions of production 
are dictated by infl uential economic actors in concordance with state-led develop-
ment strategies.

  The production of agricultural commodities has gradually become enmeshed in linkages 
that are more globally extensive today than they were a half-century ago, whether through 
suppliers of inputs to agricultural production or through the processing, distribution and 
sale of agri-food products. Trade both in agricultural commodities and in processed food 
products has risen over the same period. This intensifi ed economic competition on a more 
global scale has accentuated already powerful tendencies toward greater economic, techno-
logical and socio-cultural integration in the triad of the North America, Europe, and East 
and South-East Asia… (Goodman  2003 ). 

 These more intense regional and economic relationships have developed through the 
greater presence of multinational fi rms in the sector, and important changes in technology 
used in the transportation and distribution of commodities and processed food products. 
Consequently, global economic relations are a more important factor in the lives of farmers 
and food consumers than they were a half-century ago (Coleman et al.  2004  ) .   

 For these authors, globalization can be seen in direct continuity with industrial-
ization and the Green Revolution in the process of agricultural disembeddedness.

  Globalising processes have accelerated changes in the countryside in most countries, 
changes already in train due to mechanization and chemical farming. More food is being 
produced on less land by fewer farmers than a half-century ago. Old patterns of relation-
ships between farmers, the suppliers of their inputs and the buyers of their crops are shifting 
due to corporate restructuring. Political arrangements in the wealthier countries are being 
criticized and slowly changed in response to challenges from within and from those suffer-
ing the effects of subsidies in the Global South. Old orders are changing but there is scant 
evidence to date whether any new order will take their place (Coleman et al.  2004  ) .   

 However, although globalization seems indeed to have intensifi ed the process of 
commoditization initiated centuries ago, recent developments might be interpreted 
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as a suspension, and even a turning point in this process. We would argue that 
 following its accentuation through different phases of varying length and speed 
depending on the country, and its fi nal intensifi cation toward the end of the 1980s, 
the process of commoditization of agriculture ended with the last attempts made 
under the globalization process to handle food as an ordinary good. The negotia-
tions aiming to liberalize international agricultural markets were defeated by pro-
tectionist strategies of the World Trade Organization (WTO), confi rming a 
suspension of the rationale behind the commoditization of food.  

    2.1.4   Global trade and agricultural policy toward 
decommoditization? 

 In spite of the commoditization process that has been underway for centuries, among 
global trade issues, the agricultural sector has always been recognized as being 
somewhat particular (   Aggarwal  2005 ; Trebilcock and Howse  2005  ) . Along with the 
services and investment sectors, it was one of the last major economic sectors 
planned to be liberalized after the Uruguay Round of the WTO. After World War II, 
the United States refused to apply General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) 
principles to the agricultural sector for political and strategic reasons, and was 
allowed to do so. Under the postwar reconstruction, Europe also relied heavily on 
subsidies and market protection in structuring its internal agri-food economy. 
Becoming competitors on a global scale, the EU (Eur.Union) and the United States 
were then drawn into a “war of subsidies” during the 1970s and 1980s—a process 
that brought about increasing price distortion in the agricultural market. 

 Although every national situation is different, this era saw agricultural policies 
being constructed around three axes that would eventually become the three “pil-
lars” of the WTO Agreement on Agriculture. One is the traditional imposition of 
entry tariffs and taxes, which make imported products less competitive than domes-
tic equivalents. For some imported products considered to be sensitive, a country 
can impose “tariff peaks”—meaning tariffs that are many times higher than regular 
tariffs—as a barrier to entry. Another policy area that has the effect of distorting 
prices is domestic support. All kinds of tax reduction for producers, public insur-
ance programs for farmers, subsidies for production or for the purchase of machin-
ery, etc., can be considered as domestic support measures. Finally, the most contested 
policy area under the GATT and WTO is that concerning export subsidies, which 
constitute public support to sectors oriented toward exportation. Although these can 
be justifi ed as a means by which to counter the effects of entry barriers (of the type 
described in the preceding) in foreign markets, their impacts are being widely felt in 
developing countries, where the total amount of subsidies is a fraction of that of the 
United States or the UE. Overproduction in developed countries can also be subsi-
dized to facilitate exportation to other countries, thus creating a form of “dumping” 
(Drope and Hansen  2006  ) . 

