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Scholars associated with post-political theory emphasise that socio-ecological 

transformations, including the transformation of food systems, require re-evaluating and re-

forming established democratic practices, institutions, and circumstances that constitute the 

means and conditions of radical change. Such a re-formulation towards a transformative 

democratic framework demands the ability to consequently contest, negotiate, and deliberate 

on divergent values and identities to make space for alternative socio-political practices.   

From this starting point, this research considers the political potential of agroecological social 

movements as agents of transformative change. Focusing on the context of Switzerland and 

combining an empirical case study of an agroecology event series with theory in an abductive 

approach, this work investigates the transformative capacities of the (re-)politicising and de-

politicising practices within the agroecology movement in Switzerland. Bringing forward a 

political agroecology framework and building on an ethnographic analysis, the research 

concludes that the movement’s practices imply both (re-)politicising and de-politicising 

effects, with the latter mainly identified on the level of agroecology’s institutionalised 

network. Building on theories of the post-political, and especially radical democracy, the work 

proposes a diversification of political strategies and framings to strongly include both 

movement internal identity building and movement external public outreach for gaining 

political and hence transformational momentum. 
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To transform means to profoundly change the state and composition of a system (Meadows, 

1997) with the aim of allowing an unknown or even unimaginable outcome to emerge 

(Sievers-Glotzbach & Tschersich, 2019). Transformation is becoming a more often used term 

and demand in sustainability research (Görg et al., 2017) and marks a “new political-epistemic 

terrain” (Brand, 2016). This is likely to be triggered by realising the severity of the ongoing 

destabilising developments of ecological and social systems such as biodiversity loss, climate 

change, degradation of democratic institutions, and polarisation within societies (Clarke et al., 

2014; Dannemann, 2023; Görg et al., 2017). It is this realisation that calls for fundamental 

and holistic social-ecological transformation, which originates in the academic discourse 

around sustainability (Görg et al., 2017; Sievers-Glotzbach & Tschersich, 2019).  

Transformative processes “towards socio-ecological sustainability” are inherently normative 

since they, ultimately, are perceived transgressions of the social norm, as in the violation of 

social values, expectations, and aspirations that inform the acceptability of the state of the 

natural world and societal structures (Blühdorn, 2015; Swyngedouw, 2010b). In other words, 

“environmental problems” and their respective politics may be seen as objective common 

sense based on scientific evidence, a problem that everybody agrees on, and that “we have to 

solve”. However, despite their severity and urgency, environmental problems are at first 

subject to a political tension created by differing perceptions and “powered by concerns, that 

is, values […]” (Blühdorn, 2015, p. 159). Hence, calls for social-ecological transformations, 

as well as their rejection, are subject to political contestation and negotiation since they mark 

a political reaction to a value-based grievance, ultimately around the intersectional issues of 

socio-ecological injustice. As such, they put into question established socio-economic 

structures and practices, as well as culturally informed identities and privileges at large, for a 

re-distribution of power, resources, and social privileges, and to eventually let become a 

differing socio-ecological arrangement (Sievers-Glotzbach & Tschersich, 2019). Hence, these 

processes both require and trigger genuine political negotiation and democratic deliberation 

since they are necessarily embedded in conflictual tensions over values, worldviews, and 

ideologies in the question of “the kinds of Nature we wish to inhabit, preserve, and (un)make” 

(Swyngedouw, 2010b).  

 

Informed by the theory of the post-political, which presents the main theoretical entry point of 

this work, I draw on the notion that the demand for sustainability transformations in public 

and science discourses is by far not always recognised to be normative, and hence a subject of 

contestation and negotiation. In contrast, as scholars have shown, “the call for sustainability” 

is often perceived to be common sense and presented as a mere issue of administrative 

management based on reasonable argumentation and scientific evidence (Maeseele, 2015; 
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Swyngedouw, 2010a). Sidestepping the democratic deliberation over the conflictual tensions 

present relates to the practice of de-politicisation, as in removing “the political” in politics 

(Rancière, 1998; Swyngedouw, 2010a). Closing down space for disagreement and thus 

deliberation, in this case over pathways and definitions of sustainability, through the neglect 

and suppression of this underlying tension between values and worldviews, renders a so-

called post-political or post-democratic condition (Crouch, 2004; Mouffe, 2005). In such a 

condition, the “articulation of divergent, conflicting and alternative trajectories of future 

socio-environmental possibilities” are forestalled by mechanisms of, among other, scientific 

evidence and its translation to a hegemonic common sense, and hence fundamental change 

and emancipation towards more just and desirable futures remain hindered (Swyngedouw, 

2010b, p. 195). Thus, the theory of the post-political is put forward to critically analyse the 

ways modern democracies organise themselves and questions the current constitution of 

related governance processes by shedding light on their (post-)democratic nature. In this 

work, I focus on agroecology as a call for a socio-ecological transformation of the food 

system by considering the critical analysis of this theory, which argues that transformations 

are inhibited if they remain trapped in a post-political arrangement. 

 

A great deal of scholarly work has contributed to the understanding and operationalisation of 

the transformation of food systems (e.g. C. R. Anderson et al., 2021; Duncan et al., 2022; 

Tschersich & Kok, 2022; Vincent & Feola, 2020), as the structures that shape the ways how 

food is grown, produced, traded, processed, eaten, thought of and politicised (Ingram & 

Thornton, 2022). Previous research has highlighted fundamental shifts in values, narratives, 

and paradigms as a crucial part of food system transformations (M. D. Anderson, 2024; 

Tschersich et al., 2023; Wittmayer et al., 2019). Following Abson et al.’s (2017) 

argumentation, values, narratives, and the resulting paradigms and norms are deep leverage 

points in (social) system transformations, because they shape actors’ interests, attributions of 

meaning, and intentions on which their actions and the respective socio-material outcomes 

base upon.  

In this thesis, I focus on social movements as key actors in transformation, understanding 

them as both institutionally collectivised or loosely connected social agents that “conceive of 

themselves as struggling against heteronomy and oppression and as defending citizen rights, 

political self-determination and authentic democracy” (Blühdorn & Deflorian, 2021, p. 260). 

In line with Kenis and Mathijs (2014a), I analyse social movements in their capability to 

provoke such shifts by breaking with the system’s post-political and post-democratic logic. 

Kenis and Mathijs (2014a) argue that this presents (re-)politicisation and relates to opening up 

political space, bringing in and politicising different values, and hence contesting dominant 

norms, paradigms, and their respective hegemonic structures that hinder change. Social 
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movements are not only altering unsustainable systems through civil advocacy, but are further 

transforming these by reshaping and prefiguring social, ecological, economic, and cultural 

practices and relations (Dannemann, 2023; Frantzeskaki et al., 2016). 

Building on this, I embed this research in the discourse and practice of the global struggle for 

more socially and ecologically just food systems and food sovereignty, understood as the 

work of social movements in contesting the neoliberal organisation of agri-food systems and 

claiming agency and autonomy in determining food policies (C. R. Anderson et al., 2022; 

Patel, 2024). Thus, this thesis centres around agroecology, which is here recognised as the 

culmination of a worldview, ongoing global process, and political movement in demanding 

food system transformation for organising the every-day realities of peasants, farmers, and 

civil society at large more democratically and through socio-ecological just principles (C. R. 

Anderson et al., 2021; Gliessman, 2016; Nyéléni, 2015; Rosset & Altieri, 2017).  

In this work, I further expand the concept of agroecology with the theory of the post-political 

into a political agroecology framework and search for potential levers to re-politicise food 

systems and hence counteract respective post-political structures. Through this, I respond to 

the scientific and public discourse that frames agroecology as a mere form of agricultural 

practice and a technological tool, and therefore contribute to co-opt and de-politicise the 

political work of agroecology movements (Alonso-Fradejas et al., 2020; Tittonell et al., 

2022). The current time is recognised as a crucial moment for the agroecology movement, 

worldwide and in Switzerland, as the intertwined issues of the food system’s lock-in into 

capitalist neoliberal structures and the democratic dismantling of food system governance 

through the rise of right-wing populism ask for the emergence of strong progressive social 

movements to prevent the co-optation and institutional appropriation of agroecology (Altieri 

& Holt-Giménez, 2016; C. R. Anderson et al., 2022; Van der Ploeg, 2020). 

The political struggles subsumed under agroecology are by no means detached from other 

issues and processes seeking transformation of socio-ecological realities, such as in the 

movement’s work around feminism, decolonialism, or migration. Nonetheless, researching 

the post-political in food system dynamics offers a valuable entry point to advance political 

strategies for and theoretical understandings of forming counterhegemonic leverage. This is 

because food-related practices are deeply grounded in people’s daily lives, cultures, and 

identities, offering much potential for politicisation of these dynamics and the pursuit of 

justice within and between social and ecological systems (e.g., M. D. Anderson, 2024; Van 

Der Ploeg, 2021).  

 

This thesis primarily concentrates on the food system and agroecology movement within the 

geographical boundaries of Switzerland. In 2019 and as a response to the failure of 
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conventional agriculture in the Swiss food system to provide healthy food for all, produced in 

a way that respects ecological and animal welfare, and ensures a fair wage for everyone, 

multiple agroecological actors founded the agroecological network Agroecology Works! 

(Agroecology Works!, 2025b). In its public presentation, the Swiss agroecology network 

states to engage in the struggle for socio-ecological justice, embracing agroecology as a 

guiding principle for transforming the food system by a holistic approach while engaging 

science, agricultural practitioners, and civil society.   

Meanwhile, there are antagonistic initiatives that de-politicise agroecology through reducing it 

to scientific-technical approaches (Syngenta & Bayer, n.d.) and subordinating it to 

agroecosystem management techniques or a mere tool to “improve on sustainability” 

(agroecology.science, 2024; Federal Office for Agriculture, 2023). This corporate and state-

capture of agroecology suppresses its political cause and in effect renders it to “junk 

agroecology” (Alonso-Fradejas et al., 2020).  

Asked by a petition of the agroecology network to take a stand on agroecology, in 2022, the 

Federal Council of Switzerland acknowledged agroecology as “a key approach to achieve 

transformation towards a more sustainable food system” (Agroecology Works!, 2025c). 

Agroecology is then brought forward as an element in the agri-food system vision until 2050 

policy (Federal Office for Agriculture, 2024b). However, apart from embracing a systems 

approach by simultaneously addressing multiple stakeholders and issues along the value 

chain, agroecology is not further concretised in, for example, its dimensions of social justice 

or solidary economics.  

Thus, agroecology in Switzerland remains a fuzzy and contested concept and struggles to be 

understood as a deeply political practice and process of democratically negotiated structural 

change. This makes it important to re-politicise and reclaim agroecology as a discourse and 

process of food system transformation from the bottom up, through a social movement. 

Recent agroecological research on the Swiss food system focused on perceptions and politics 

of agroecology (Kummer, 2021), challenges and success factors for community supported 

agriculture (CSA) initiatives (Vaderna et al., 2022), queering gender norms in Swiss 

agriculture (Pfammatter & Jongerden, 2023), food democracy in the context of a national 

citizens' assembly (Amos, 2023; Lehner, 2023), an inquiry of the uses and perceptions of 

narratives around agroecology (Bossard, 2024), mapping out agroecology in Switzerland 

(Teuber, 2023), and the prioritisation and valuation of agroecology promoting policies (Hess, 

2025).  

Part of these previous studies specifically look at the emergence of agroecology and show that 

many actors and practices in the food system actively apply practices that, although not 
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necessarily mentioned under this terminology, are linked to values and principles of 

agroecology (Bossard, 2024; Kummer, 2021; Teuber, 2023; Vaderna et al., 2022).  

Amos (2023) and Lehner (2023) provide a comprehensive analysis of formal food system 

governance processes through a systems transformation lens, focusing on the one hand from 

the perspective of food democracy and deliberation, and on the other from the perspective of 

political ecology. Assessing the transformative potential of a national citizen’s assembly on 

food policy, Amos (2023) concludes that through its (overly) deliberative nature but even 

more due to its format, schedule and facilitation, the citizen assembly did not reach a level to 

provide space for of a radical alternative discourse. Supporting its reformist outcome and 

learnings on how to empower people to “food citizenship”, the author advocates for more 

space for political contestation and “deep deliberation” in the Swiss context. Lehner (2023) 

further highlights that food system literacy of citizens to structurally understand and re-

imagine the food system remains lacking, leading to a lock-in and a suppression of 

transformation processes through capitalist realism (Lehner, 2023). While suggesting that the 

Swiss citizen assembly brought beneficial educational outcomes, the author concludes that for 

transformative change further politicisation is required and that this could be brought about by 

agroecology. 

