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CHAPTER 8

The intercultural Origin of Agroecology
Contributions from Mexico

Francisco J. Resado-May
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8.t INTRODUCTION

The number of publications on agroecology in Mexico has notably expanded during the last
- 20 years of the twentieth century and continues to grow in this new century. Many of the early
- publications present a definition of agroecology and mention related concepts, such as the agroeco-

system. More recently, several articles also present the history of the concept to develop a theoretical

framework that better categorizes where each contribution is located within the field (Wezel et al.

2009). Nevertheless, only a few papers present an epistemological analysis on the construction of

agroecological thinking, and none discuss the importance of intercultural processes in the construc-
_ tion of both the concept and the field of agroecology. Notable contributions include Hecht (1999)
- who wrote “La evolucién del pensamiento agroecoldgico (The evolution of agroecological think-
ing)” in the book Agroecologia: Bases Cientificas Para Una Agricultura Sustentable (Agroecology,
the Scientific Basis for Sustainable Agriculture) Altieri (1999); Ruiz-Rosado (2006), who argues
that agroecology is a transdisciplinary field; and Guadarrama-Zugasti (2007), who explores para-
digms from biotechnology, computing sciences, and others, in the construction of sustainable agri-
culture, and contrasts them with the development of agroecology. In 2010, SOCLA published a book
edited by Altieri (2010b), Vertientes del Pensamiento agroecoldgico: Fundamentos y Aplicaciones
(Approaches to Agroecological Thinking: Foundations and Applications), in which the use of new
technologies, social equity, and the design of sustainable agroecosystems are discussed. The con-
tributions by Wezel and Soldat (2009), Wezel et al. (2009), and Tomich et al. (2011) have been
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reviewed by Gliessman (2013) who argues that agroecology was also the result of a movement (0
resist the penetration of Green Revolution technology in the humid tropics of Mexico. Gliessmarn
presents agroecology as a viable alternative to confront global challenges related to food production,
environmental degradation, and improvement of life conditions,

Based on the above, it is possible to say that agroecology has grown significantly in importance.
Tt has captured the attention not only of those producing food, but also of those in decision-making
positions. Agroecology offers new and creaiive approaches and new thinking to address issues
regarding food production, social equity, and environmental concerns. Thus, it is very important
to understand, epistemologically, the origins and the conceptualization of agroecology, as well as
the processes that led to its construction as a field. This understanding has the potential to expand
the present avenues and to open new ones, especially for understanding future processes related to
food production.

8.2 THE EVOLUTION OF AGROECOLOGICAL THINKING: THE ROLE OF MEXICO

The term “agroecology” is not recent {Gliessman 2013, 2015; Wezel et al. 2009). Authors such
as Klages and Bensin independently used the term in 1928 and 1930. Both are considered in the
English language agroecological literature as the first ones to use the term. Bensin’s use of the term
“agroecological” refers to research carried out in Mexico on the ecological needs for the man-
agement of local varieties of corn. In most papers, reviewing the contribution of authors to the
development of agroecology, with the exception of Gliessman (2013), Mexican authors are rarely
included. However, an in-depth review of the literature shows that in 1926 the “First Agroecological
Congress” was carried out in Meoqui, Chihuahua, Mexico, organized by Enrique Peredo Reyes ¥y
Mario MatfasVillada (Sénchez Martinez 2012, p. 26).

The concern for ecological/environmental factors affecting food production has been strongly
present in the English language literature since the early 1920s. In those years, Mexico was just
ending an internal war known as the Mexican Revolution. In 1921, Rémuloe Escobar, founder of
the Higher Agricultural School in Cindad Judrez, Chihuahua, made visible the need for techni-
cal studies before giving land to farmers. In 1923, the federal government opened the Office for
Experimental Fields to be used for food production and training technicians in soil science through
the scientific method. Very soon it was determined that, to improve food production, there had to
be a better understanding of the environment, especially water management, The need for an eco-
logical approach for food production was in the mind of the organizers of the First Agroecological
Congyess in Meoqui, Chihuahua, in 1926.

Subsequently, and with the word “agroecological” in mind, other processes took place many
years later than this initial exploration in 1926. For the following 60 years, both the term and
concept of agroecology seemed to remain dormant in Mexico and in othex countries. It was “redis-
covered” in the 1970s, when Mexican researchers revisited agricultural ecosystems in an effort to
better understand their complexities. In doing so, they found that the complexity of all food systems
was beyond ecological or environmental factors. The need for a broader understanding was very
apparent and much needed, which led to the development of different avenues and approaches for
the study of food production systems.