 Thus, for different reasons—mainly political—agriculture has never been 
 governed by a free market, and this has impeded the process of commoditization. 
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This has made multilateral policy negotiations in agriculture quite paradoxical. 
Although free trade originally meant opening up markets in the Global South to 
products from industrialized countries, free trade in agriculture refers to the reverse; 
that is, the opening of markets in the Global North to foodstuffs produced in devel-
oping countries. For the fi rst time in the recent history of trade negotiations, the 
Uruguay Round tackled the liberalization of agriculture. The result, however, was 
rather modest. According to most experts on international trade law, the Uruguay 
Round Agreement on Agriculture, resulting from a bilateral bargain between the 
United States and the European Commission, consisted more in the legalization of 
protectionism in the agricultural sector than in its liberalization (Aggarwal  2005 ; 
   Clapp  2006  ) . Such a result was not going to be satisfactory to developing countries, 
and the next negotiating round would have to address the problem of agricultural 
protectionism more deeply.  

    2.1.5   North–south inequities in agricultural trade 
and the case for food security 

 In the agricultural sector, the huge subsidies and market protection policies enforced 
by the European Union and the United States (along with the majority of developed 
states) have had the most adverse impacts on developing countries, whose advan-
tage based on low-cost agriculture is nullifi ed by closed markets in the North. 
Instead of bringing real liberalization to the sector, as observed, the Uruguay Round 
Agreement on Agriculture legalized European and American protectionism. This is 
why the Doha Round was launched in 2001 with much anticipation on the part of 
developing countries who were hoping for “the redressal of the inequitable nature 
of existing provisions of the Agreement on Agriculture” (G77  2001  ) . After more 
than 2 years of stalled negotiations at the WTO, it is now clear that the North–South 
inequities written into international trade law still constitute a great challenge to the 
notion of “equity” in global agricultural trade. Simultaneously, they impede a poten-
tially formidable driver of the food chain: food security. 

 Food security is an interesting concept because it is based on the notion that food 
is more than a commodity—it is a vector of security or insecurity. Indeed, because a 
proper diet and the nourishment of communities, whether rural or urban, ensures 
greater stability and productivity, food is an essential driver of development. This is 
why the “G33 on special products and the special safeguard mechanism,” a coalition 
of developing countries that emerged at the Cancun WTO Ministerial Conference in 
2003, states that the “deepening global food crisis has clearly demonstrated that 
indeed the principles of food security, livelihood security and rural development are 
relevant and must indeed be a part of the equation in discussing the optimal solutions 
to [the Doha] Development Round” (G33  2008  ) . If the Doha Round is ever con-
cluded, multilateral trade agreements may well institutionalize mechanisms to ensure 
food security in developing countries, such as the possibility of designating “special 
products”—meaning products that are considered important for food security and 
rural development—that would benefi t from better tariff protection, and a “special 



30 C. Gendron and R. Audet

safeguard mechanism” that would allow countries to react with tariffs and quotas in 
the case of a sudden price drop or domestic market “fl ood” of competitive imported 
products (Lal Das  2005  ) . Similar mechanisms could be available for developed coun-
tries under the denomination of “sensitive products” (Trebilcock and Howse  2005  ) . 

 It is interesting to note that the content of the last negotiations occurring under 
the WTO, rather than being a pure translation of the commoditization rationale, 
indeed recognized the “exceptionality” of agriculture. Clearly, the food security 
issue has brought about the idea that agriculture may have functions other than sim-
ply being a commodity. Agriculture is increasingly presented as being “multifunc-
tional,” as shown by the new trends in food consumption and production. Thus, 
although we recognize that the globalization process is transforming agriculture 
through an intensifi cation of the economic integration of its actors and activities, our 
understanding differs from that of Coleman et al.  (  2004  )  who see in globalization a 
deepening of the commoditization and disembedding process.