As outlined above, a large part of the academic literature on agroecology in Switzerland has 

focused on the agri-food politics context and expression of agroecology but little is known 

about the political practice of (collectivised) agroecological actors. Such becomes important 

especially when considering a Swiss consensus-culture in food system governance (Amos, 

2023) and neoliberal lock-in’s in the public discourse and collective imaginary (Lehner, 

2023). This research aims to work on closing this knowledge gap, in how actors claim 

political space for imagining and working towards a more desirable food system. To advance 

the understanding of transformatory processes of the agroecology movement, as an 

institutionalised organisation or informal collectivisation of agroecological actors, this 

research approaches agroecology from a political sociology perspective looking at its political 

engagement on both an institutional network and social movement level. I here ask the 

question whether the agroecology movement in Switzerland embraces the political practice 

inherent to agroecology.  

Hence, this work addresses the knowledge gap on the lacking understanding of how 

agroecology in Switzerland, institutionalised as a network and on a movement level, is 

politicising the food system and the resulting (non-)transformatory consequences of these 

political practices. This leads to the overarching research question: 

In what ways does the Swiss agroecology movement’s politicisation of the food system 

influence its ability to achieve its transformatory objectives? 
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Through this research I mean to contribute to the societal struggle of agroecology in re-

organising food system structures to move towards more socially and ecologically just (and 

negotiable) realities. This might entail to give an outer perspective, to share theoretical 

insights and further to encourage imagination and seemingly unusual approaches to gain a 

deeper level of (re-)politicisation1 as a mean to counteract co-optation, capitalist-realism and 

hence increase movement building and agroecology affiliated actor’s transformative capacity. 

Upon this recognition, I address the following set of sub-questions to give response to the 

main research question: 

1) How and in what ways is the food system in Switzerland shaped by a post-political 

condition? 

2) In what ways does the Swiss agroecology movement politicise or de-politicise the 

food system? 

3) How can the Swiss agroecology movement further politicise the food system to 

enhance its transformative capacity? 

To respond to the research questions stated above, this work proceeds as follows. First, I 

provide the theoretical framework (Chapter 2) and hence define the key theories, 

terminologies and concepts. This clarifies the lens through which I approach and derive the 

here stated problem and knowledge gap and further sets the base for the qualitative data 

analysis by operationalising the theory into a code book. In a next step, to enable the 

contextualisation of this thesis’ empirical case study, I conceptualise agroecological social 

movements through a systematic literature review of their political practices, focusing on 

movements across Europe (Chapter 3). Having prepared the ground, a document analysis 

enriched with inputs from literature responds to the first sub-research question, sketching 

further out the post-political context in which the Swiss agroecology movement is operating 

in (Chapter 5.1). This is followed by analysing political practices of the agroecology 

movement and network, based on data collected during fieldwork at a public agroecology 

event series and responds to the second sub-research question (Chapter 5.2). Bringing 

together theory, literature review and the findings of the analysis, I then discuss the 

consequences of the political practices of the Swiss agroecology movement. At the same time, 

I provide respective trajectories to act on these consequences in order to enhance 

transformative capacities, responding to the third sub-research question (Chapter 6 and 7). I 

present the research approach, methods and data sources in Chapter 4. 

Through the combination of theory and empirical analysis, I here seek to contribute to the 

academic debate on food system transformations and agroecology. Doing so, I provide an in-

 
1 In this work, re-politicisation is often spelled out (re-)politicisation, to acknowledge that in the past previous 

political agents, such as the organic movement or peasant unions, have already been politicising issues that are 

addressed in this work. 
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depth analysis of the post-political condition’s implications in transformative struggles of 

social movements in food systems and put forward a framework for political agroecology. By 

doing so, I aim to both inspire further steps in the political work of agroecology on the ground 

and in the realities of social movements, as well as in the academic debate around food 

systems transformation.  
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In this section, I clarify the theoretical standpoint that informed the research questions and the 

lenses through which the data is analysed.  

 

The theory of the post-political forms the main part of this thesis’s theoretical framework. In 

the following section, I explain the theory’s arguments and relevance and define the usage of 

this theory and its terms for this thesis. I further operationalise the interaction of the post-

political with social movements theory to guide the empirical analysis later on. 

 

Post-foundational authors like Rancière (1992, 1998), Mouffe (1999, 2005) or Žižek (1999) 

gave the post-political condition a theoretical basis from a political philosophy standpoint. 

The theory of the post-political describes the disappearance of the political in politics  

(Rancière, 1998) and the emergence of a post-democratic condition in the time after the Cold 

War period (Buller et al., 2019; Maeseele, 2015). To understand this claim, understanding the 

concept of the political is key.  

For Rancière (1992) the political is the field of encounter between two heterogenous 

processes: First, the one of governing (in Rancière’s word policy) that includes the practices 

of creating community consent based on the distribution of shares and hierarchy,  and second 

the emancipatory process of politics, which is the attempt to continuously verify and establish 

the supposition that everyone is equal. In Rancière’s (1992, p. 1) understanding, “[…] the 

handling of a wrong remains the universal form for the meeting between the two processes of 

policy and equality.”. For Rancière, then, the political is crucial, but only emerges when 

governance through the creation of structures and hierarchies by consensus is in constant 

tension with the aspiration to verify the equality of all based on the understanding of the 

demos. In the arguments of Mouffe (2005, p. 9), politics relates to “a set of practices and 

institutions through which an order is created, organising human coexistence in the 

conflictuality provided by the political”. This understanding of Mouffe is based on the claim 

that human societies inherently have an antagonistic dimension since the social life of people 

is shaped by deeply rooted differing values, identities and interests. This makes conflict the 

crucial category of politics and the political to the reflection of this antagonistic dimension 

(Mouffe, 1999, 2005).  

From both theoretical standpoints, the differentiation between politics and the political is the 

elementary act in the analysis of the current state of democracy. It allows us to distinguish 

between a democratic condition in which the project of emancipation (Rancière, 1992) 

through an agonistic encounter of adversaries is enabled (Mouffe, 2005), or a state of post-
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politics in which democratic debate is subordinated to deliberatively reaching the one rational 

solution to be accepted by all (Mouffe, 1999). In the context of the post-political theory, 

where values, worldviews, and norms are seen in opposition to each other, Mouffe advocates 

for the active engagement in this emergent conflict, not in a pugnacious or destructive way 

but pleads that liberal-democratic societies face the important task to participate in political 

conflict while refraining from undermining their opponent’s legitimacy. In other words, it 

means to shift towards understanding political conflict as the agonistic confrontation of 

adversaries instead of enemies, and hence to avoid an antagonistic frontal fight between 

enemies (Mouffe, 1999).  

Such understanding is ever so important in times of rising right populism and its contribution 

to the erosion of democratic institutions and processes, and with that the dilution and 

distortion of human rights, which Mouffe (2018) in part explains with the established post-

political consensus. In Mouffe’s argumentation, ignoring the antagonism inherent to human 

relations does not make these tensions disappear and renders the agonistic domestication of 

conflict, in the confrontation under a negotiated and “controlled” setting, indispensable. By 

making antagonisms visible and giving them outlet through democratic politics, a 

radicalisation into violent, oppressive and discriminatory forms of politics that “articulate 

essentialist identities – nationalist, religious or ethnic – and for increased confrontations over 

“non-negotiable moral values” may be prevented (Mouffe, 2002, p. 11). This is what the right 

populist movements’ success draws on, “pretending to offer an alternative that gives back to 

the people the voice that had been confiscated by the establishment elites” (Mouffe, 2018, p. 

10).  

 

In that context, this thesis aims to better understand processes of politicisation, de-

politicisation and re-politicisation and draws from an expansive conceptualisation of these 

terms. Foster (2014, p. 227) describes politicisation and de-politicisation to reside at either 

end of a continuum on which “politicisation refers to the opening up of political space, [and] 

de-politicisation refers to attempts to close off public deliberation on a number of issues”. 

Opening up political space can be understood as a contestation of supposedly non-negotiable 

truths and bringing forward the conviction that things could also be different (Blühdorn & 

Deflorian, 2021).  

In the words of Swyngedouw (2010a, p. 216), the process of de-politicisation is “the 

colonisation of the political by politics” and hence leads to constructing a “hegemonic 

consensus that does not tolerate any alternative perspectives” (Blühdorn & Deflorian, 2021). 

To re-politicise in that sense refers to politicising a formerly de-politicised political issue or 

space and opposing its non-negotiability. The understanding of the post-political applied in 

this work sees de-politicisation not merely as an activity or a tool of governments, but broader 
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as a societal and socio-political problem and hence acknowledges the ubiquitous nature and 

lived experience of the political (Foster et al., 2014).  

Looking closer at the mechanisms of re-politicisation, two main theoretical entry points are 

considered in this work, firstly, re-politicisation through disruption of common sense in a 

Rancièrian sense, and secondly, the way to oppose hegemony stated by Mouffe and Laclau. 

From the theoretical standpoint of Rancière, the state of post-democracy emerges through the 

avoidance of conflict by organising negotiation in a neutral frame (Kenis & Mathijs, 2014a). 

The partaking parties have, intentionally or not, agreed on the borders of this frame, hoping to 

optimise their share of the objectives and outcomes. By setting this then unnegotiable space of 

deliberation, public opinion becomes identical to the opinion of the public’s representatives. 

This obliterates the difference and dissensus of the political matter, and hence a post-political 

condition is established (Rancière, 1998). To re-politicise in that sense means to contest and 

disrupt the borders of what appears to be common sense, negotiable or part of the solution 

space and further challenge the constitution of inclusivity, representation and partnership. 

Kenis and Mathijs (2014a, p. 150) describe political action then as the activity of “creating a 

space where something new can be heard or seen” and stress that this requires a group of 

people to claim legitimacy, visibility and “act on the assumption of equality”.  

Understanding re-politicisation from the standpoint of Mouffe and Laclau requires a different 

entry point to what constitutes the post-political situation. While for Rancière it is 

fundamental equality, for Mouffe and Laclau it is the constitutive antagonistic dimension in 

human societies that requires consideration for a functioning democracy (Kenis & Mathijs, 

2014a). Somewhat counter-intuitively, Mouffe and Laclau do not advocate for erasing these 

conflictual and antagonistic tensions. Instead, they call for the acknowledgement of the 

unavoidability of them,  noting that the suppression of conflict can lead to more conflict 

(Mouffe, 1997). The aim is to desist from the assumption of universal values and instead 

allow for the full implications of what Mouffe (1997) calls a “pluralism of values” (Mouffe, 

1997). Pluralism here relates to a “tense” co-existence of multiple value systems that holds a 

space of incommensurable conceptions of what different actors perceive as good (Mouffe, 

1997). The political can therefore be seen as an “ontological dimension of social relations” 

(Kenis & Mathijs, 2014a; Maeseele, 2015), in which not one worldview can be rationalised as 

the universal or objective truth.  

It is this recognition, and hence also the allowing for plurality, that re-politicises a political 

cause. Re-politicisation on a societal level, and through social movements, requires what 

Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001, p. xviii) have called to create a “chain of 

equivalences among various democratic struggles against different forms of subordination” 

and therefore establish a frontier and define adversaries. To re-politicise, and hence oppose 

the hegemonic order, a series of demands needs to collectivise and come together over a 
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shared disagreement (Kenis & Mathijs, 2014a). This shared struggle is what Laclau and 

Mouffe (2001) call “nodal point”, and which allows for political empowerment by a 

congregation to a “we” that is naturally in opposition to a “them” (Kenis & Mathijs, 2014a). 

To counteract the post-political, and therefore to re-establish and strengthen democratic 

institutions and structures, re-politicisation, by recognition of pluralism and agonistic 

struggles, is crucial, as it gives way to transformational trajectories in which different futures 

of socio-ecological justice can be re-negotiated and “fought” towards. 

 

The theory of the post-political was further specified to realms of sustainability by scholars 

like Swyngedouw (Swyngedouw, 2010b, 2010a) and later to food system politics by the 

scholars Duncan and Claeys (2016; 2018). Duncan (2016) states three characteristics to 

operationalise the post-political condition in global food system governance, namely: 

increased technocratic governance processes, eradication of difference and disagreement and 

push for consensus, as well as a perceived inevitability of neoliberalism. These characteristics 

will subsequently be explained in depth, as they will guide the contextual embedding of the 

case study later on. 

Technocratic governance: On the governmental level, de-politicisation through state 

actors unfolds when political questions are addressed as technical issues which have to be 

solved by experts (Mouffe, 2005). This process, in which the political “is transformed 

from a matter of ideological contestation to a matter of administration” leads to 

technocratic decision-making and a foreclosing of democratic struggle between 

alternatives (Maeseele, 2015, p. 2). Duncan (2016) presents narratives of evidence-based 

policy making and governance by indicators as two main examples of this de-politicising 

technocratisation. In this, the (neglected) political can be found in the way science-policy 

interfaces are constituted as well as what indicators were chosen to govern in an evidence-

based manner, while the decisions to be made are often presented as a neutral process, 

they are inherently political (Duncan, 2016). 