Among the most used definitions of agroecology in Mexico, the following best reflect key fac-
tors related to agroecological epistemological thinking: Altieri (1995) considers agroecology as the
“sejence of sustainable agriculture;” Francis et al. (2003) indicate that agroecology is “the integral
study of the ecology of the food system, including ecological as well as economical and social fac-
tors;” Gliessman (2007) considers that agroecology is “the application of concepts and ecological
concepts and principles to the design and management of sustainable food systems.”
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In exploring the epistemological bases of agroecological thinking, it is important to mention other
authors, Hecht {1999}, for example, acknowledged the importance of empirical, nonscientific, knowl-
edge (e.g., pre-Hispanic), and identified three processes that have contributed to the denial of the
importance of traditiona! knowledge: (1) destruction of the means of transmission of knowledge form
one generation to the next, (2) the dramatic changes in aboriginal societies, and (3) the emergence and
positioning of positivism. According to Hecht, these were the basic conditions that ked to the develop-
ment of agroecology. Altieri (2010b), on the other hand, considered that agroecology provides a much
broader approach and allows for a betier understanding of the complexities of modern food production
systemns, from a foundational technical approach to including social, economic, political, cultural, and
environmental dimensions. Today's concern is for the sustainability of the entire food system.

The literature reviewed, so far, may lead one to conclude that the different approaches, positions,
or epistemological considerations of agroecology are the result of a process that was developed
almost entirely in developed countries, mainly the United States and Europe. A reader with a little
background in the subject may also think that less developed countries, such as Mexico, had very
little or nothing to do with the evolution of agroecology. Contrary to these conclusions, this chapter
presents the following hypotheses:

1. Mexican scientists played very important roles in the ercation and evolution of agroecology. Their
role has not been fully acknowledged.

2. The process that led (o the construction of agroecelogy in Mexico was a highly sophisticated one.

3, Agroecology is the result of an intercultural process, which was affected by the unique conditions
that took place in Tabasco, Mexico. These included the following: (a) the opening of the Celegio
Superior de Agricultural Tropical (College of Tropical Agriculture [CSATY); (b) the study of tradi-
tional agriculture at CSAT; (c) the contributions and leadership of Bfrain Herndndez Xolocotzi in the
study of traditional agriculture; (d) the movement to resist the introduction of the Green Revelution;
and () a very strong intercultural component, which integrated agroecology science with indig-
enous agricultural knowledge, all led to the creation of modern agroecology.

All these factors were unigue in space and time and did not occur or coexist anywhere else.
I believe that by understanding this congruence and explicitly embracing intercuttural processes in
the construction, application, and transmission of knowledge, agroecology could have a stronger
impact and presence worldwide.

To test this hypothesis, the following elements must be considered:

1. To know the historical development of agroecology in Mexico, more research con literature that
has been previously unknown should be reviewed; personal files and interviews with actors who
have been invotved in the process through significant research, teaching, and publishing need to be
considered.

2. Interconnections between authors should be developed and focus on Jooking to influence academia,
creating a network that could show something similar to hubs of knowledge.

3. Identification and epistemolegical analysis of key concepts used by scientists and farmers.

4. Comparison and integration of different forms of knowledge construction, including both local and
scientific methods.

8.3 IMPORTANT CONTRIBUTIONS BY MEXICAN AUTHORS

In Mexico, different authors interested in understanding how food systerns work have made
contributions from different disciplines, including anthropology (e.g., Gonzdlez Jacome 2004},
using methodologies proposed by Palerm (1967), combining anthropology and biology (Gonzélez
Tacome and Del Amo Rodriguez 1998), combining anthropology with agronomy and ecology
(Mariaca Méndez et al. 2010), ethnobotany (Mart{nez Alfaro 1988), chemical ecology {(Anaya 2007,
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Espinosa-Garcfa 2001), political ecology (Trujillo-Ortega 2009), community development (Jiménez-
Osornijo et al, 2008), and phytopathology (Garcia Espinosa 2010; Rosado-May et al. 1985}, There is
o doubt that there are many more authors and papers than those listed here. The idea of presenting
this list was to show that in Mexico there is an important and diverse body of relevant literature for
the field of agroecology. An interesting idea would be to carry out an exercise similar to the one
presented by Wezel and Soldat (2009), using only the Mexican literature. The results might not only
be similar to the ones reported by those authors, but it can be hypothesized that epistemological
approaches might be found for understanding the complexity of food systerns in Mexico.