  In short, despite its rootedness in place and its dependence on the natural rhythms of the 
seasons, the life cycles of animals, and the climate, agriculture is changing rapidly in char-
acter as it becomes drawn into globalising processes in the economy, the world of politics, 
and culture. As an economic activity, it is losing its exceptionality and becoming one sector 
among others contributing to economic growth. Politically, the long-standing protective 
mantle of the nation-state is yielding to new forces, new rules and new constraints defi ned 
at regional and global levels. With nation-states yielding some authority, such cultural 
notions as farming being the backbone of the nation and these nations must be self-suffi -
cient in food are being reconsidered and recast (Coleman et al.  2004  ) .   

 It is mainly because of the exceptionality of agriculture that the trade liberaliza-
tion process undertaken by the Uruguay Round failed, and that the globalization 
process took a new direction in accordance with this special status: a limitation of 
free trade primacy with regard to geo-strategic imperatives fuelled by the particular 
status of agriculture. This is not to say that we are entering a process of decommod-
itisation of food, but that the March towards commoditization has reached an end. 
This can be explained by a series of factors anchored in the nature of agriculture 
itself, wherein there have always been intrinsic limitations to the de-territorializa-
tion rationale of globalization, as clearly pointed out by Coleman et al.:

  [T]he immobility of land and the local circumstances of land use would seem to make farm-
ing a highly unlikely sector to be integrated into international and global processes. … 

 With its implications for the declining constraints of physical location and its emphasis 
on de-territorialisation (Appadurai  1996 ), globalisation would seem to refer to processes 
not particularly relevant for understanding agriculture. After all, farming remains an activ-
ity intimately tied to particular rural communities, their soils, their microclimates, and their 
physical environments. Although buying and selling currencies might occur anywhere at 
any time, growing wheat or milking cows takes place in very particular localities, following 
regular patterns dictated by the seasons or basic cycles of life. Tied to the land and drawing 
upon centuries, if not millennia, of tradition and cumulated experience, farming, one of the 
ancient arts of human civilization, would seem to be somewhat beyond the reach of current 
globalising processes (Coleman et al.  2004  ) .   

 As Coleman et al.  (  2004  )  explain, despite these characteristics, agriculture has not 
been spared the effects of globalization. However, we would go one step further. 
Inspired by a comment made by these authors suggesting that continuing globalization 
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should not be seen as the only possible outcome of the current interplay of economics, 
politics and technology, we argue that the exceptionality of agriculture has actually 
changed the course of globalization, in part because of the struggle that its initial lib-
eralization rationale brought about in this sector.

  The changes that we observe bring in their train a variety of avenues of contestation and 
struggle. The introduction of biotechnology, the growing of genetically modifi ed organisms, 
and the incorporation of these into processed foods and animal feeds have given rise to fi eld 
burnings, consumer boycotts, and political debates across the globe. Environmentalists have 
challenged “industrial farming” and its use of chemicals because of the effects on water 
courses and human health. Nation-states misuse global and regional trade rules to give “their” 
farmers an edge over competitors. Farmers continue to fi ght to stay on the land in most coun-
tries of the world. In short, the production and preparation of food promise to remain a promi-
nent site of resistance to globalisation for the foreseeable future (Coleman et al.  2004  ) .   

 Initially driven by universal free trade agreements, the economic integration that 
occurred during the fi rst era of globalization is now entering a new age in which it 
obeys new logics and parameters. These parameters will both sanction the excep-
tionality and multifunctionality of agriculture and be supported by them. In this 
sense, agriculture plays an important role in the general restructuration of markets 
illustrated by the rise of responsible consumption and social responsibility strate-
gies adopted by fi rms. In this new age, as the North–South tension is made more 
complex by commercial alliances rooted in the strategic interest of nations (as is the 
case with genetically modifi ed organisms, GMOs   ), new issues such as environmen-
tal protection, greenhouse gas emissions, water supply, and foreseeable shortages 
are deeply changing the governance challenges and the rationale behind state-led 
negotiations and the strategies adopted by fi rms in the fi eld of agriculture.   