Consensuality and neutrality: Other de-politicising practices are the eradication of 

difference and disagreement and the push for consensus, which both seem to stem from 

what Mouffe (2005) calls liberal rationalism and means the belief in the availability of a 

universal consensus based on reason. Problems, e.g. those of “sustainability” or “food 

security”, are presented in a way that nobody could be against them or dares to position 

themselves in disagreement as they would be labelled fundamentalist, blind radical, 

illegitimate, or ideological (Maeseele, 2015). Often, the push for consensus is, 

intentionally or not, used or instrumentalised in a manner that avoids the more 
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fundamental underlying issues of the problem discussed, as e.g. distribution, access, 

nutrition, autonomy in the case of food security (Duncan, 2016). 

Neoliberal lock-in: A further trace of the post-political condition is a perceived 

inevitability of a neoliberal way to organise and structure economic and social life, which 

comes along with the avoidance to politically address the systemic unequal outcomes of 

liberal capitalism (Mouffe, 2005). As the democratic debate is de-politicised through the 

bespoken mechanisms of technocratic decision-making and the eradication of difference, 

any futures beyond the existing socio-political status quo, and more specifically the 

continuation of neo-liberalisation of all social spheres, remain invalid (Maeseele, 2015). 

Such can, for example, be found in applying technological fixes to increase efficiency and 

respond to the issues of small enterprises’ economic feasibility or environmental impact. 

While these characteristics of de-politicisation are not exclusive to discourses on food systems 

and sustainability, they offer markers to analyse governance processes and policies on their 

de-politicising impact. Furthermore, another characteristic of de-politicisation that becomes 

visible in policies is how problems are presented. Inspired by the reading of Bacchi’s (1999) 

“What’s the Problem?” approach to policies, I complement the framework applied to the later 

analysis on Swiss agri-food politics with a focus on problem presentations. Focusing on how 

problems, or the solutions to problems, are presented, this approach allows us to mark 

situations where the political dimension, as in the problem’s informing values and 

judgements, was obscured by claiming general agreement to the problem represented. 

However, no theory is perfect, which also applies to the theoretical framework presented so 

far. Hence, I provide here some key arguments that question the productivity of post-political 

theory for issues around socio-ecological justice and change. Scholarly work has criticised 

post-political theory to pay insufficient attention to the political in a mundane dimension and 

through a political economy lens, as in how economic relations of capitalism shape unjust 

societal structures despite a politicised framework (Knutsson & Lindberg, 2020). 

Furthermore, concretely discussing the application of post-political theory in environmental 

governance, McCarthy (2013) challenges the idea that political projects must meet a universal 

set of criteria to be “properly political”. The author argues that “there are multiple and 

indeterminate routes, sites, forms, and trajectories of politics and political change in 

environmental politics”, pointing out that the (post-)political cannot anticipate or determine 

whether transformations will occur (McCarthy, 2013, p. 24). From another angle, Meyer 

(2020, p. 12) questions post-foundational theorists’ proclamations of a “post-political era” 

within the times of neoliberalism and populism, arguing that such “occlude our ability to see 

parallels in past struggles against de-politicisation and to see political possibilities in 

contemporary movements and ideas.”. The author instead advocates for looking for the 

alternative to technocratic elitism in everyday concerns and life-worlds of people and social 
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movements, which accordingly are both pluralist by their diversity and political by 

contrasting the narrative of inevitable technocratic management. 

Much of the criticism of post-political theory, as presented above, focuses on how it appears 

to simplify and universalise much more complex correlations in the processes of politics. This 

work attempts to integrate this critique by drawing on ethnographic research and addressing 

the lived realities of actors. Thereby, universalisations or “properly political” criteria of the 

theory are tried to be avoided. The theory is further used not with the main goal to reach 

abstractable outcomes but also to provide a contextualised trajectory and approaches for 

strategically working towards radical change from a social movement perspective. 

 

Having understood what constitutes a post-political condition and how it may manifest in 

food system governance processes, the question remains how the post-political links to 

sustainability transformations of food systems, and hence to agroecology. 

Transformative capacity describes a social actor’s practice, and essentially an idea’s ability, to 

fundamentally change a prevailing (social) system and order (Walker et al., 2004). The 

concept stems from systems thinking literature and considers the decisiveness of intervention 

points in changing a system’s overall behaviour. Abson et al. (2017) have operationalised the 

hierarchy of intervention points proposed by Donella Meadows (1997) to 12 levels, 

presenting a gradient that reaches from individuals’ psychological intent (Level 1) to 

governance parameters (Level 12). The authors argue that, depending on their level, different 

interventions are more likely to cause transformational change (lower levels) or remain 

shallow and lead to incremental change only (higher levels). According to Abson et al. (2017), 

based on Meadows (1997), the lower six levels of intervention are underpinned by the values, 

goals, worldviews, and the surrounding social structures of actors that shape the orientation 

and hence provide the base of a system. In other words, intervening on lower levels and 

taking values, goals and worldviews, and their constituting narratives and paradigms, as the 

entry point, social actors can enhance their transformative capacity. 

Post-political theory claims that (radical) democratic processes increase the ability of society 

to negotiate differing worldviews, work through conflict and disagreement, and include 

subordinated voices and positions (Kenis & Mathijs, 2014a; Mouffe, 2018). The theory 

connects to socio-ecological transformation by shedding light on how the discourse on socio-

ecological issues is to be understood and situated on an inherent normative political stage 

constituted by tensions between differing norms, concerns and hence values (Blühdorn, 2015; 

Swyngedouw, 2010b). That is to say that socio-ecological transformation is only possible in a 
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political condition in which policymaking is not directed at policing, meaning to keep the 

prevailing order (Rancière, 2010 in Blühdorn & Deflorian, 2021).  

Therefore, for social actors’ transformative capacity to emerge, the actors pushing for change 

must intervene on foundational levels and ensure that their cause is object to and creates 

public debate and confrontation and hence is not made non-negotiable through, e.g. the retreat 

into expert opinions or technocratic governance. Researching the transformative capacity then 

means to investigate the system’s (post-)political condition that a given intervention acts upon 

and shedding light on the depth and political appearance of social actors’ interventions (Abson 

et al., 2017; Kenis & Mathijs, 2014a)   

By looking through the lenses of politicisation and placing a social movement at the heart of 

the research, this work seeks to engage closely with such social-transformative processes. The 

relevance of approaching this work through the theory of the post-political is threefold:  

• First, through the current pivotal standpoint of agroecology in the Global North 

(Altieri & Holt-Giménez, 2016). 

• Second, by the overarching need to gain more traction in food system transformation 

without compromising democratic values (Tschersich & Kok, 2022).  

• Third, through the democratic characteristic specific to the case of Switzerland’s 

political landscape and system (Lehner et al., 2025).  

Post-political theory provides an analytic approach to connect to the political status quo and 

the involvement of social movements, as well as to explain how to loosen up locked-in 

societal processes and thus advance understandings about agroecology movements in 

Switzerland. More broadly, the framework provided here has the objective to support not only 

an academic theoretical engagement and “academic production” but also aims to facilitate 

research that works on overcoming the political separation from agroecology in academia and 

embedding agroecology in the political arena of social movements (Altieri & Holt-Giménez, 

2016). To do so, however, requires an in-depth understanding of social movements’ role and 

engagement in post-political discourses, since they, as discussed in the next section, can both 

be agents of re-politicisation but also de-politicisation. 

 

In this sub-section, I operationalise the connection between post-political and social 

movements theory and define (post-)political practises that will be guiding the analysis of the 

agroecology movement in Switzerland. 

Social movements, as agents that “conceive of themselves as struggling against heteronomy 

and oppression and as defending citizen rights, political self-determination and authentic 

democracy” (Blühdorn & Deflorian, 2021, p. 260), are chosen as main level of analysis in this 

work and seen as key actors in food system transformation, as they may present and provoke a 
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political reaction opposing the private sector and/or state governance. Based on the arguments 

of Laclau and Mouffe (2001) and Rancière (1998) political practises in that sense are active 

engagements within a democratic framework through which social movements articulate their 

identities and values, advocate for alternative ways of doing and being, and contest structures 

and processes that do not align with their position. 

However, looking at the literature, the discursive engagement or implication of social 

movement’s practices are situated on a narrow gradient between de-politicisation and re-

politicisation and may easily be confused with their actual transformative consequences. 

While social movements clearly have the potential to re-politicise locked-in social systems 

through different mechanisms (Diaz-Parra et al., 2015; Kenis & Mathijs, 2014a; Tarazona 

Vento, 2025), they further bear the risk of perpetuating de-politicisation (Blühdorn & 

Deflorian, 2021; da Schio & van Heur, 2022; Diaz-Parra et al., 2015; Varvarousis et al., 2021) 

– especially when acknowledging that the category of social movements entails non-left and 

far-right movements as well (Blühdorn & Deflorian, 2021; Dannemann, 2023). 

The main mechanisms of re-politicisation informing the inquiry of the data are presented in 

table 1 below. These were operationalised using examples in the literature that analysed social 

movement practices with post-political theory. 

Table 1: Political practices of social movements that have been argued to re-politicise the issue addressed and may have 

transformative impacts. 

Mechanism Description of practice Source 

Broadening the frame 

of dispute 

Opening up narrowly discussed issues to 

further connect problems and increase the 

“political” load of a certain topic 

Kenis & Mathijs, 

2014a 

Addressing the 

(ultimate) cause 

Questioning the ways in which social, 

economic and governance structures have led 

to the problematic situation at stake 

Kenis & Mathijs, 

2014a 

Creating self-

legitimacy and 

visibility 

Empowers marginalised groups and 

challenges the neutrality and positivity of 

societal debates, processes or events by 

making heard and visible unheard and 

invisible marginalised groups, which contrast 

the mainstream views and norms 

Kenis & Mathijs, 

2014a 

Prefiguration 

Embodying the dissent against the current 

organisation of social structures in enacting 

and materialising an equitable, ecological and 

solidary alternative and diffusing these into 

the broader cultural and institutional 

landscape 

Blühdorn & 

Deflorian, 2021 

 

Foregrounding 

difference and defining 

adversaries 

Dismissing pseudo representations and 

consensuses by distancing from and 

criticising such framings to clearly define and 

address adversaries 

Diaz-Parra et al., 

2015; Kenis & 

Mathijs, 2014a; 

Tarazona Vento, 

2025 
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Creating nodal points 

and interacting within 

these spaces 

Engage intersectional with other initiatives, 

actors and movements through solidarity and 

over a collective struggle to create alliances 

and foster and “Us-Them” differentiation 

Kenis & Mathijs, 

2014a 

 

1While social movements, as presented above, can be guiding to counteract a post-political 

condition, the literature also problematises how social movements engage in de-politicisation. 

According to Blühdorn and Deflorian (2021), claiming empowerment does not make a social 

movement, be it a right-wing populist or a leftist movement with socio-ecological demands, a 

re-politicising actor. In contrast, the literature, presented in table 2 below, mentions several 

ways in which social movements themselves may contribute to a post-political state. 

Table 2: Political practises of social movements with a potential reinforcement of the post-political condition and discourse. 

Mechanism Description of practice Source 

Projecting universality 

and manufacturing a 

“we” 

Enaction of a pseudo representation of others’ 

interests and positions, as well as the 

presentation of alliances which are based on 

common sense 

Blühdorn & 

Deflorian, 2021; 

Knutsson & 

Lindberg, 2020 

Dismissing the political 

nature of knowledge 

Transformation of socio-political problems 

and conflicts into issues of scientific evidence 

and technical management, as well as the de-

legitimisation of the opposing point of view 

through the assertion of the exclusive 

scientific validity of one's cause 

Blühdorn & 

Deflorian, 2021; da 

Schio & van Heur, 

2022; Knutsson & 

Lindberg, 2020 

Prefigurative 

simulation 

Creation and presentation of alternatives by 

social movements without seeking the 

politicisation of structural injustice beyond 

“the local, everyday practices and personal 

life worlds 

Blühdorn & 

Deflorian, 2021; 

Diaz-Parra et al., 

2015; Kenis & 

Mathijs, 2014b; 

Varvarousis et al., 

2021 

Democratic 

dismantling 

Discreditation and destruction of democratic 

processes and institutions 
Blühdorn & 

Deflorian, 2021; 

Dannemann, 2023 

Use of floating signifier 

Moving debates to the outside of the political 

encounter of the involved parties by pushing 

for topics that are seemingly non-rejectable 

and in “everyone’s” best interest 

Knutsson & 

Lindberg, 2020 

Strategic avoidance 

Avoiding situations and topics that might 

cause political confrontation or conflict 

(internally or externally) and seem to threaten 

a created consensus over a common identity 

or position  

Knutsson & 

Lindberg, 2020 
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As shown in the table above, to contest hegemonic post-political arrangements, social 

movements have to overcome several challenges such as misrepresentation, over-

expertisation, or prefigurative simulation. But they also have to be able to manage internal 

and external conflicts (Dilley, 2017; Kenis, 2016), create cohesion and mobilisation (Kenis, 

2019; Mocca & Osborne, 2019) as well as to persist over time and get active once windows of 

opportunity open (Tarazona Vento, 2025).  