The greatest pillars that made possible the development of agroecology in Mexico, and eventually
other countries, while constructing a broad understanding of food production systems are Faustino
Miranda Gonzdlez, Enrique Beltran, Alfredo Barrera Marin, Efraim Hernandez Xolocotzi, Jerzy
Rzedowsky, Arturo Gémez-Pompa, Angel Palerm, José Sarukhin Kermez, Teresa Rojas Rabiela,
and Alba Gonzdlez Jacome, among others. The pre-Hispanic dimension in this process is reflected,
for instance, in the works by Gémez-Pompa et al. (1990), who reporied cacao production systetns
in Yucatan, Mexico, and Gémez-Pompa and Kaus (1999) proposing that the future of conserva-
tion of natural resources rests in understanding and applying pre-Hispanic knowledge. In 1976,
Sarukhén proposed an agroecosystem paradigm to guide the development of food production in
Mexico. Later, Caballero and Sarukhdn (1987) proposed again the importance of ecological factors
in food production. Mass et al. (19%8) demonsirated the importance of good management for the
conservation of tropical soils.

The work of Efraim Herndndez Xolocotzi deserves special attention, as the one who called
attenfion to how traditional agriculture was in fact a very sophisticated technology. With the excep-
tion of Gliessman (2013), the role played by Herndndez X, as he is known in Mexico, in the devel-
opment of both the modern concept and methodology of agroecology has been largely ignored in
the international agroecological literature. Hern4ndez X had been the recipient of teachings from
Faustino Miranda (botanist), Alfredo Barrera (anthropologist), and Enrique Beltrdn (biologisty. In
turn, Herndndez X had great influence over Arturo Gémez-Pompa, José Sarukhdn, Stephen R.
Gliessman, and Alba Gonzdlez Jicome, among other imminent scientists. Figure 8.1 shows the con-
nections among authors, based on the academic influence over different generations. The nodes that
form around Herndndez X and Gliessman are evident, and both of these scholars had great influence
in the development of agroecology in Mexico and beyond. ‘

A prolific author, Herndndez X published his first work in English in 1946, describing tradi-
tional agricultural systems. In 1951, e coauthored with Wellhausen the description of corn varieties
and their geographical distribution. In 1954, he affirmed that agriculture represents a farmer-based
natural resource management system. In 1960, he demonstrated that agricultural systems must be
studied not only by the natural sciences but also other fields, especially sociology and econom-
ics, because food systems represent a core factor in the social development of Mexico. In 1961,
Hernandez X demonstrated the importance of applying biology in agricultural systems. In 1967, he
did the same for ecology. In 1972, Herndndez X described bow ethnobotany could articulate ele-
ments from different fields of science and apply them to agricultural systems. From 1973 to 1978,
the ernphasis of his research was on the technotogy used by traditional farmers. In this period of
time, under the influence of the agroecosystem concept presented by Janzen (1973), Herndndez X
and Ramos Rodriguez (1977) advanced the concept of the agroecosystem within the context of the
technology applied in traditional agricultural systems and their role in modern society.

In 1977, Herndndex X and Ramos Rodriguez published a seminal paper entitled “Methodology
for the Study of Agroecosystems with Emphasis on the Technology Used in Traditional Agriculture.”
In this paper, the authors present a very well-organized and elegant systern with which to under-
stand the structure and function of agroecosystems, allowing a highly reliablé means to organize,
articulate, and apply information in the management and decision making of food production
systems.
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Figure 8.1 Sources of influence between authers that made possible the development of agroecology in
Mexico.

The following vear, 1978, was critical for the development of concepts around agroecology.
In Cédrdenas, Tabasce, Mexico, both the Colegio de Posgraduados and the CSAT, two academic
institutions dedicated to the study of agriculture in the humid tropics of Mexico, held a meeting
on Traditional Agricultural Technology (TAT) (Gliessman 1978). In this meeting, Herndndez X
was highly conspicuous for two reasons. First, he presented for the first time the concept that food
production systems should be seen as a process, meaning that agricultural systems have a dynamic
equilibrium through time, such as ecosystems. Second, along with other authors (most of them his
own graduate students), Herndndez X presented a conceptual paper considered the most important
of all of his contributions to the development of agroecology, in which they posed the hypothesis
that the structure and function of agroecosystems can be explained by understanding the interac-
tion of three factors: the ecological, the technological, and the socioeconomic (Figure 8.2). In other
words, to understand agroecosystems, a holistic, integrated vision is required, and it must be placed
in the context of a dynamic process in space and time. This vision and process are mediated by how
humans decide to manage the agroecosystem. The same figure is presented by Gliessman (2013)
to sustain the argument that agroecology was also the result of a movement of resistance to the
penetration of the Green Revolution in rural Mexico. Although the Green Revolution emphasized
primarily the economic and technological factors of agroecosystems, agroecology integrates eco-
logical, social, and cultural factors as well, providing a broader understanding of both the system
and the production process.