    2.2   New trends: rediscovery of embeddedness 
through multifunctionality 

 Although agriculture has been a domain in which the human spirit has overcome 
nature’s unpredictability and led to civilization and progress, today it seems to illus-
trate a total loss of control over nature’s dynamic because it participates in disease, 
health problems, and social fracture. Agriculture is no longer presented as the instru-
ment of progress and well-being, but rather as an area involving the convergence of 
economic, political, and social problems. 

 The publication of Rachel Carson’s  Silent Spring  was a revelation for Western 
citizens concerning the dangers of chemicals for ecosystems (Hails  2002  ) , and this 
revelation was followed by discoveries about the risk they present for human health 
as well. Considering the awakening provoked by what can be called the side effects 
of the Green Revolution, it is not surprising that the “Gene Revolution” has aroused 
suspicion. Even more recently, the environmental issue has brought up the problem 
of transportation, showing that the energy needed for food trade often exceeds the 
energy accumulated in food itself. In addition, issues of water supply and new data 
about fi shery shortages (FAO  2006 ) have also led to concern. 
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 Another issue that has been raised by the growing control of agricultural production 
by corporations relates to the use of land. Concurrent with the advent of urbanization, 
rural land is no longer seen as a space for social and human life, having been trans-
formed into large dehumanized production areas in some countries, and being subject 
to severe confl ict over usage in others. With regard to consumption, production pro-
cesses have also been associated with health problems, especially obesity, heart dis-
ease, and even cancer. Moreover, the consumer has progressively been disconnected 
from the ecological and natural dimensions of food, which is increasingly packaged 
and transformed. Finally, food is increasingly seen as a major focal point of tension 
between the North and the South, as shown by the WTO negotiations, with tensions 
also arising between Europe and United States over the issue of GMOs. 

 This concentration of issues and the confl icts that have arisen over the last decade 
have been theorized in terms of the coexistence of four different paradigms to which 
countries refer in the governance of their agricultural sector: the dependent, com-
petitive, multinational, and global production paradigms (Josling  2002  ) . The depen-
dent and competitive paradigms could be said to illustrate the fi rst two economic 
periods of the last century. Coleman et al.  (  2004  )  defi ne them as follows:

  A dependent paradigm organized around the core belief that agriculture fulfi ls basic food 
needs and provides national security, as well as social and political stability and rural employ-
ment and welfare, but requires government help to enable it to generate adequate incomes. 

 A competitive paradigm that emphasizes agriculture as a sector that can hold its own 
against other sectors of the economy and that can thrive in a market economy and an inter-
national trade system (at least, where markets are permitted to operate free of distorting, 
dependent paradigm style policies).   

 In our view, we are currently experiencing competition between the two last 
paradigms, 4  a situation that is most likely to result in a combination of the two rather 
than the success of one over the other. These paradigms are also defi ned by Coleman 
et al.  (  2004  )  based on the work of Josling  (  2002  ) :

  A multifunctional paradigm organized around the belief that agriculture is an integral part 
of the countryside and provides non-market goods that would be under-produced without 
some degree of government support. 

 A globalised production paradigm that situates agriculture in potentially global food 
supply chains, where farmers are seen as supplying land and animal management services 
to an integrated vertical process from input supply and technology provision through mar-
keting of the product.   

 As Coleman et al.  (  2004  )  add in a note, this last globalized paradigm does not 
exclude local food systems, which are part of the model: “Josling  (  2002  )  called this 
paradigm ‘globalized’ agriculture to emphasize the international nature of many of 
the supply chains. We follow this terminology while recognising that local and 
regional (short) supply chains are also part of the model. In some cases, the ‘driver’ 
of the chain is the ultimate consumer: in most cases it is the retailer that defi nes the 

   4   The analysis offered by Coleman et al. presents current confl icts as a struggle between these four 
paradigms  (  2004 , p. 119).  
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requirements to be met by the supply chain.” This remark leads us to the refl ection 
that we are indeed probably experiencing the exploration of a new articulation 
between the dependent and competitive paradigms, an articulation which will mani-
fest itself through a globalized production paradigm encompassing a multifunc-
tional paradigm, and that becomes possible only by assessing the particular nature 
of agriculture and confi rming its exceptionality. In our view, it is this articulation 
that is illustrated by the numerous innovations prevailing in the agricultural fi eld, 
some of which are presented in the following. 