Connecting the above-mentioned points back to theory, to align with the theoretical standpoint 

of Chantal Mouffe on the political, social movements are overall faced with the circumstance 

to be embedded in a tension between constructing an “Us” through collectivising and 

movement building and engaging in pluralistic relations with the consequentially emerging 

“Them”. This means, in essence, that the right of the political adversaries (the opposition) to 

defend their ideas must not be questioned nor delegitimised2 (Mouffe, 2002). However, this is 

especially challenging for movements that strive for advancement in social-ecological justice, 

as these causes might be presented and seen as morally inviolable. This tension gives reason 

to the formerly mentioned narrow gradient of re- and de-politicisation and the political 

challenges of “the left” (Mouffe, 2018) and the environmental discourse (e.g. Swyngedouw, 

2010b) more broadly. Social movements, through re-politicising public spaces, can therefore 

play a crucial role in facilitating democratic agonistic confrontation and counteracting the 

emergence of harmful essentialist identities. 

In order to investigate what might be learned from other movements and then applied to 

agroecology movements, the social movement literature reviewed here concentrated on 

empirically based research conducted in Europe.  

 

 

Having linked food system transformation to the need to overcome post-political conditions, 

and operationalised the application of post-political theory in the research on social 

movements in the first part of this framework, this second part clarifies the connection to and 

definition of agroecology specific to this work. I first explain how agroecology is political and 

elaborate on its relation to the scientific discourse. Second, I zoom in on the dynamics of 

agroecology in Switzerland after positioning this work in different frameworks of 

agroecology.  

 
2 But, according to Mouffe (2002), to make space for political opposition and confrontation does not mean to 

legitimise sexistic, xenophobic, racist, colonialist, classist or any other oppressive and discriminative position 

and agenda. On the contrary, Mouffe argues that these essentialist identities raise out of post-political politics as 

they do not allow “to domesticate” the “hostility and potential antagonism” inherent in all human relations by 

guiding democratic spaces, processes and institutions. 
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In the academic context, agroecology is generally defined as a conglomerate of science, 

practice and social movements (Rosset & Altieri, 2017; Wezel et al., 2009). A broad body of 

literature connects agroecology and food system transformation. Gliessman (2016) sketched 

out a framework with five levels for classifying activities and political agendas in food system 

change through agroecology. Only by reaching the higher levels 4, re-establishing a more 

direct connection between those who grow our food and those who consume it, and 5, 

building a new global food system, based on equity, participation, democracy, and justice, a 

transformative change of the (global) food system becomes possible. This connects to how C. 

R. Anderson et al. (2021) emphasise that transformation emerges through collective action, 

governance shifts, and the building of countervailing power, to contest the dominant food 

system paradigm rooted in capitalism, racism, patriarchy and colonialism. C. R. Anderson et 

al. (2021) further relate to agroecology as an ongoing transformative process that is based 

upon specific core principles, values, and politics. Hence, agroecology is recognised not as an 

end goal or a fixed manual, but as a directionality that requires contextualisation and a 

political self-conception.  

The objective and meaning of agroecology across its three main components differ depending 

on the place where it is referred to (Wezel et al., 2018), which arguably also applies to the 

political perception of agroecology. Generally, in the case of the Global North, agroecology is 

described to be mainly established in science and mostly lacking a political dimension and 

foundation in civil society (Altieri & Holt-Giménez, 2016; Wezel et al., 2018), such it is, 

argued here, also the case for Switzerland.   

Some agroecological scholars emphasise the need for a transformative agroecology to move 

from an NGO and academic based foundation into spaces of practitioners of agroecology and 

civil society to form a collective and political response to the socio-material implications of 

the corporate-industrial food system (Altieri & Holt-Giménez, 2016; C. R. Anderson et al., 

2021). As Altieri & Holt-Giménez (2016, p. 2) put it: “It requires resituating agroecology 

from the political confines of academia and non-governmental organizations, into the political 

arena of progressive social movements that embrace agroecology as a pillar of food 

sovereignty, local autonomy, and community control of land, water and agrobiodiversity”. In 

this context González de Molina et al. (2020) warn against seeing agroecology as a 

fragmented puzzle of practice, movement and science. They make the case that only by 

connecting the theory and practice as an “indivisible whole” can agroecology become 

transformative. One factor giving rise to the fragmentation of agroecology’s parts, suspected 

here, is the political indifference, or the lack of a collective political identity and 

understanding for the (contextual) values and objectives of agroecology. This is important for 

the politicisation of the agroecological actors and values, particularly in the Global North.     
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As much as agroecology is positioned as a pathway of food system transformation, it also 

represents an alternative paradigm to the prevalent corporate-industrial food system (Altieri, 

1989; C. R. Anderson et al., 2021; Shiva, 2016). However, agroecology is often depicted as a 

pathway for sustainable agriculture through different agroecosystem management techniques, 

for example analysed by Tittonell et al. (2022), leaving out its political aspects and hence de-

politicising agroecology. However, agroecology is inherently political and normative by 

challenging the capitalist roots and linearity of the current industrial food systems (Altieri & 

Holt-Giménez, 2016; González de Molina et al., 2020) and further opposing the connected 

issues of heteropatriarchy and colonialism in its different forms (e.g. Domptail et al., 2023; 

Moreno Cely et al., 2023; Trevilla Espinal et al., 2021). This goes back to agroecology’s 

origin in the knowledge and farming practices of Indigenous communities as well as in the 

struggles of peasant movements for food sovereignty, mostly in South America (Altieri & 

Toledo, 2011; Rosset & Altieri, 2017).  

Due to the increased (mis)use of the term, co-optation and therefore the shaping of 

agroecology by a wide variety of actors (Alonso-Fradejas et al., 2020), the emphasis on the 

inseparable connection of agroecology and perspectives from political ecology and political 

science has become more important in recent years. Scholars try to move the discourse around 

agroecology again to levels that engage with questions of power, justice, inclusivity and food 

system governance (Giraldo, 2019; González de Molina et al., 2020; Jacobi et al., 2021). 

However, whether agroecology movements in the Global North also embrace the 

political practice of agroecology remains less clear and is the object of this research. 

 

Recognising the political dimension of agroecology and the importance of opening the 

academic confines and merging to an “indivisible agroecological whole”, I attempt here to 

engage with and acknowledge the international movement's understanding of agroecology. In 

2015, under the name of the Nyéléni declaration, diverse organisations and international 

movements of small-scale food producers and consumers like peasants, Indigenous peoples, 

hunters and gatherers, family farmers, rural workers, fisherfolk, pastoralists and urban people 

gathered to decide on a common understanding of agroecology (Nyéléni, 2015). By their 

definition, agroecology expands the narrow picture of food system management and 

represents a way and a cosmological and spiritual understanding of how to relate to their land, 

nature, the planet, and Mother Earth. The Nyéléni declaration embraces the political and 

material conflict in the way that for these people to defend their rights, power structures in 

societies must be challenged and transformed. More specifically: “We need to put the control 

of seeds, biodiversity, land and territories, waters, knowledge, culture and the commons in the 

hands of the peoples who feed the world” (Nyéléni, 2015, p. 165). This more grounded 

understanding of agroecology contrasts with the mainstreamed and more technical and 
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abstracted definitions in the 10 elements presented by the FAO (2015) or the 13 principles by 

the CFS’s High Level Panel of Experts (HLPE, 2019).  

To understand how politicisation through agroecology manifests in the political practice of 

agroecological actors, the Nyéléni declaration and political agroecology literature presented 

before, served as a basis to define a political agroecology code set. Taking into account the 

on-ground experiences of agroecology actors, the code set, as shown in table 3 below, was 

expanded and sharpened during the research process.  

Table 3: Abductively derived code set presenting how the political reflects specifically in agroecology 

Code  Description 

Access to land 
Access to land for small-scale farmers and community 

farming is guaranteed 

Autonomy Seed sovereignty, low dependency on external inputs 

Integration of marginalised groups 

and care for people in agriculture 

Codes for the care of marginalised groups, such as 

migrant workers, exploited practitioners, or the people 

working on farms in general 

Knowledge production and sharing 

Research agendas are democratically developed, 

creation, sharing and keeping of knowledge by 

agroecologists 

Local economies 
Decentral organisation of food supply chains, food 

system circularity, solidary economic relationships  

More-than-human world 

Recognition of interconnectedness of biological (and 

social) systems, stewardship for Mother Earth (natural 

world), rejection of commodification of all forms of life  

Recognition of gendered roles and 

reproductive work 

Equal distribution of power, care-work, tasks, decision-

making and remuneration 

Small-scale farming and peasant 

livelihood 

Small-scale farming and food system structures are 

supported and not deemed secondary to the economy-

of-scale 

 

Considering these processes and understandings of political agroecology, the current 

relevance for research on the manifestation of agroecology in Switzerland points towards 

creating a better understanding of agroecology as a political movement beyond its 

institutional representation. In the political analysis of Switzerland’s agroecology, I 

differentiate between two levels of the manifestation of agroecology, once the network level 

and second the movement level. On the network level, agroecology is represented 

institutionally by the organisation Agroecology Works!, while the movement level refers to 

the spaces and actors in which agroecology manifests bottom up in the values, daily practices, 
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political work and lifestyle of people. The argument made here, which is guiding the 

analysis of the empirical case study, is that the Swiss agroecological network would need 

to further evolve into an overarching movement by enhancing the politicisation of 

agroecology and hence increasing the transformative capacity of a collective political 

agroecological social movement. 

Hence, it is especially in the nexus between collective action, social movement building and 

politics that this thesis connects to agroecology. In search of a transformative political 

agroecology in Switzerland, in the following chapter, I first aim to contextualise the current 

situation of agroecology with literature on (political) agroecology and base it further upon the 

theoretical foundations of the post-political and social movements. 
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Aligned with my theoretical framework, I here identify different (political) practises of 

agroecological social movements (AESM) by a systematic literature review. Doing so, I also 

pay attention to how such engagement can tilt to de-politicisation, as described in the 

theoretical framework. I elaborate and reflect on AESM’s opportunities, strengths, limitations 

and leverage points for food system transformation as well as the difficulty to construct a 

definition of AESM. Lastly, I highlight the current stance of the Swiss agroecology movement 

and set it into context to the presented literature. 

The literature used in this section was primarily obtained through the Scopus database. The 

search prompts focused on combinations of the terms agroecology, movement, 

transformation, food sovereignty and Europe, which led to a total of 141 results. Inclusion 

criteria included empirical work and excluded articles that focus on areas outside of the 

European continent. This led to a final sample of 10 articles from which I could identify 

further sources through snowballing. Most sources are academic articles and/or stem from the 

European agroecology mapping project (Wezel & Bellon, 2018). Table 6, shown in Section 

9.2, presents the literature used.  

 

When referring to AESM, I here specifically address social movements affiliated with the 

values and principles of agroecology on a political dimension. It is not synonymous with the 

term “agroecology movement” that often emerges in the literature (see e.g. Wezel et al., 

2018), which further encompasses the engagement of agroecological agricultural practice and 

science. While the terminology of “agroecology movement” is popular both in public and 

academic discourse, I here aim to nuance the political relationship of agroecology to civil 

society. As the following literature review shows, AESM is an umbrella concept for a high 

diversity of initiatives that affiliate with the ideas of agroecology and food sovereignty. 

However, both agroecology and food sovereignty are concepts situated in a “territory of 

dispute” (Giraldo & Rosset, 2018), making it difficult to conceptualise the concept of AESM. 

As there is no single agroecological worldview, and likely not every AESM adopts food 

sovereignty as a key concept, the definition of AESM as well as its relation to food 

sovereignty can only remain loose.  

This reflects in the literature, which shows the difficulties to identify initiatives3 that 

intentionally affiliate with agroecology and see themselves as part of an AESM (Brumer et al., 

2023; Kummer, 2021; Moudrý et al., 2018) or difficulties in identifying the (political) value 

set of agroecology in social movements at all (Seremesic et al., 2021). This might be caused 

 
3 Initiatives in this case can both relate to a single actor (e.g. pioneering farmer) or an established network of 

actors (e.g. food cooperative or community supported agriculture exchange network).  
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by the difficulty in working with the terminology of social movement and their often-

attributed stereotype as “banner-waving activist” (Scoones, 2015), as well as the respective 

idea that social movements are clearly differentiable entities. Emerging with this idea comes a 

field of tension, where an initiative can be part of AESMs without having adopted this 

definition for themselves. AESMs can also be conglomerates of multiple initiatives, ranging 

from highly organised and formal networks (e.g. Stassart et al., 2018) to loose informal 

structures (e.g. Balogh et al., 2020). From a relational perspective, it is arguably less the self-

definition and categorisation of an initiative to be agroecological that makes them part of 

AESMs. It is rather the value and politically informed interactions and hence the relations of 

an initiative that shape the “belonging” to a social movement. In that sense, AESMs can exist 

even without the usage of the terminology of agroecology or the partaking initiatives knowing 

each other. The other way around, an initiative or movement defining itself as agroecological 

might not embody the holistic understanding and its normative core of food sovereignty, 

creating practises of co-optation (e.g. Alonso-Fradejas et al., 2020).  