In 1978, there was a boom of research on agroecology in Mexico, from different disciplines
(e.g., Guadarrama-Zugasti 2007; Jimenez-Osornio et al. 2008; Rosado-May and Garcia Espinosa
1986; Rosado-May et al. 1986; Ruiz-Rosada 20006; Trujillo-Ortega 2009), all of which confirm the
concepts and hypothesis presented by Bfraim Herndndez Xolocotzi. All of this work was clearly




128  AGROECOLOGY: A TRANSDISCIPLINARY, PARTICIPATORY AND AGCTION-ORIENTED APPROACH

Ecological
factors
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Figure 8.2 Model proposed by Hernandez X (1978) to understand agroecosystems. The structure and

function of an agroecosystem are explained by the dynamic interaction of the ecological, the

sociosconorical, and the technelogical factors.

influenced by “Xolocotzian™ thinking. Herndndez X took from Odum (1971) the idea that the eco-
system, with the elements of structure and function, is the fundamental unit of study in ecology. In
the same way, the agroccosystem is the unit of study for agroecology, only that any agroecosysten’s
structure and function is dotermined by the interaction of the three factors presented in Figure 8.2,
Most definitions of agroecology include the three factors: the ecological, technological, and socio-
economic. But most importantly, as parts of the sociogconomic realm, Herndndez X considered

factors such as the political, cultural, and even the gthical.

8.4 THE TERM AGROECOLOGY

Based on the above discussion, it Is possible to conclude that there was a significant conceptual
and methodological development, in Mexico, focused on better understanding agroecosystems. It is
also important to mention that the study of traditional agricultural systems, both in the present and
the pre-Hispanic era, has led to an understanding that today’s agricultural systerms arc the result of

complex processes that began generations ago. This fact contributed significantly to the develop-
ment of concepts and methodologies around agroecology in Mexico, and implies a process of an

intercultural construction of new knowledge.
‘ble to observe that the first term used in Mexico was

Based on the literature reviewed, it is poss:
not agroecology as such, but rather it was agroecoldgico (Peredo and Matias 1926). Bensin used the

same term in 1928, in English as agroecological. It was not until 1973 when Janzen presented the term
agroecosystem that the ecosystem concept began to be applied more broadly. In-Mexico, the evolu-
tion of agroecological thinking and the progressive development of terms can be traced by the use of
terminology, which began with “traditional agriculture,” followed by “traditional agriculture technol-

ogy,” “agricultural production system,” which changed to “agrosyster,” then to “ggroecosystem,” ail

of thern presented by Hernandez X. This progression showed an exceptional process of evolution in
thinking, both conceptual and methodological (Figure 8.3), preparing, slowly but surely, the founda-
ticn for the term agroecology, which would represent a new holistic understanding of the structure,

function, and management of agroecosystems.
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Figure 8.3 Evolution of agroecological thinking in Mexico.