    2.2.1   The turn to quality and alternative models 
of consumption 

 As shown by the diversifi cation of restaurant food, the growing number of ethnic 
shops, the success of television shows about cooking, and the content of advertising, 
food consumption today refers to more than simply satisfying basic needs (if indeed 
it ever meant so little). Buying food, in many sectors of society, is a symbolic act 
that goes as far as an expression of identity or a political statement. Slow food, local 
food, labeling, community-sustained agriculture, etc.: All of these new trends mark 
a “turn to quality” in food consumption. The word “quality” here should not be 
restricted to the meaning of “better quality” or “different quality,” but refers to the 
characteristics of food resulting notably from distinct processes. Indeed, the turn to 
quality relates to a search for better-quality products, but quality also includes a 
range of symbolic motivations behind the purchase of a food product: its origin (Is 
it from my region, from this area?), its mode of distribution (Will I have contact with 
the producer? Can I fi nd it in specialized, health, or green food stores?), its mode of 
production (Is it antibiotic free, GMO free? Is it organic? Does it respect religious 
traditions—halal, kosher…), and values (Is it fair? Is this tuna dolphin safe?). 

 Thus, there is a great diversity of consumption practices existing under the label 
“turn to quality.” Moreover, contradictions are numerous. For example, some authors 
have associated the turn to quality with progressive values such as fairness in con-
sumer–producer relationships or ecological protection. Yet research has shown that 
buying local is not always a matter of fairness, and neither is it inescapably an eco-
logical good. In a study of food consumption in fi ve regions of England in the wake 
of the sanitary crisis of the 1990s, Michael Winter  (  2003  )  showed that what is some-
times interpreted as a search for quality can also appear as a fear of risk. He con-
cludes that consumption is a complex act and that researchers should avoid false 
dichotomies such as capitalism on the one side and “buying local” on the other. 
A similar argument is made by Clare Hinrichs  (  2003  )  concerning local food distri-
bution systems in Iowa, where localism seems to express a certain conservative 
reaction to globalization, a cultural defense against foreign food. Hinrichs thus 
argues for a broader vision of the turn to quality that could simultaneously integrate 
defensive conservative reactions and progressive sustainability values by putting 
them at the poles of a continuum where different degrees also exist. 
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 This also implies that what is called the “embeddedness” approach to alternative 
agriculture should be reconsidered. According to David Goodman, the embedded-
ness concept favors only one aspect of social life—connectivity—and fails to see 
the social relations related to market dynamics (Goodman  2003  ) . This approach thus 
tends to build a caricature that portrays society as being in opposition to the market. 
As drivers of the food chain, however, the turn to quality in consumption practices 
and the initiatives of alternative agriculture seem, rather, to involve a complex mix 
of the market, the social relationship and values, and also new modes of regulation.  

    2.2.2   Environmental and sustainable agriculture certifi cation 

 One concern encompassed by the turn to quality trend is protection of the environ-
ment. Because, like other such issues, environmental protection cannot be assessed 
by examining the product itself, the consumer must rely on specialized distribution 
channels or certifi cation programs. The Rainforest Alliance, to provide a fi rst exam-
ple, certifi es shade-grown products in the tropics so as to help poor farmers sustain 
the forest as their home, as a source of income, and as a refuge for migrating birds. 
The Core Northeast Values initiative, with the collaboration of universities in the 
region, has developed a program to help farmers transition to ecological agriculture, 
which also involves certifi cation and labeling. Producers from numerous regions are 
getting together to begin certifying local “terroir” products to protect their added 
value against imitation by larger competitors. Indeed, sustainable agriculture (and 
food) initiatives have widely adopted the certifi cation and labeling strategy to pro-
mote their products. In doing so, they have contributed to the creation of a new regu-
latory framework in this sector—one that can be termed as “hybrid” (Audet  2010  ) . 