The difficulty in identifying AESM in Europe reflects the challenge of agroecology in the 

Global North to arrive in the “political arena of progressive social movements” (Altieri & 

Holt-Giménez, 2016). Which however stands in a slight paradoxical relation to the Catalonian 

case analysis of Di Masso and Zografos (2015), that in the Global North, food sovereignty 

seems a higher motivation-factor to engage in action for social change, e.g. through organised 

consumption groups, for (urban) food consumers than (rural) producers. Following these 

lines, one would expect AESMs in Europe to emerge rather in the urban than rural context, 

which the reviewed literature provided here generally suggests. This marks an important point 

of reflection regarding the political consequences of these movements. Suggesting, for the 

European context, that alternative food system practices are more likely to occur through 

urban folks demanding alternative food provisioning practices, questions whether such 

practises may be de-politicising. If such practises only serve the goal of seeking a morally 

better lifestyle, such may fall into simulative prefigurative ways of de-politicisation. The 

depth and persistence of prefiguration are decisive for its transformatory outcome, as in the 

extent that the opposition to dominant patterns of commercialised and individualised 

economic relations is enacted and endured during times of rising inflation or crises.  

 

Diving into the literature on AESMs in Europe, a diversity of social and political activism that 

challenges the status quo of food production and consumption presents itself. The systematic 

literature search provided concepts such as Permaculture (Latvia), Living Labs (Germany, 

Austria), citizen-led Food Councils (Germany), food cooperatives and alternative food 

networks (AFN) (Germany, Austria, Poland), participatory guarantee systems (Spain), market 

gardening (Sweden), community gardens and farms (Hungary), eco-villages (Hungary) as 
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well as urban initiatives in city-regions like the transition town movement (United Kingdom) 

or initiatives focusing on time banks and social currencies (Spain). Many of these presented 

initiatives correspond to food provisioning or social practices and seemingly differ from a 

common understanding of social movements. Nevertheless, they represent “practised 

engagement” (Scoones, 2015), creating cohesion for a collective response in the light of 

agroecology.  

The main themes identified in the literature on the political engagement of AESM are: Policy 

work, activism, prefigurative practices, public awareness building, and knowledge production 

and skill sharing. Subsequently, I elaborate further on the practices of these themes and 

present respective connections in the literature. 

Networking and public awareness building 

The most obvious political practice of AESMs is to promote and advocate agroecology in 

public spaces. The literature presents multiple cases in which AESMs engage in creating 

awareness and legitimacy for agroecology as a crucial alternative to the industrial agri-food 

system. This may happen through formal agroecological networks (Raffle & Carey, 2018; 

Stassart et al., 2018), but can also be grounded in locality through the promotion of local 

brands and traditional food culture (Balogh et al., 2020; Felcis, 2021). Different forms of 

awareness building are present in the literature: Food festivals, food networks newsletter 

(Raffle & Carey, 2018), social media (Felcis, 2021) or events that showcase agroecology 

(Bossard, 2024). Considering the theoretical framework, creating public visibility does not 

necessarily present a political practice. Contrarily, if awareness building is only carried out 

without any (re-)politicisation of a political demand by responding to an issue of socio-

ecological justice, and/or problematising and opposing other actors, attention may be created 

but with a lack of transformational, or even de-politicising, effects. The continuous use of 

neutral, mainstream, accommodating or conflict-free framings may lead to “good-washing” 

and co-optation of one’s own political cause, similar to different analyses of the transition 

town movement (Dilley, 2017; Kenis & Mathijs, 2014b). Similarly, in public relations and 

campaigning, actors failing to realise that self-legitimisation through scientific knowledge and 

expertise is political can narrow the political space and hence may perpetuate a post-political 

state. 

Another example of AESMs’ general political engagement is the collectivisation of 

agroecological actors. The most prominent agroecological collectivisations mentioned in the 

literature are organic farmer movements or unions, which in many cases represent the initial 

manifestation of agroecological principles in European countries (Balogh et al., 2020; Brumer 

et al., 2023; Migliorini et al., 2018; Seremesic et al., 2021; Stassart et al., 2018). However, the 

organic sector cannot simply be subsumed to agroecology, as critiques of a 

“conventionalised” organic sector raise the issue of applying the industrialised linear logic to 
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organic agriculture (De Molina Navarro, 2015), which may even co-opt and hence de-

politicise the issues that the organic movement originally addressed for systematic socio-

ecological change. Nevertheless, the core values of organic farming and the corresponding 

social networks are important to be recognised in the further building of re-politicising 

AESMs in a European context, as they present the origin of agroecological values, practices 

and pioneers. 

Urban and city-region initiatives form another cluster of interesting actors in the formation of 

localised AESMs. The analysed literature showed in the case of Valencia (Spain) and Bristol 

(UK) that, through prefigurative action and political organisation, well-established urban 

initiatives enabled the integration of agroecological principles into municipal policies (Raffle 

& Carey, 2018; Sarabia et al., 2021). While Brumer et al. (2023) do not mention the impact of 

the citizen-led food policy councils of Vienna (Austria) and Frankfurt (Germany), their work 

might be influential to the municipal agri-food policy once a window of opportunity opens. 

Sarabia et al. (2021) conclude through their analysis of urban initiatives that networks, 

bridging the urban-rural dichotomy of food producers and food consumers, are important in 

the pursuit of broadly manifesting agroecology. In this light, Felcis’s (2021) analysis of the 

Latvian permaculture movement showcases the importance of having diversity of initiatives 

in the collectivisation for AESMs. Permaculture as part of agroecology might not offer a 

silver-bullet approach to “sustainable food systems”, but presents a “condensation-nuclei” 

which can bring together “city dwellers, recent and aspiring ‘back-to-the-landers’, small town 

inhabitants, and rural people” over a shared interest (Felcis, 2021, p. 19). This might be due to 

permaculture’s popularity and easily accessible ethical and philosophical framework, which 

provides an interesting entry point to think about the popularisation of agroecology for a 

broad audience and a factor of building AESM.  

Beyond more formal and mainstream approaches, in the case of Belgium’s “potato-war”, civil 

disobedience helped to raise awareness and public debate on the future development of food 

production. Van Dyck et al. (2018) describe how another action in 2011, when activists 

swapped genetically modified potato plants with organic substitutes in a field trial, triggered a 

public debate on the collaboration of universities with multinational corporations and GMOs 

in food. While such activism is often quickly stigmatised as extreme or radical, it poses a 

form of resistance against hegemonic and oppressive structures that is deeply political and 

should not be too quickly denounced as a threat to liberal democracy or social welfare. In 

contrast, depending on the action and its context, such activists’ practices can be seen as 

political care and an act to strengthen (or safe) democratic values and structures (Rosenthal, 

2018).  
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Policy work and activism 

The literature shows that through their political presence in policy and public spaces, AESMs 

work on gaining influence in changing legal frameworks, financing and prevailing power 

structures. In the example of the case study on the city-region of Valencia,  Sarabia et al. 

(2021) identified main factors which enabled the integration of agroecological principles into 

policy as well as the signing of the Milan Urban Policy Pact. These were the creation of 

informal agri-food governance spaces by empowered social movements; the promotion of 

networking, reflection and social learning in these spaces (e.g. the generation of awareness for 

territory); the elaboration of a vision of radical changes for sustainability; and the promotion 

of disruptive agri-food initiatives embodying the paradigm of agroecology and food 

sovereignty. The citizen-led food councils in Germany and Austria, mentioned by Brumer et 

al. (2023), also represent such informal agri-food governance spaces. These connect 

politically to agroecology by their objectives to both promote regional, fair and ecological 

food supply as well as decentralising food systems and decision-making processes.  

Political space can also be claimed by civil disobedience, which was a common tool in 

Belgium for movement mobilisation and problematising the cooperation of public universities 

with agri-business (Stassart et al., 2018; Van Dyck et al., 2018). In the act of public land 

occupation against the construction of a new prison, activists cultivated the plot with potatoes. 

This way of movement building shows the strength of food movements in reinforcing broader 

struggles and ways in which food can be politicised (Van Dyck et al., 2018). Such is to be 

considered a crucial tool in the politicisation of agroecology in the Global North, as it comes 

from grassroots actors, activism brings political agroecology into society outside the 

involvement of NGOs or academia, making it more connectable and part of a collective 

struggle. 

Prefigurative practices 

A central element in the collectivisation of agroecological actors and initiatives are AFNs, 

which exemplify different ways of organising food provisioning. While having different 

forms and sizes, the commonality of AFNs lies in the creation of networks and the 

sidestepping of the highly commercialised mainstream food supply chains to support 

decentralised agroecological ways to grow and market food. Examples from the literature are 

CSAs (Balogh et al., 2020; Brumer et al., 2023; Drottberger et al., 2021; Migliorini et al., 

2018; Popławska, 2020), (organic) cooperative supermarkets (Popławska, 2020; Sarabia et al., 

2021) and further farmers’ markets, community and allotment gardens, farm-to-table box 

schemes (Popławska, 2020), and participatory guarantee systems (Sarabia et al., 2021). 

Poplawska (2020, p. 57) ascribes AFNs the role as the backbone of the informal agroecology 

movement in Poland, but also disenchants them from being a silver bullet solution as “not all 

AFNs represent food decommodification” and might not be alternative in terms of their 
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economic practises. However, Poplawska (2020) highlights the focus on social integration, the 

grounded nature, the preservation of small-scale farming and an increased reflexivity towards 

eating practices and environmental objectives that AFNs can facilitate. Through this 

broadness, AFNs can connect to political agroecology as they can prefigurate an 

agroecological food future and therefore make visible that alternatives to the industrialised 

food system exist. Such as in the example of Swedish market gardeners of Drottberger et al. 

(2021), where market gardeners prefiguratively oppose mainstream food system actors like 

retailers and wholesalers and seek a redistribution of power and strong lateral collaboration 

with other market gardeners.  

In the search for AESMs in Europe, living labs further make an interesting case as they link 

different stakeholders in open innovation networks to develop and implement agroecological 

practises (Brumer et al., 2023). By transcending separations between farm-level, value-chain 

and research, such initiatives connect actors and enable the co-creation of alternative (local) 

food systems and knowledge based on agroecological principles. However, such projects may 

only sustain if they are funded continuously or emerged bottom-up and found independence 

from large-scale funding schemes.  

Knowledge production and skill sharing 

In many cases of European AESMs, agroecology is related to knowledge production and skill 

sharing around land management. This happens often in the form of practitioner networks or 

research-practice collaborations. In fact, Anderson et al. (2022) stress the importance of 

collective agroecological learning experiences as a main factor in connecting abstract politics 

around food sovereignty and the on-ground practices of agroecology. From their perspective, 

building empowered AESMs relies on the advancement of learning and knowledge 

production that resists the cultural/technical hegemony imposed through mainstream 

agricultural education and other mainstream knowledge institutions (C. R. Anderson et al., 

2022). An important part of practitioner networks, in which agroecological knowledge is 

preserved and developed, is further the collective conservation of heirloom varieties (Felcis, 

2021). Also, Migliorini et al. (2018) describe how seed sovereignty represents a central core 

of collectivisation of agroecological actors in Italy. Such examples show the importance of 

recognising these seemingly mere practical activities (e.g. seed swaps) in their connection to 

the political levels of agroecology (e.g. seed sovereignty). 

 

Agroecology as a term and concept has only recently become more prominent in Switzerland, 

even though practices, science and social movements aligned with the contemporary 

definition of agroecology have already existed and developed for decades. Some important 

manifestations are the creation of vegan-organic farming principles by Mina Hofstetter in 
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1915 (Winistörfer, 2001), the creation of the first known CSA in Europe in the 1960s (Adam, 

2006; DeMuth, 1993), the founding of the FiBL research institute for organic agriculture in 

1973 (FiBL, 2019), or the work of the peasant union Uniterre since 1951, nowadays the Swiss 

member of La Via Campesina (Uniterre, 2024).  