It might seem obvious today that the best term to reflect the philosophy, the complexity, and
the holistic structure and function of agroecosystems is agroecology. It was not obvious back in the
1960s and eatly 1970s in Mexico; terms such as agrobiology and ethnoecology, among others, were
tried unsuccessfully (Gliessman 2013). In the international literature, Papadakis (1938) introduced
“Crop Ecology,” Janzen (1973) introduced the term. “agroecosystem,” and Cox and Atkins (1979)
introduced “Agricultural Ecology.” In Mexico, between 1979 and 1981, Gliessman organized and
coordinated “International Courses on Tropical Ecology with an Agroecological Approach.” These
courses took place at the CSAT based in Tabasco, Mexico, and were financed by the Mexican
Council of Science and Technology. Gliessman (2013) (Chapter 2 in this volume) describes well
the work in agroecology carried out in CSAT. The students of those courses, who were mostly
Mexican, interacted with scientists from Mexico and the United States, including Efraim Hernandez
Xolocotzi, Alba Gonzalez Jacome, Miguel Martinez Alfaro, Ricardo Almeida Martinez, Francisco
Maldonado, Roberto Garcia Espinosa, Steve Gliessman, Miguel Altieri, John Vandermeer, Deborah
Letourneau, Stephen Risch, and Douglas Boucher, among others. Several of the materials presented
in the proceedings of those international courses contained the term “agroecology.” Agroecology
was freely used to reflect the idea of understanding agroecosystems beyond the technological and
economic factors promoted by the Green Revolution. It was also used as a way to imply that other
factors must atso be incorporated to understand the complexity of food systems. It provided a frame-
work that was used to look for viable alternatives to deal with field production problems and to offer
a real alternative to the Green Revolution.

It is important to note that Gliessman was hired in 1976 as an ecologist to teach at CSAT. This
situation was very exceptional. CSAT was designed to strengthen the advancement of the Green
Revolution in the humid tropics of Mexico, but among its faculty there were ecologists, teaching the
application of ecology to tropical agriculture. In 1981, Gliessman et al. published what has become
an important foundational work in agroecology: The Ecological Buasis for the Application of
Traditional Agricultural Technology in the Management of Tropical Agroecosysiems. The paper’s
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main focus was to ecologically validate traditional agriculture, not (o directly confront the Green
Revolution. However, this step was critical for the future development of agroecology as an alterna-
tive movement,

When it was demonstrated that TAT had strong ecological foundations, it was interpreted as also
meaning that pre-Hispanic agricultural systems reflected in local traditional systems had a strong
rationale similar to modern ecology. In 1984, Gliessman published Agroecology and Agroforesiry
and in 1990, the edited book Agroecology: Researching the Ecological Basis for Sustainable
Agriculture. Thus, the term agroecology began to become visible in major publications in English.
This offered a new vision, solid framework, and methodotogy to back up the research that looks
for aliernatives to agricultoral systems that have negative impacts, not only on the environment,

but also on the social and economic fabric of society. At this point, knowing the important influ-
ence that CSAT had in the process, it is safe to consider that, in Mexico, Glicssman is known as the
“Father of Agroecology.” Gliessman’s key achievements were that he was able to analyze the great
body of Mexican research, was able to articulate it with knowledge from elsewhere in the world,
and had the coltural sensibility to understand the greater picture of a process that involved several
components, as follows: (1) local knowledge; (2) an institutional setting; (3) ecological training;
(4) the ability to sense the movement of resistance to the Green Revolution; and {3) the need to cre-
ate a viable alternative, reflected in the term agroecology. As Herméandez X did in 1978, Gliessman
inspired a significant generation of research and publications related to agroecology, which were
also highly visible internationally, starting with the publication of his book in 1990.

The term agroecology also represents an important and inspiring cohesive factor among differ-
ent research disciplines and people from different cultural backgrounds. Its evolution points toward
ecology as the root of the term. Almost all authors reviewed in this chapter started their journey into
agroecology from an ecological perspective, and with a specific concern for the environment, and
Gliessman was not the exception, More recently, many authors, guided by the framework of agroecol-
ogy, have embraced a broader conceptulization that includes social, economic, cultural, political, ethi-
cal, and technological factors, much like Herndndez X did in the 1970s. In almost all the cases, most
authors acknowledge the importance of understanding traditional agriculture in the process of creat-
ing agroecology, thus acknowledging, albeit not explicitly, the intercultural nature of agroecology.

8.5 THE INTERCULTURAL NATURE OF AGROECOLOGY

[nterculturality is the result of a process in which different systems of constrocting knowledge
coexist (e.g., indigenous and scientific), in a safe environment, creating new knowledge that articu-
Jates the views and understanding of the cultures involved, to understand the same phenomena/
issue. Figure 8.3 shows the evolution that agroecology had in Mexico, both conceptually and meth-
odologically. Embedded in this evolution is the interaction of cultures. Agroecology is the result of
an intercultural process involving the pre-Hispanic culture that was still alive in Tabasco during
which CSAT was created and Gliessman was hired. This was reflected in the traditional agricultural
systems that were being researched, the influence of authors from other countries, especially the
United States, the role of Hernindez X, the role of the faculty and the director of CSAT, the role of
students at CSAT, and the role of the Mexican Council for Science and Technology. This unigue set
of actors and conditions at CSAT were nol present anywhere else. Brom the positive interaction of
people from different cultures, interested in the same purpose, a new academic discipline emerged.
All of those conditions make possible the argument that the cradle of agroecology was in Tabasco,
Mexico, where a vision developed, along with the ability to articulate it.

