
 

AGROECOLOGICALTHEORY 
 

GENERALIZATION WITHOUT  
UNIVERSALIZATION 

 



Do We Need Agroecological Theory?  1 

agroecologists as fundamentally practical 
 
•  focus on problem solving 
 
only a charlatan would do theory without practice, but only a fool 
would do practice without theory (Orne and Bell, 2015) 
 
•  each informs the other 
 
•  nothing is more practical than good theory 
 
but agroecology has not developed theory much 
 
•  most of what we have, like the “triad” or like definitions of 

agroecology, is too descriptive to call theory  
 



Generalization without 
Universalization?  

2 

perhaps this reflects agroecology’s resistance to universalization 
 
•  our contextual understanding of the world 

•  can we generalize without universalization – and without 
hegemony, fundamentalism, and totalitarianism? 

 
we must, because: 
 
•  AE is increasingly a reference for alternative/sustainable/ 

ecologically-based agricultures 
 
•  actors refererring to AE mention its scientific roots – so social 

uses of science are at stake 

•  AE is identified as an emerging (not subordinated) paradigm (or 
disciplinary matrix) and knowledge domain 

•  AE is looked to for help in transition 



What Makes Theory THEORY 3 

Are principles and concepts sufficient to build a theory? 
 
principles of ecological system design 
•  recycling of nutrients 
•  species diversification 
•  synergy between species 
•  etc 

complex systems 
social learning 
holons and flickering and ecology of contexts 
power and lock-in 
openness to change and innovation and transition 
thinking locally and globally 
commitment to multiple perspectives and dialogue 
social and environmental justice 
etc. 
 
are these orientations, or a theory – or are they the start of theory? 
 
the challenge of connecting the social and natural sciences – and 
connecting to practices and social movements 
 



Do We Have an Epistemology of Agroecology? 4 

 
agroecology as an inter/transdisciplinary programme 
 
and as an implied (not applied) science,  
 
with specific combination of three relationships: 
 
1.  to the real world (ontology), 
2.  to knowledge (epistemology) 
3.  to human and values (ethics and axiology) 
 
This is not to deny differences in the interpetation, conception and 
practice of agroecology,but to modulate them with other attributes. 
 
One avenue: confronting the new triangle to these 3 relationships 
 



Valuing Agroecology? 5 

 
 
Theory implies evaluation, with indicators that are consistent with 
principles, and appropriate to agroecological questions 
 
OK, but how about valuing agroecology?  
 
•  what would it mean to say that we value agroecology? 

•  what might that tell us about what we what from theory? 
 
 