 Certifi cation and standardization existed well before most of these examples. 
Kosher and halal labels originating from faith-oriented organizations may have 
been among the fi rst of the kind. However, governments have also played a part in 
the emergence of this phenomenon: The Dolphin Safe label was an initiative of the 
U.S. government to promote the use of a certain kind of (dolphin safe) net in tuna 
fi shing, and the French government has long had its own system of certifi cation and 
labeling for “origin appellations” in the winery, cheese and dairy, and meat products 
sectors, among others. Moreover, because a few sustainable agriculture labels have 
received a lot of attention from consumers and fi rms, governments have begun to 
introduce regulations to ensure consumer protection and foster the development of 
this sector. Organic agriculture may be the best example of this trend, as most gov-
ernments now have regulations concerning organic certifi cation and even organic 
standards (Willer et al.  2008  ) . 

 In a bottom-up fashion, a hybrid regulation framework has emerged from the 
interlocking of all these initiatives, in the domain of agriculture as well as in many 
other sectors. This framework involves different types of organizations attending to 
certifi cation, inspection, accreditation, promotion, standard-setting, etc., whether 
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they originate from civil society or from government or intergovernmental agencies. 
Such a mix of private sector, civil society, and state actors brings a set of very 
 complex issues to the growth of the food certifi cation business. For example, label-
ing confers a new characteristic on a product, one that an unlabeled equivalent prod-
uct does not have. According to free market promoters or Global South producers 
trying to export in northern markets, such a characteristic can become an unfair 
advantage, hence introducing “distortion” in the market. This is why WTO rules on 
technical barriers to trade state that certifi cation schemes should aim at international 
harmonization, so that the advantage will be the same for certifi ed products—such 
as organic products—all around the world, and certifi cation does not become a tech-
nical barrier to trade (Audet  2010  ) . As a result, hybrid regulatory frameworks 
increasingly interact with conventional national and international regulation frame-
works, forcing them to adapt to the new reality of sustainable food production and 
distribution.  

    2.2.3   Fair trade and organic agriculture 

 Among types of sustainable agriculture certifi cation, organic agriculture and fair 
trade are probably the best documented and most widely known. Although organic 
agriculture organizes agricultural production around techniques aimed at maintain-
ing soil productivity and controlling pests without the use of chemicals, genetically 
modifi ed organisms or other synthetic materials (antibiotics, growth hormones, 
etc.), fair trade, on the other hand, is a system of trade between marginalized 
producers in the South and consumers in the North, based on values related to 
equity. Both organic agriculture and fair trade use certifi cation and labels to control 
the transparency of their respective food and staple chains and to make their prod-
ucts identifi able on market shelves. Historically, both initiatives conceived them-
selves as “movements,” but fair trade and organic agriculture have evolved a great 
deal since their emergence in the 1960s. They now also share the challenge of con-
ventionalization, that is, the process by which organic agriculture is being main-
streamed and its standards weakened (De Wit and Verhoog  2007  ) , and by which fair 
trade is being extended to larger production models (such as plantations) and multi-
national agri-food corporations. 

 The conventionalization phenomenon is also somewhat challenging when it 
comes to analyzing sustainable agriculture, especially for those observers who tend 
to understand these initiatives as being in opposition to capitalism and free markets. 
It is in part in the literature on this subject that Polanyi’s concepts of embeddedness 
and disembeddedness have grown roots. For example, Laura Raynolds  (  2000  )  and 
Elizabeth Barham  (  2002  )  have shown that the organic and fair trade movements 
were partly built on a critique of conventional agriculture, as both movements reject 
the specialization, intensifi cation and “chemicalization” of agriculture. These 
authors demonstrate that productivism is a fi gure against which these movements 
defi ne themselves, and that the “international organic and fair trade movements seek 
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to create alternative trade circuits for items produced under more environmentally and 
socially sustainable conditions that simultaneously parallel and challenge the 
conventional global agro-food system. … Both movements work to re-embed pro-
duction in natural and social processes and create an alternative agro-food system” 
(Raynolds  2000 , p. 306). 