By meuntioning the interaction of different cultures, it is necessary to establish at least two
dimensions. The first one is the academic and the scientific. This is the visible dimension. Efraim
Herndndez Xolocotzi was trained as an agronomist/botanist, but was influenced by anthropology
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{Alfredo Barrera), biology (Alfredo Barrera), and botany (Faustino Miranda). Equipped with the
insights of these disciplines, Herndndez X studied traditional agroecosystems. He also was influ-
enced by Odum (1971), Harper (1974), and Janzen (1973), but nevertheless Hernandez X's contribu-
tions to agroecology were basically of Mexican origin. His research most likely was influenced too
by his culture, the Nahuatl. Gliessman, on the other hand, represented “Western” thinking in the
process, applying Odum’s ecology to the study of agricultural systems.

From an agroecological point of view, Gliessman and Amador’s important publications began
in 1980. He was a professor at CSAT, hired in 1976, and after 4 years of research on traditional
agricultural systems Gliessman started a prolific and important set of agroecological publications.
The papers he published, with Garcfa Espinosa and Amador Alarcon in 1981 and with Chacdn in
1982, became agroecological classics. Although in his article published in 2013, Gliessman refers
to the content of those papers, he does not address how those papers reflect what T interpret as an
elegant intercultural process of constructing knowledge. In my opinion, prior to Gliessman’s work,
this intercultural process had not been visible in the development of agroecology.

The paper published by Gliessman et al. (1981) acknowledges that traditional agricultural sys-
tems have been working sustainably for a longer petiods of time, starting in pre-Hispanic times,
and were based on ecological principles. This Western academic reasoning is reinforced in the
article by Gliessman and Chacén (1982) describing the concept of monte, or plants that colonize
agroecosystems, from the traditional farmers in Tabasco. To those farmers the concept of “weed”
does not exist. There is good or bad monte, depending on the effect it has on a crop, and this effect
depends on the time of the year, the weather, and the growth stage of the crop. For local farmers,
good monte “cools” the soil, whereas a bad monte “heats” the soil. Based on this knowledge, the
farmers have developed agroecosystern management strategies that do not include the eradication of
the montes, but instead use them to deal with other crop production limiting factors, such as nema-
todes or soilborne pathogens (Rosado-May et al. 1986; Rosado-May and Garcia Espinosa 1986).
With his ecological background, Gliessman had the vision and sensibility to correctly interpret the
farmers’ concept of monte and the ability to explain it in western terms. He found that the monie
that heats the soil had allelopathic properties and that the farmers in Tabasco knew the effect, but
did not know the mechanism behind it. This is how the positive interactions between the “local”
and the “Western” understanding of a system, in Tabasco, Mexico, made possible the development
of the science of agroecology. This is a very elegant process, fitting clearly the definition of inter-
culturality that I have presented previously (Rosado-May 2013). The stakeholders of this process,
from different cultural background, had the vision, the opening, the sensibility, and the flexibility
to understand the same phenomena from different perspectives, without the exclusion of one for the
other. An intercuitural synergy gave birth to a new field of science.

The visible dimension, described above, is complemented by the intangible one, which also
plays an important role in the process. The roles of Efraim Herndndez Xolocotzi and Stephen R.
Gliessman are very clear. Not so visible is the role of the CSAT. Almost against the nature of an
institution of agriculture, this College for Tropical Agriculture “allowed” for the intervention of
ecologists in the training of future agronomists, and “facilitated” the development of research
projects on traditional agroecosystems, contrary to the nature of the Green Revolution. CSAT
hosted seminars, group discussions, congresses, workshops, and courses that not only were not
aligned with the Green Revolution, but some that were also highly critical of that approach to
food production. Allowing, facilitating, and hosting activities and people not related to the Green
Revolution can be explained without the role of the founding director of CSAT, Angel Ramos
Sanchez. Ramos Sdnchez was most likely subjected to great pressure from inferest groups sup-
porting the Green Revolution, but he managed to encourage activities as diverse as the creation
of new rice varieties and the use of pesticides and fertilizers, the development of technological
packages for banana, rice, and sugarcane, while at the same time giving space (o alternatives to
the Green Revolution. Today, CSAT is recognized for its role in the creation of agroecology and
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almost not at all for any other of its contributions to tropical agriculture. It can be said that CSAT
made possible the birth of agroecology. This resonates 10 the writings of Bacon (1605), when he
presented in his work The Advancement of Learning, that the institutionalization of knowledge is
critical for its development.