Since 2019, agroecology in Switzerland was institutionalised by the loose network 

Agroecology Works!, which later in 2022 was further established as a formal association 

(Agroecology Works!, 2022). The Agroecology Works! network, subsequently mentioned by 

the agroecological network, is formed by 34 different institutions reaching from universities, 

research institutes, small-holder farmers unions, development cooperation NGOs, grassroot 

movements, labelling organisations to foundations, with the goal to push for a “people before 

profit” paradigm shift in the food system (Agroecology Works!, 2022). Agroecology Works! 

takes next to the 9 pillars of Nyéléni, also the 10 FAO elements (FAO, 2015) and the 13 

HLPE principles (HLPE, 2019) of agroecology as their foundation (Agroecology Works!, 

2022). To increase public attention of agroecology has been one of the main objectives of 

Agroecology Works!. For that reason, Agroecology Works! has, for the past four years, been 

organising the event series The Days of Agroecology (TDA)4, to showcase, connect and 

strengthen agroecological initiatives throughout Switzerland (Agroecology Works!, 2024b).  

As part of the agroecology mapping project of Agroecology Europe, Teuber (2023) defines 

other (agroecological) social movements, next to Agroecology Works!, engaged with 

agroecology. These initiatives range from NGOs, citizens' assemblies, farmer unions to 

popular CSAs and cooperatives. Based on key-informant interviews, Teuber (2023) identifies 

three topics that are seen to be most relevant for these AESM in Switzerland: establishment of 

regional value chains and true costs and fair prices in food trade, peasant rights, and the 

importance of building networks. In the context of the literature presented here, the AESM in 

the case of Switzerland appears both formally and informally. Formally, through the 

representation of the agroecology network, which also solidarizes with the global agroecology 

and food sovereignty movement. And informally through grassroots initiatives that mostly 

grow out of social experimentation on alternative food provisioning strategies. Agroecology 

in Switzerland has had two clear political appearances through the two open petitions 

launched by Agroecology Works!. These petitions requested a response from the federal 

council on the national implementation of the agroecological principles and, second, on the 

ongoing decreasing numbers of (small-holder) farm operations and the respective implications 

of the growing average farm size. Many other informal political practices also took place, 

such as citizens' assemblies on the Swiss food system (Lehner, 2023; UVO & FiBL, n.d.), the 

 
4 In German the event series is called Tage der Agrarökologie which gives the same abbreviation TDA as from 

The Days of Agroecology 
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formation of CSAs (Vaderna et al., 2022), and many other local agroecological initiatives that 

involve civil engagement (e.g. Bossard, 2024).  

 

To conclude, there is not a lot of empirically based literature in Europe which characterises 

the food system related social movements in their formation, functions and practices (see 

table 6 in the appendix). Much of the literature on agroecology in Europe focuses on mapping 

and defining agroecology in different geographical contexts. While much of this research 

describes the history of agroecological practises, different networks and educational 

programs, often little is known about political action from the involved actors.  

In the attempt to develop a framework for AESMs, it became clear that such social 

movements are not differentiable entities. They appear in various forms, sizes and 

compositions, both formal and informal, and also overlap and merge nationally and 

internationally. While in both rural and urban spaces AESMs were identified, the importance 

of increasing the transformative capacity of agroecology in Europe lies in the connection of 

these initiatives over political positions and collaborative political action. It is not farmers 

doing agroecology, researchers studying agroecology, and civil society actors promoting and 

attending an agroecology lifestyle, but eventually the connection and culmination of these 

practises that give momentum to the agroecology movement and the political project of food 

sovereignty.  

The understanding of AESMs gained through this literature review, as collectivised practices 

around agroecological values and worldviews, seems a promising approach for researching 

AESMs' transformative capacity. Furthermore, the different mechanisms of politicisation as 

well as existing practises of AESMs identified in the literature present an inspirational 

collection, presented in table 4 below, of how AESMs could generally politicise agroecology 

in Europe. However, it should be recognised that, as discussed in Section 2.1.5, such practises 

can tilt to de-politicisation through different mechanisms such as simulative prefiguration, 

expertisation, or continuous conflict avoidance. 
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Category Examples Sources 

Public awareness 

building 

Agroecology networks, promotion 

of local brands and traditional food 

culture, local food festivals, food 

network newsletters 

Balogh et al., 2020; Bossard, 

2024; Felcis, 2021; Raffle & 

Carey, 2018; Stassart et al., 

2018 

Collectivisation 
Organic movement, CSA network, 

permaculture groups, 

Balogh et al., 2020; Brumer 

et al., 2023; Felcis, 2021; 

Migliorini et al., 2018; 

Seremesic et al., 2021; 

Stassart et al., 2018 

Policy work and 

activism 

Citizen-led food policy councils, 

civil-disobedience 

Brumer et al., 2023; Van 

Dyck et al., 2018 

Prefiguration of 

alternative food 

systems 

CSAs, alternative food networks, 

time banks, social currencies 

Balogh et al., 2020; Brumer 

et al., 2023; Drottberger et 

al., 2021; Migliorini et al., 

2018; Popławska, 2020 

Knowledge production 

and preservation, skill 

sharing 

Knowledge exchange groups 

(farmer-to-farmer), seed swaps 

C. R. Anderson et al., 2022; 

Felcis, 2021; Migliorini et 

al., 2018 

 

  

Table 4: In the literature identified socio-political practices of Agroecological Social Movements in Europe with potential 

(de-)politicisation 
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This chapter presents the general research approach and the methods for data collection and 

analysis. I further clarify my positionality as a researcher, as well as this work’s position in the 

political process around agroecology.  

 

For this research, I have chosen an iterative research approach in which the research 

questions, methods and analysis are revised cyclically based on the theory and data collected. 

The choice of this approach was a result of the fact that I had to conduct my fieldwork before 

I had fully developed the research design and theoretical framework. The research objective 

was sharpened and concretised throughout the research process to make full use of the data 

collected and to look at the case from the perspective of social movement theory rather than 

from a broader governance perspective. 

Researching a contextualised socio-political phenomenon, I employ ethnographic methods for 

data collection and qualitative data analysis. Following an abductive coding approach, this 

work not only works with hard theory, which is deductively applied to the data, but further 

seeks to expand the theories through inductive coding to a political agroecology framework. 

As presented in the visualisation of figure 1 below, the three main theories and concepts used 

in this work, agroecology, post-political theory, and social movement theory, are brought 

together to advance the understanding of food system transformation in the specific case of 

Switzerland, and further on a theoretical level. To respond to the research questions, I analyse 

the data through the lens provided in the theoretical framework while using different sources 

of data. 

In a first step, through the analysis of the political condition of the food system in Switzerland 

by using public policy documents and further literature, I respond to sub-research question 1 

(SRQ 1) and set the context within which this research is embedded. Second, to answer SRQ 

2 and research the politicisation of the agroecology movement in Switzerland, I draw on 

fieldwork conducted during the event series “Tage der Agrarökologie” from October 2024. 

The results of SRQ 1 and 2, together with further insights from the literature and theory, 

respond to SRQ 3 in the discussion. 
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Subsequently, I briefly explain for each of the first two research questions the main methods 

and sources through which data was obtained. Two different data sets, empirical data and 

documents/grey literature, were utilised in the research process. These were chosen to both 

present the bottom-up perspective of the movement, through grounded ethnographic methods 

(empirical), as well as representing the top-down formal policy framework (documents) that 

the agroecology movement is, partly, opposed to. To mediate between the two, further grey 

literature is employed to highlight how recent important moments in agri-food politics in 

Switzerland have related to a potential post-political arrangement. I further deliberately chose 

not to base the analysis of SRQ1 on empirical data for reasons of feasibility, as this would 

have required much more fieldwork. 

 

This part of the analysis draws on specific political points of the Swiss food system to analyse 

its post-political complexion and differentiates between policy and general food system 

politics. The response to SRQ 1 is based on context-specific agroecological literature, a brief 

review of recent popular referendums in food system politics, as well as on coding two 

decisive policy documents of the Swiss Federal Office of Agriculture (FOAG) through an 

interpretative document analysis approach. These documents are namely, the agri-food system 

Figure 1: Use of theories and concepts in the structure of this research  
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vision until 2050 (Federal Office for Agriculture, 2024b) and the newest reform of the 

FOAG’s climate strategy (Federal Office for Agriculture, 2023).  

After the suspension of the AP2022+ reform on the legal framework of agriculture in the year 

2021, much weight was shifted to the follow-up processes and the upcoming reform in the 

year 2030, whose preparations are currently underway. I hence centre the post-political’s 

contextual analysis around the preparatory processes of the AP2030+ reform (Agrarpolitik 

nach 2030, agricultural policy after 2030), which is the current centre piece of food system 

politics in Switzerland. The two policies were chosen for two reasons. Once, both strongly 

inform the AP2030+. Further, I take their respective official website articles and presentations 

into account (Federal Office for Agriculture, 2024a, 2024c). Second, the political processes 

and institutional mechanisms within the Swiss Federal Office of Agriculture are central to the 

understanding of the political dimension in formal food system governance. The FOAG is 

responsible for the management of the legal framework that regulates the allocation of 

finances, resources, rights, ordinances and laws in agriculture. Hence, the ministry is a 

powerful actor in informing the direction of how and what food is produced, traded, 

distributed and consumed. Next to these societal consequences, land management related to 

food and agriculture accounts for just a bit more than a third of Switzerland’s surface area 

(Federal Statistical Office, 2024) and hence has a dominant influence on the ecological 

balance and manifestations of the natural environment.  

 

To answer the second research question, I conducted fieldwork during the event series TDA, 

which was organised by the agroecology network Agroecology Works!. This event series 

presents an interesting opportunity to look at the manifestation and representation of 

agroecology on different levels and across different food system practices in Switzerland. A 

total of 71 events were held during this event series, spreading out to all geographical and 

cultural areas of the country (Agroecology Works!, 2024b). The event series, held under the 

theme “Die Zukunft schmeckt! Wir haben Lösungen!” (“The future tastes delicious! We have 

solutions!”), was highly diverse in its forms and, for example, entailed farm visits, 

conferences, webinars, tastings, practical workshops, or reading sessions. 

I collected data mainly through participant observation and spontaneous interviews during a 

total of 18 events, six online and 12 on-site and one event outside of the TDA event series (see 

table 5 of events in Section 9.1). I conducted two more formal interviews on-site, for which 

informed consent for recording and transcription was given, and many short informal 

interviews, which often happened in breaks of the events and only notes were taken of. The 

interviews were conducted without a prepared interview guide but followed questions and 

themes that related to the event. To reflect on the event series’ impact as a whole, the data 

collection is further expanded to the concept, the summary, and the website of the TDA 
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(Agroecology Works!, 2024a, 2024b). The collected data consists of extensive field notes, 

recordings, pictures, reflections and journaling. 

During the participant observation, I used an observation guide that I had previously prepared 

(see appendix in Section 9.3). While I used it as a printed-out guide and for my notes more in 

the beginning, later in the research process, I familiarised myself well with it and wrote down 

observations mostly independently from it. My role in participant observation differed 

between the events, but also during events. As the situations I studied were highly diverse, my 

role as a researcher and hence my relation to the other participants changed constantly. 

Following Kawulich’s (2005) descriptions of the stances of the observer, during conferences, 

for example, I often experienced myself as observer as participant, while during farm visits in 

small groups, I would identify more as participant as observer due to the more personal 

atmosphere and proximity. But this role could quickly change, e.g. during the breaks of the 

conference. When I exchanged perspectives with other participants, I moved from being a 

more passive observer to an active participant while still trying to obtain data. I never found 

myself as a complete participant or complete observer, the extremes of the participant 

observation’s gradient, since I’d always either ask questions to participate and provoke more 

useful data or share beforehand that I attend as a researcher. Also, the difference between 

online and on-field events impacted my involvement, as online events are less interactive by 

nature. However, it happened in both online and on-field situations that I, and my role as 

researcher, were introduced, and hence my position as observer was emphasised.  

I understand this thesis as part of an action research framework, to which multiple formats 

have been sought along the research process. Already in the formation phase of this research, 

much contact with the agroecological network was sought. The research direction was 

developed in cooperation with ETH professor and scientific representative of Agroecology 

Works! Johanna Jacobi. Also, at that stage and later, I was in contact with both co-

coordinators and other team members of the Agroecology Works! network and exchanged 

ideas, concerns and reflections. I further received a letter of confirmation from the network 

that my research was collusive with Agroecology Works! for when I reached out to the event 

organiser to ask for informed consent and participation in the events. Participant observation 

as the method for the main data collection further suited this objective and was used to 

disseminate the ideas of political agroecology during the research process. The perspectives 

worked out in this thesis will be shared back to the agroecology network, at a stage after the 

writing process and outside the thesis’s formal part, for reasons of time limitation5.  

 
5 However, only sharing back results does not seem to be sufficient in preventing a further scientisation of 

agroecology in the context of this work. While I here may contribute to triggering new perspectives, exchanges, 

strategies and collaborations within the agroecology network (and beyond in the movement), it requires to step 

back from mainstream understandings of consultancy, which are often based on an assumed hierarchy of 
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I was restricted by language choices and could not attend events held completely in French, 

but I participated in four national-level events, where diverse perspectives (from 

Switzerland’s French and German parts) were present. Therefore, the result might not be fully 

representative of all parts of Switzerland. Apart from this restriction, I chose a diverse 

selection of event formats to conduct fieldwork in. These choices were guided by the event’s 

direct relevance for food system politics, the aim to capture a broad diversity of food system 

actors’ perspectives, the potential to gain insights into institutional processes and positions, as 

well as by practicalities such as the event’s accessibility (financially, spatially, and timewise). 