 Re-embedding means that the production and trade activities in organic and fair 
trade food chains are supposed to create or strengthen social relations of solidarity 
and redefi ne the role of farmers in natural cycles. Fair trade and organic agricul-
ture hence hypothetically contribute to the creation of new social and economic 
institutions embedded in nature and social relations. This interpretation, however, 
can be challenged. In fact, one of the main characteristics of these social move-
ments is their tendency to work inside the market. Of course, they have led to the 
development of alternative distribution routes and networks—although conven-
tionalization is making these networks increasingly less alternative—but they 
have also had to mobilize expertise on product quality and sanitary standards, 
shipping and handling, marketing know-how, and above all, the business of stan-
dard-setting, evaluation, and certifi cation. This has not only been true for fair trade 
and organic agriculture, but also for most initiatives related to sustainable agricul-
ture and food.  

    2.2.4   Social responsibility 

 Partly in response to the protest movement and fair trade discourse, but more gener-
ally anchored in a global trend toward corporate social responsibility, agri-business 
corporations have begun to rethink the branding of their products, enhancing the 
social and environmental quality of the latter and sometimes initiating a more pro-
found transformation of their strategic positioning. The case of Danone, among big 
players, and Liberty as an example of a smaller business, clearly illustrate how the 
discourse, as well as practices, development strategies, and public positioning have 
begun to be modeled around social issues, especially in the fi eld of agriculture. 
Corporate social responsibility is often defi ned as voluntary initiatives going beyond 
the law and mechanisms for dialogue with stakeholders; however, Gendron  (  2009  )  
has shown that this movement indeed reveals a deep transformation in business 
legitimacy rationale, forcing corporations to defi ne their mission with respect to the 
common good and general interest of society. Corporations thus play a new role in 
the shaping of social issues, which shed light on their positioning and discourse like 
never before. One must add to this the fact that corporations are seen as being respon-
sible for numerous contemporary problems, especially those of an ecological nature. 
Contrary to what is sometimes said, corporate social responsibility cannot be reduced 
to greenwashing or superfi cial change. When these practices are encountered, they 
are generally only fi rst and wrong steps in a long path toward the real integration of 
new parameters in production, governance, and relations with communities and con-
sumers or economic partners in the food chain. As shown by the “awakening” of 
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some supermarkets that were denounced by environmental groups, corporate social 
responsibility is no longer an option, and even in areas that are not (as yet) regulated, 
fi rms are obliged to show their contribution to solving society’s challenges. 5  

 These corporate strategies are inspired by and in some ways embody an expression 
of the exceptionality of agriculture, and they build on the social and ecological 
embeddedness of the products themselves. They are thus participating in the con-
struction of the new rationale that will predominate in agricultural governance in 
the coming years.   

    2.3   Conclusion 

 Considering the intensity, diversity, and persistence of struggles surrounding agri-
culture, it seems to be at the heart of the construction of a new rationale that will 
bring about or sustain a governance system that will move away from the ideal of 
liberalization. Although this hypothesis seems daring today, it is not absurd to think 
that the evolution of ecological issues and their growing importance at the interna-
tional level will compel a governing system that challenges the paradigm of trade 
liberalization as the only or most powerful vector of public good. 

 In this sense, as it seems to bring together today’s social and environmental prob-
lems, agriculture might also be the most fertile ground for governance innovation as 
well as a window into the most important cultural, political, and economic transfor-
mations of our societies. Following the arguments we have presented in this chapter, 
the key drivers of the food chain are not to be found in the increased commoditiza-
tion of food, as was the case during the last centuries, but rather in the social, eco-
logical, and even mythical reinvestment in food. 

 This reinvestment does not have to occur outside the market, because indeed it is 
transforming the market, which is increasingly being structured around normative 
parameters that cannot be reduced to the procedural imperatives of a free market. 
Agriculture is contributing to this transformation and to the rule of what might be 
called the second globalization; that is, an international integration organized on the 
basis of a rationale other than market liberalization. Multifunctionality will play an 
important role in the legitimization of this new order in the fi eld of agriculture, and 
this is all the more probable because it will serve the interests of the dominant 
actors, as proved by the failure of the last round of WTO negotiations.      

   5   By way of illustration, we present the following case: After being ranked last in 2009 by 
Greenpeace with regard to the issue of fi sheries, the Metro supermarket adopted a new policy to 
avoid the distribution of endangered species, to which the environmental group responded favor-
ably, granting them a fi fth position in 2010.  
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