What other nontangible factors can explain the institutionalization of agroecology at CSAT?
Some of these factors are the following:

L. Bfraim Herndndez Wolocotzi was very much appreciated as a scientist, with strong influence and
guthority that was supported by his research. He was able to share, in a very efficient way, his vision
for agriculiture. His great ability for analysis and synthesis created a “gchool of thought™ very useful
to agroecology. He was also very proud of his Néhuatl origin. His indigenous pride still inspires
many genetations of scientists researching the hidden, but <tilt alive, traditional knowledge of agri-
culture and natural resources management.

5. The founding director of CSAT, Angel Ramos Sénchez, had a vision for the college that encouraged
not onty research for the benefit of the Green Revolution but also encouraged alternatives, based
on his understanding that tropical ecosystems arc fragile. It was highly unusual for a conventional
school of agriculiure to allow both perspectives to be pursued. Ramos Sénchez was an agronomist
with a master’s degree in botany, speciatized in tropical grasses, 4 former student of Herndndez X,
and of indigenous origin as well, He was proudly a Mixteca from Oaxaca, Mexica.

1. ‘This chapter assumes that the cultural origin of a person has influence on his/her work and dect sion-
making processes and his/her perception and explanation of the social and economic processes
around him/her. Thus, it is important to make apparent the cultural backgrounds of Herndndez X

and Ramos Sanchez.

4. Gliessmarn’s contribution to this process can be explained by his sensibility in accepting other ways
of understanding and explaining the structure and function of agroecosystems. Consciously or not,
Gliessman facilitated the encounter of traditional knowledge with modern science through ecology.
He has continued to integrate the participation of other scientific disciplines in this process.

How can we understand the indigenous visions of Herndndez X or Ramos Sdnchez? How can
we understand, or at least start to understand, the vision that the Chontal Maya in Tabasco have of
their agricultural systerns? 1t is important to remember that the traditional agriculture studied by
Gliessman in Tabasco, a8 well as in Chiapas, Quintana Roo, and Campeche, is of Maya origin. It
is important to also understand, linguistically, the meaning of agricuiture to the Maya. To Western
culture, “agriculture” is a word that has Latin roots: agri = field, culture = nursing. Agroecology
has a Greek etymology: agro = field, oikos = house, logos = knowledge. Neither agriculture nor
agroecology has a divect translation in Maya () or Nahuatl (*%).*t In Maya, the closest expression
is MeyajbilK aax, which means working with nature. In Nahuatl, the word Millakayotl also means
cultivating with nature. In both cases, the interpretation is much closer to agroecology than to
the Green Revolution agriculture. It is highly possible, then, that the indigenous understanding of
agricuiture (working with natare) had an important influence on the work of Herndndez X and the
decisions of Ramos Sdnchez. To understand the intercultural origin of agroecology, it is important
to know and understand the above discussion.

8.6 THE INTERCULTURAL APPROACH IN AGROECOLOGY

I£ we accept that agroecology has an intercultural nature, it is important to advance both con-
ceptually and methodologically. For example, Gliessman (2015) points out five levels of transition
and the integration of components of agroecology needed for the transformation to a sustainable

" thp:f/www.mayas.uady.mxfdicc'lonariolk_gloLaUnaya.htln1
t hitpsifaulex.org/nabi-es
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world food system. Using this framework, it is possible to present the importance of an intercultural
approach (Table 8.1),

One of the most commonly used approaches in agroecological research is patticipatory action
research (PAR). By incorporating intercultural elements, PAR has the potentiai to be much more
effective than it currently is. PAR has changed through time, beginning most notably, in 1994 when
Chambers introduced parlicipatory rural appraisals (PRA). In 2008, this same author considered
that PAR is not a monolithic body of ideas and methods, but a dual orientation for the construction
of knowledge and social change, Mote recently, Chevalier and Buckles (2013) indicate that the part
of participation in PAR refers to life in society, action to experience, and research to new knowl-
edge. These authors refer to an intercultural process without acknowledging it. This lack of visibil-
ity could be because the concept of interculturality is rather more recent or because a methodology
has not been developed to incorporate it.