At times, I had to decide which events I would attend while excluding others. Many of the 

events were not clear on their connection to agroecology or didn’t seem to have a political 

dimension at all. However, I would not exclude them as potential important sources of data, as 

they might have surprisingly political dimensions (e.g. farm visits and alternative direct 

marketing strategies). Other events were clearly related to agri-food politics (e.g. conference 

on the future of agriculture in Switzerland), which made it interesting to look at how political 

elements were presented or obscured.   

 

The qualitative data analysis was conducted in atlas.ti and followed a content analysis 

approach as its main method. The coding was done abductively and hence combined 

deductive coding, along the lines of the theoretical framework (sub-section 2.1.5) and 

inductive coding. The objective of the abductive approach is to “understand topics better and 

form more complete theories” (Delve & Limpaecher, 2023), hence, in abductive coding, 

anomalies in the data are embraced, as they inform new codes and give input for the theory. 

Abductive coding was chosen as the theories used are well developed and suitable for 

deductive analysis, while at the same time, the ubiquitous and pervasive nature of the political 

requires to analytically react highly context specific and hence work from data to theory. This 

approach appears further useful to not only create inputs to the theory, but also to inform 

actors of the agroecology movement in Switzerland through contextualised and concrete 

insights. 

 

Part of the answer to SRQ 1 was derived through a deductively driven document analysis of 

two main state-level policies of the FOAG. The codes used in the analysis of Swiss food 

governance were derived through the theoretical framework (see sub-section 2.1.3) and 

 
knowledge holders. Hence, I here understand the contribution of this work less to the extent that knowledge is 

made available to others, but in the triggering of reflection and debate on the cause, situation and values of 

agroecology as a movement this may cause. Whereby I mean to raise attention to how agroecology is itself 

inherently embedded in the antagonistic tensions and political processes of human societies, with which it has to 

engage in order to be transformative and counteract the ongoing hegemony. 
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mainly focused on the three preliminary described post-political characteristics: push for 

consensus, technocratic governance, and neoliberal lock-in. The policies were in a first round 

coded deductively using this characterisation to show mechanisms of de-politicisation, as well 

as with characterisations that mark politicising sections showing interaction in a profoundly 

political dimension. These codes of politicisation were derived from the theoretical 

framework and were defined as follows: contestation of power structures, dissent and conflict, 

foregrounding of inequalities, ontological problematisation, and pluralism.  

In a second round, the formerly defined excerpts were refined with inductive codes to expand 

the post-political analysis into further detail, such as in the dimension of time and constituting 

factors of the (post-)political characterisations. These codes were: conflict mitigation, 

conflicts of objectives, consumer/structural/individual responsibility, problem representation, 

long-term vs. short-term, and food system transformation framework. 

 

The qualitative analysis for the second research question is based on the ethnographic 

fieldwork carried out and was conducted with reference to the theoretical framework. In a first 

step, recordings made during events and interviews were transcribed (see Section 9.4 on this) 

using transcription software. If there were obvious errors in the transcription, these were 

corrected in the sections from which quotations were made for coding. 

Building on the code set that was operationalised in the theoretical framework, I first coded 

for the mechanisms of de-politicisation and re-politicisation more deductively. By going 

through the data non-chronologically and focusing on events I was present in person over 

online events, I aimed to gain deep analytical insight and refine my code set for inductive 

coding, which mostly followed in the second round, but partly also at the same time. The 

respective code book is provided in Section 9.4. 

At first, the analytical entry point to the TDA was to understand the event series as an open 

forum in which political practices of agroecological actors could be observed in the general 

discourse of the TDA and on the level of individual actors and initiatives6 (movement level).  

However, after coding the first few events, as part of the iterative research process, a revision 

of the respective sub-research question was considered, as the data revealed tensions in 

essentialising the agroecology movement and categorising actors and initiatives inside or 

outside the movement. Eventually, SRQ 2 remained the same, but the analytical focus was 

 
6 The TDA of 2024 are based on a decentralised organisation with AgroecologyWorks! facilitating an online 

platform and promotion, but only giving guidelines (Agroecology Works!, 2024a). The guidelines mainly 

requested event organisers to team up with at least one other organisation and align their event with the theme, 

they further explained the objective of the TDA and regulated the role distribution of facilitators and organisers. 

None of the applicants have been declined (personal information from D. Hürlimann, main coordinator of the 

TDA, during a phone call on the 11.11.2024).  
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broadened to research the event series as a whole, as a political practice of the agroecology 

network (network level). The focus on the actor’s level remained part of the analysis and is 

understood to inform a more general learning about how politicisation of food system 

dynamics through agroecology takes place. Eventually, most of the fieldwork data was coded 

and analysed following the theoretical framework, including the code set on political 

agroecology. Inductive codes emerged during the coding process and were grouped in the 

“Inductive codes” code group or labelled in the codebook with an “Ind_” prefix. 

 

My positionality shapes and interacts with this research. Being born and (re-)politicised in 

Switzerland led to conducting this research in the chosen context. The work on different farms 

and as an intern in agricultural politics has shaped my perspective on what it means to bring 

about change through formal politics or in everyday life. When starting this thesis, I was led 

by a need and wish to open up people’s imaginative capacities and encourage them to rethink 

our fundamental beliefs and value systems.  

Conducting much of the fieldwork through ethnographic methods, the “I” clearly and 

intentionally becomes part of the research process and outcome. By strongly relating the 

analysis and interpretation of this work to literature and documentation, I aim for a coherent 

and transparent outcome. This is especially important as already during fieldwork (at the very 

beginning of this piece of research), it became clear to me that my own beliefs and values 

were also tested and affected through the experiences made. Such is, for example, the case in 

my position as (agroecological) researcher, which I have found to be more political than 

expected at the start of this project.  

Much thought about the usefulness and the performativity of this work has been given to the 

research design. The research objective of this thesis is generally driven by a wish for change, 

while acknowledging that its directionality must remain within an antagonistic and negotiable 

relationship to others’ visions and worldviews. Nonetheless, through this thesis, I personally 

aim to contribute to agroecology’s work and struggle in the Swiss context and its global 

connections. This also shapes my motivation for action-oriented research. 

Through this work, I aim to politicise agroecology, which consequently raises the necessity to 

reflect on the de-politicising consequence of the academic format this work is based. From the 

start, I had the goal to strive for a balance between societal and academic contributions and 

engage constructively with the criticism on European agroecology to be stuck in academic 

and NGO institutions. I embraced the practice of bridging the theory-oriented and abstract 

scientific work and the practical and grounded work of agroecology by being concrete and 

constructive about the outcomes, making visible the thought process behind, as well as 
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searching for ways to integrate the gained perspectives and knowledge back into the political 

process of agroecology.  

 

To align with the ethical procedures for academic research, informed consent for participant 

observation during events, interviews, the creation and use of audio recordings during events 

and interviews is required in this research. These requirements were adhered to, and for each 

event at which participant observations was carried out, the event organisation was informed, 

and an informed consent form was signed by both parties. Some of the events are publicly 

available (e.g. recordings uploaded to YouTube), and therefore, according to DeWalt and 

DeWalt (2011), informed consent was not obtained.  

Two notebooks with notes from the observation are kept confidential, and the digital data 

related to the fieldwork is stored in my personal WUR OneDrive. None of the data is thought 

to cause harm to any of the observed participants or interview respondents. All data will be 

stored on the WUR W-drive in accordance with the CSPS Data Management Plan.  
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This chapter presents the findings of the qualitative data analysis, answering sub-research 

questions 1 and 2 in two respective sections. For SRQ 1, I contextualise the case of the Swiss 

food system with regard to the post-political theory by including context related literature and 

applying the theoretical framework to policy documents. The response to SRQ 2 is based on 

the data collected during fieldwork at the TDA 2024 and the theoretical framework 

operationalised in Section 2.1.5.  

 

To better understand the political conditions in which Swiss agroecological initiatives are 

emerging and operating, this section first looks into context-specific agroecological literature 

and second presents an analysis of two decisive public policy documents through deductive 

coding, based on the theoretical framework. In the context of the call for stronger, more 

progressive social agroecological movements in the Global North (Altieri & Holt-Giménez, 

2016), this context-based understanding is becoming increasingly important. I here argue that 

for an effective political agroecology to unfold, it is especially important to better understand 

where formal governance, in this case in the reform of the legal agri-food framework, 

conceals conflicts and power asymmetries, pushes for consensus, or de-politicises issues by 

technocratic management.  

 

A remarkable event signifying the condition of the political in Swiss agri-food politics 

happened in spring 2021, when the 4-year revision of Swiss federal agricultural policy 

(AP2022+) was suspended by an alliance of market-liberal and conservative parties in the 

parliament (EATC-N, 2021). Such side-stepping of the political conflict by shutting down the 

overall revision of the legal agri-food framework strategically closed down political space.  

The trajectory leading to the suspension was shaped by the apparentness and the increasingly 

accepted evidence of the food system’s harmful socio-ecological implications. Responding to 

these, formal Swiss agri-food politics generated different policy measures and instruments 

following the inclusion of articles on multifunctionality and food security in the Swiss federal 

constitution in the years before the suspension in 2021. The analysis of Lehner (2023) points 

to deep contradictions in these policy instruments (e.g. maintaining natural resources in the 

long term vs. high short-term productivity for market orientation) and explains that they, as a 

consequence, triggered a deadlock in agri-food politics to which a de-politicising reaction 

followed. 

Lehner (2023) further worked out an elaborate analysis of the Swiss food system from a 

political ecology perspective that supports the understanding of the underlying contradictions 

within formal agri-food politics. The author describes how formal agri-food politics try to 
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respond to the harmful dynamics of the food system, which it is itself supportive of by 

perpetuating capitalist mechanisms, shaping mainstream food production, marketing and 

consumption to undemocratic, unjust, unhealthy and ecologically untenable configurations. 

Lehner (2023) contextualises this in the case of Switzerland along the conflict lines of state-

supported industrialisation of agriculture, capital-intensive animal farming, structural farm 

die-back and growing farm sizes, high rates of food waste and unhealthy diets. The author 

further points out manifold and diverging responses to the harmful ecological impacts and 

sociopolitical developments of the Swiss food system: Alternative farming and food 

provisioning practices (such as organic farming and CSAs), calls for individualistic ethical 

consumerism, corporate co-optation of the discourse around alternative and just food systems, 

as well as the emergence of social movements and political reactions of civil society (Lehner, 

2023).  

Such responses of civil society organisations have been diverse and numerous. Parallel to the 

reform processes initiated by the government in the food system sector, civil society actors 

were active and made use of democratic means to show their disapproval with the conditions 

and outcomes of the current food system. Farmers' protests (SRF, 2024), citizens’ assemblies 

(Bürger:innenrat für Ernährungspolitik, 2022; Rat für Ernährung, 2025) and popular 

referendums indicate these political practices. 

In recent years, multiple popular referendums related to agri-food politics have tried to 

directly influence the Swiss constitution. These petitions concerned the ban of synthetic 

pesticides (Federal Office, 2021), nutrient management and clean drinking water (Federal 

Office, 2021), the abolition of factory farming (Federal Office, 2022) and the protection of 

biodiversity (Federal Office, 2024b). All these popular petitions were rejected by the voting 

population, often with more than 60 % of disaffirmation. But their formation (through the 

collection of 100’000 signatures within 18 months), and the two further upcoming popular 

referendums on domestic production7 as well as GMO-regulation (Federal Office, 2024a, 

2024c) show, nonetheless, that a demand for change of the food system is present in the 

public.  

In all these political processes two strong poles got activated, on one side an allegiance of the 

farmers union with the organisations of the cooperate sector (e.g. Triaca, 2024), and on the 

other side nature and animal protection NGOs, small farmers associations and a majority of 

the organic farming sector (MTI, 2022). Correspondingly, conservative parties affiliated with 

the former and the social-democrat and green parties with the latter pole.  

 
7 The referendum’s full name is “For food security - by strengthening sustainable domestic production, more 

plant-based food and clean drinking water (Food Initiative)” (translations by the author) 
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The processes of these food system reforms triggered a strong polarisation between the 

responsibility of consumers and producers in the public debate and confirmed the relevance of 

political agroecology to contest the prevalent power structures (Kummer & Jacobi, 2023). An 

in-depth political discourse analysis could here further show how the launch of these 

referendums and the ensuing interactions of the involved actors affected the politicisation and 

de-politicisation of the food system, but this would go beyond this thesis’s scope.  

