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 Possible definition: a process by which an agri-
food or agri-industrial system transitions to a 

state that makes substantial advancements in 
economic, environmental and social 

sustainability, relative to its previous state 
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Transition & Agroecology 
 

Collective intelligence, learning, and agency are critical  
 
Agroecologists can support transition by helping to 
organize and support such collective capacities  
 
Allied conceptual frameworks:  
Humanistic approaches to complex human-environmental 
situations (design, history, narrative, healing) 
 
Contemporary ideas about innovation: systemic, multi-
dimensional 
 
Democratic governance: empowered participatory 
convernance, etc.  
  
  



Tentative List of Important Things We Don’t Know 
  
How to identify resilience/vulnerability of status-quo systems, so as to 
gauge potential for imminent/rapid/extensive transition? 
  
What is the social psychology of collective action, cooperative 
behavior, trust, and how does this psychology vary among different 
kinds of agriculture, geographies, socio-economic and cultural 
conditions? 
  
How does the balance of “top-down” drivers and “bottom-up” 
dynamics (“endogenous development”) needed for transition vary 
among different kinds of agriculture, geographies, socio-economic 
and cultural conditions 
  
How do effective “boundary organizations” vary among different kinds 
of agriculture, geographies, socio-economic and cultural conditions 
  
How to organize, support and sustain highly engaged scholarship 
that is needed to support transitions? 



•  The term transition reflects a variety of social transformations in 
different economic and geopolitical contexts.  

•  As an analytical concept, it has come to be used mainly in a 
normative way. But, several competing programs may be 
discerned.  

•  It is therefore necessary to undertake a critical analysis in light of 
the complexity of the 'transitions' which concern the modes of 
production, the markets and the geopolitics of the agrofood 
systems or non-food biomass production.   



Transition is depending on considered 
scale and on scale mismatches 

•  Farm 
•  Agroecosystem (local) 
•  Regional (or town) food systems  
•  National economies  
•  World economy 
•  The planet 

Ø Scale mismatches between social and ecological 
systems may be spatial, temporal, or functional 



Transitions are chaotic (1)° 
•  What mean “sustainable transitions”? Are they 

sustainable ways to attempt a sustainable state of the 
agriculture or of the economies? 
– Consider demographic transition; there is a discrepancy 

between the drop of the mortality curb due to rising 
living standards and the drop of the birth rate curb 
depending on progressive diffusion of change in 
women’s behavior according to age and occupation. 
The transition process starts with an increasing rate of 
population growth 

– Considering similar argument: the diet transition 
become with obesity, before adaptive behaviors can 
diffuse 



Transitions are chaotic (2)° 

Can we said the same about ecological 
transitions? 

–  change to organic cultivation lead in first to a yield 
decrease before that soil regeneration can be able to 
increase yield.  

–  regarding crop diversity: a systemic reorientation of 
selection is needed to readapt vegetal material to new 
productive practices. Can we extend and generalize 
this reasoning?  

Ø If all transitional process are of that type, the 
resulting change is chaotic 



At the farm scale:  
Efficience, substitution, (re)design 

•  Framework introduced by Hill (1985), often referred to as a 
stepwise progression. E.g. pest management strategies  

•  But transition trajectories are not such linearly and stepwise.  
•  Transition to OF starts with substitution (non-use of 

chemical inputs); and that conditions issues of efficiency.  
•  Redesign entails new knowledge, with integrative 

capabilities (concerning biological processes, 
technologies, markets, etc.) and context-based pathways.  

•  It also entails interactions among systems (farming or 
food) and social processes: breakthrough innovation; 
actors’ co-ordination; value-chain restructuring… 



Which post-industrial regime? 

•  The question is: how to escape from rarity? Both 
material rarity (in relation with technology) and 
economic (normative) rarity (in relation with 
culture) 

•  « Taut » vs « slack economy » (Hirschman, 
Keynes) 
–  If rarity appears as the expression of a shortage, it 

justifies productivism 
–  If rarity express limited opportunities, it call to 

responsibility 