PAR can be carried out without intercultural elements. A researcher could arrive in a rural
community, accepted by the people, conduct research, and publish the results. In this scenario, the
publication could reflect results and interpretation biased by the researcher’s own culture. This is not
an example of an intercultural research process. There is a difference between a participatory inter-
cultural interaction and just participatory interaction. Agroecology could not have been developed
with the application of PAR without the intercultural dimension.

The intercultural dimension of PAR is not new, but it has mostly been implicit, In 1995, FalsBorda,
a Colombian sociologist, gave a conference in Atlanta to the Southern Society of Sociology, address-
ing PAR. In his talk, FalsBorda insisted that social scientists neither monopolize nor impose their
knowledge on others, especially in the communities where they did their research; he asked that
in the research process both the scientist and the community members be considered as coauthors
of the research and of the knowledge that emerges in this process. FalsBorda is acknowledged as a
pioneer of PAR (Hall 2003; Ortiz and Borjas 2008).

Did the Maya in the Yucatan Peninsula, Mexico, have a kind of PAR in their process of con-
structing knowledge? The Maya coined the term tsikbal, still in active use today. This term refers fo
the process of transmitting and updating knowledge through time in a very active and participatory
manter. The vehicle was both words in the act of conversation, and action through trial and error,
practice, and more practice (Rosado-May et al. 2015). ’

Table 8.1 Gliessman's Levels of Conversion Toward Sustainable Food Systems (Gliessman 2015), and
Their Relation to Explicit, Society-wide “Intercultural Moments”

Level Intercuttural Moment
l. Increase Efficiency of Saciety does not acknowledge its cultural diversity nor does it promote
Industrial Practices conditions to achieve it. it only, or mostly, ackrowledges conventicnal

technology {genetically modified organisms, pesticides, etc.) applied to
food production.

II. Substitute Alternative Society begins to acknowledge its cultural diversity and promotes conditions
Fractices and Inputs to explore it and to potentiate iL. It acknowledges alternative food production
systams, not only the conventional ones. By doing so, more options for
finding efficient substitution for conventional elements are available.

1. Redesign the Whole Beginning the construction of Intercultural knowledge, combining Western
Agroecosystems with local.

IV. Reestablish Connection Society develops new paradigms that tead to new knowledge, alternative
Between Growers and technology, viability, and sustainability for food systems.

Eatars, Develop Alternative
Food Systems

V. Rebuild the Global Food Advanced saciety, interculiural. New paradigms in socioeconomic
System so that it is relationships are in place. Not necessarily both producer and consumer
Sustainable and Equitable for are from the same cultural group. Levsl IV is faciiitated.
all
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The intercultural dimension should be an intrinsic part of PAR, but is not visible in either the
English or the Spanish literature. This might be becanse both the term and the concept arc NEW.
Nevertheless, being aware of the intercultural concept atiows the visibility of different systems for
constructing knowledge, all valid when it comes to understand the structure and function of an
agroecosystem. The intercultural dimension is especially important when it comes to comrunicat-
ing knowledge that reflects processes between different cultures interested in understanding and
studying the same phenomena.

8.7 CONCLUSIONS

On the basis of the evidence and arguments presented in this chapter, 1 conclude with the fol-
lowing points:

1. Mexican scientists played a major rolc in the creation and development of agroecélogy.

2. The process of consiruction of agroecology in Mexico was a highly elegant and sophisticated one.

3. Tabasco, Mexico, was the cradle of agroecology in the world. This was due to the unique set of con-
ditions, which were present, including (a) the seminal contribution by Ffraim Herndndez Xolocotzi;
(b) the research on the ecological basis of traditional sustainable agroccosysteins carried out by S.R.
Gliessman; and (¢) the safe space offered by both the CSAT and its founding director A, Ramos
Sé4nchez. The interaction that took place at CSAT through research and teaching between Mexican
and US scientists, both with the attitnde of learning from and interacting with traditional farmers,
allowed an intercultural synergy. These unique condifions have not happened elsewhere in the world.

4. Tn Mexico, Stephen R. Gliessman can be considered as the “Father of Agroecology,” not enly for his
extensive research contributions into the field but because of his ability to integrate and articulate
concepts and methods, analysis and synthesis, throughout exlensive research, on the struchure and
function of traditional agroccosystems, also incorporating in this process, farmers, students, and
feliow scientists from different cultures.
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