Still, generally speaking, the popular referendum as a tool of the Swiss direct democracy 

makes an interesting case, as it creates a lot of public debate and civil involvement. While 

there is critique on overuse and even counterproductivity of the tool in regards to the popular 

referendums mentioned before  (FiBL, 2024), from a theoretical standpoint the popular 

referendum seems capable of creating political space for conflictual and emancipatory 

encounters and it allows social actors to politicise a cause and expressing their dissent (also in 

opposition to a launched referendum).  

Despite it being an interesting democratic tool, focus should not be lost on the content, 

framing, problem representation, and underlying narrative of individual popular referendums. 

Because these are not naturally resistant against fortifying de-politicisation or giving 

legitimacy to hegemonic neoliberal structures and capitalist realism. An example of this 

tension presents the referendum for domestic production (Federal Office, 2024c), one of the 

two upcoming referendums that has successfully collected the required signatures. It demands 

alteration in the Swiss federal constitution to orient agri-food politics in the long-term on 

reaching a domestic self-sufficiency grade of 70% by supporting plant-based food and 

nutrition and protecting the foundations of agricultural production, such as biodiversity, soil 

fertility, water and seedfast (non-hybrid) seed and plant material.  

In the turbulence of realpolitik and the already strongly polarised politics of the Swiss food 

system, this particular and most recent referendum appears to seek a narrative that enables 

support of conservative constituencies while advocating for environmental regulations. Doing 

so, it leaves out to address dominant economic and social relations such as power 

asymmetries, the distribution of capital, access to land and means of production, and profit-

oriented food trade that necessitate the current destructive socio-ecological consequences of 

the food system.  

This renders an ambiguous situation between the theoretical perspective and the use of 

referendums in realpolitik: It is likely impossible to address all these issues in a popular 

referendum, since it has to be able to secure a majority. Still, leaving them out might 

contribute to perpetuating the dominant food system discourse based upon business-as-usual 

economic and social structures by the lack of politicisation of these foundational, ontological 

issues.  
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As initially stated, such political processes appear to take place in the tensions between 

politicising “properly political” (Mouffe, 2000) and de-politicisation. However, it seems 

impossible to ultimately ascribe the popular referendum a fixed political consequence, as the 

debate might trigger responses and open political spaces not yet conceivable, where more 

basal structures of the food system are contested.   

 

The two policies chosen for the analysis of formal agri-food politics are the agri-food system 

vision until 2050 (Federal Office for Agriculture, 2024b) and the newest reform of the 

FOAG’s climate strategy (Federal Office for Agriculture, 2023), which both strongly inform 

the AP2030+.  

Vision 2050 

The report “Postulate report on the direction of agricultural policy until 2050” (Federal 

Office for Agriculture, 2024b), analysed here, was issued as a response to the suspension of 

the AP2022+ agricultural policy reform. The parliament mandated the federal council, in this 

case represented by the FOAG, to assess eight subtopics that were the main points of 

disagreement in the preparation of the AP2022+ reform and to clarify the vision and strategic 

development of agri-food policy until 2050. The policy report, subsequently mentioned as 

Vision 2050, is structured by a situation analysis, future condition assessment, a vision for the 

agri-food system in the year 2050, implementation strategy, and the corresponding role of 

food system actors as well as respective synergies and conflicts of objectives. The 

development of the policy included food system stakeholders’ participation to the extent that 

they were invited to an initial workshop and were consulted for their feedback on the first 

draft of the report.  

In front of this backdrop, I assess the interaction of the policy with the political and hence 

infer from this relation how formal governance is de-politicising the food system. The policy 

revealed both political and post-political arrangements. As shown in the subsequent 

paragraphs, these can be made visible through assessing different mechanisms of how the 

FOAG navigates responsibility, conflict, expertise, narratives and problem representations. 

Problem assessment 

In its situation assessment of the Swiss food system, the FOAG takes on some clear positions 

regarding the current system’s failures on social, economic and ecological levels. The FOAG 

acknowledges the persistence and predominance of unhealthy diets (among others, too much 

ultra-processed foods, meat, sugar, alcohol) and the significant negative ecological impact of 

the current food consumption, which, according to the report, occurs especially outside of the 

country. Further, the ministry is aware of the relatively small proportion of arable land per 
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capita in Switzerland, and problematises the predominant use of this land for feed instead of 

food production. In this, the current set-up of animal farming (mainly pigs and poultry) is 

presented as a major environmental issue. The FOAG also points out the failure of the market 

to reflect negative externalities from agricultural production in food prices, leading to 

malfunctioning market mechanisms and the necessity for state intervention. And with regard 

to the structural organisation of the food system, the FOAG also addresses the problem of 

power asymmetries and concentrations of upstream and downstream actors in agriculture that, 

for example, lead to unequal shares of the burden to adapt to climate change. 

In this assessment, however, it occurs that these problems are abstractly put forward into an 

open space, unclear what actors are asked to act upon the targeted issues. The adhered 

conflicts of the presented problems and their respective consequences and responsibilities 

remain mostly obliterated just when they are mentioned. For example, instead of giving more 

in-depth explanations, the policy tends to relativise the assessed problem by comparing it to 

other problems or following up on a more positive note, as seen in the following quotes: 

“Despite the comparatively small amount of arable land per capita, less than 40 percent of 

arable land in Switzerland is used for direct human consumption. Although livestock numbers 

are relatively stable overall, imports of animal feed have almost doubled in the last 20 years. 

The sector's added value has remained stable and average incomes have risen at individual 

farm level.” (Federal Office for Agriculture, 2024b, p. 5, translation by the author) 

“Agricultural markets are characterised by high market concentrations and asymmetries at 

both the upstream and downstream levels. More and more processors and retailers are setting 

themselves ambitious environmental targets, particularly in the area of greenhouse gas 

emissions.” (Federal Office for Agriculture, 2024b, p. 5, translation by the author) 

Although the policy documents draw conclusions and address stakeholders in their roles, the 

problem assessment and its related consequences are most often split into different areas of 

the policy. This makes it more difficult for a reader to allocate responsibility to the respective 

actors and avoids the framing of stakeholders as part of the problem. Even though the policy, 

in the case of the “Postulate report on the direction of agricultural policy until 2050”, is to be 

understood as a vision and not an action plan, the roles and responsibilities of actors would 

need to be brought closer together for a more genuine political policy. Political space is closed 

down because the FOAG, through this underlying separation of roles and responsibilities, is 

reticent to take a clear position by attributing responsibility over public issues to specific 

actors and hence allows the agri-food policy negotiations to continue along the current lines. 
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Problem representation 

In its mandate from the parliament, the FOAG is asked to report on the future direction of 

agricultural policy until 2050 concerning eight specific issues8. Given these guidelines, the 

FOAG’s room for manoeuvre is to some extent set, and hence these expectations preliminary 

restrict or narrow down within what socio-political dimensions and solution spaces the Vision 

will be embedded in. From a post-political perspective, it is nevertheless interesting to look at 

the ministry’s problem representation and the way these include or exclude the political and, 

hence, also different ways to organise food systems or, respectively, how to approach the 

issues framed as problems.  Starting from the vision to be achieved by 2050 pictured by the 

FOAG, and it’s therefore assumed present problematics of the present, the policy also gives 

an indication of how much political depth the ministry allows. 

The main themes for the 2050 Vision, according to the policy (Federal Office for Agriculture, 

2024c), centre around inland production, production efficiency, climate mitigation, new 

technologies, food waste and consumer diets. Including also the proposed solution 

approaches, the FOAG’s picture of the future food system hence seems to consist of an 

agricultural production that is more labour-efficient, technology-based, and lower in 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. And regarding the downstream value chain, it consists of 

lowering the negative health and climate impacts of people’s diets and food waste. While the 

FOAG repeatedly speaks of embracing holistic approaches to these systemic issues, a deeper 

integration and change of the food system structures appear absent. The connection between 

resource lower production and a healthier diet appears as the main, if not only, systemic 

approach, while most other issues remain addressed mostly unconnected. Opposed to e.g. 

strategies for structural support to bring in a higher involvement of human work power in 

agriculture, to reduce GHG emissions, and lessen the dependence on labour-efficiency and 

technology, which may cause rebound effects. 

The Vision shows the intention to lower environmental risks, promote biodiversity, anticipate 

climate change, strive for fair shares of the value added, and support consumers in making 

sustainable consumption choices, but leaves out fundamental re-negotiations of the social and 

economic relations. The Vision gives hardly any space to ideas beyond a continuation of the 

current distribution of means of production or current ways of marketing and relating to food, 

as in strategically aiming to stop certain practices. In subtle ways, the proposed vision hence 

closes down political spaces for developing fundamentally different food systems and the 

necessary conflict and emancipation to make these negotiable. 

 
8 See https://www.parlament.ch/de/ratsbetrieb/suche-curia-vista/geschaeft?AffairId=20203931 and 

https://www.parlament.ch/de/ratsbetrieb/suche-curia-vista/geschaeft?AffairId=20213015 for details on this. 

https://www.parlament.ch/de/ratsbetrieb/suche-curia-vista/geschaeft?AffairId=20203931
https://www.parlament.ch/de/ratsbetrieb/suche-curia-vista/geschaeft?AffairId=20213015
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Technocratic governance 

Another aspect which points out post-political configurations of governance is the level and 

way how problem-solving is undertaken. Framing problems as mere technical issues can 

conceal underlying social, economic and power relations that cause the problem in the first 

place. While indicators, monitoring, and measurements are important governance tools, an 

overemphasis on them can lead to a state where the negotiation of what indicators matter and 

who is legitimised as the experts to inform policy is neglected. From that lens, the Vision 

2050 partly forces the problem assessment and hence the solution space of the Swiss food 

system into a technocratic framework and conceals processes of (likely contesting) political 

deliberation and negotiation. The policy draws attention to indicators of greenhouse gas or 

nitrogen emissions, increasing relative labour efficiency, and reducing the percentage of food 

waste. But since it is a strategic and visionary document, with few points of action, such 

technocratic elements do not appear overly dominant. However, an awareness of the political 

nature of the development and use of knowledge and scientific expertise is not visible, 

indicating that such requires to be re-politicised for more representative and just policy 

outcomes.  

Conflict management 

The policy shows internal tensions, which the FOAG itself brings up in a section on conflicts 

of objectives and interests, showing an awareness by the ministry of the political tensions the 

strategy is embedded in. Such conflicts of objectives, in the assessment by the FOAG, go 

along with the rifts between ecology vs. economy, farm feasibility vs. lower animal produce 

consumption, or long-term goals vs. short-term benefits. From a post-political stance, the 

proactive management of conflict appears interesting, as it again shapes the political space. 

The FOAG’s conflict representation is already normative and, in the same way as the formerly 

discussed problem representation, entails assumptions on what parameters to focus on for 

“solving” these trade-offs. This, in return, closes off the political negotiation and solution 

space. This is demonstrated by the way to present the conflict around the demand for reduced 

amounts of animal produce, which would, as argued by the policy, lower the added value on 

farms and therefore lead to lower economic farm feasibility: 

“Animal production allows many farms to increase their added value compared to exclusively 

crop farming without having to expand the cultivated area (especially through pig and poultry 

farming). […] A reduction in animal production in favour of arable use for direct human 

consumption can result in economic losses, because the value added per area in animal 

husbandry tends to be higher today than in plant production.” (Federal Office for Agriculture, 

2024b, p. 56/57, translation by the author) 

The higher added value for animal produce is presented as a set parameter, necessitating (or 

giving attention to) problem solving strategies like economy of scale, diversification of 
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production with high(er) value-added goods, increased direct marketing through digital tools 

or labelling, to reach more profitable market segments. This shift, caused by the presented 

inevitability of the value added in animal production, covers up the more fundamental 

political debate on the role of animals in the Swiss farming and food system, which should be 

in place of the discussion on fixes and workarounds of this conflict of objectives. In other 

words, the tensions presented by the FOAG do not include alternative agroecological 

trajectories and are still formulated based on the current hegemonic neoliberal model. Further, 

the presentation of the conflict is very dichotomic (either ecology or food security) and stuck 

in this either/or, closing space for and debate on in-betweens even more. 

Another way to manage (or mitigate) conflicts appearing in the Vision 2050 policy is how the 

FOAG presents opportunities and ways forward to which nobody could say no, and seemingly 

are a win for all parties involved. Such all-conforming solutions appearing in the policy 

document are digitalisation of farm administration, the improvement of production efficiency, 

general technical improvements, or the call for “innovation power”. These solutions are 

presented as benefiting farmers (less administrative effort, higher production), civil society 

(less environmental damage and concurrent stable food prices), and the private sector 

(markets for technology). How these solutions would eventually play out may be put aside at 

this point, but bringing forward these solutions as a space-holder allows the FOAG to side-

step fundamental debates which would be at their place instead. Such is the case for the call 

for a seemingly ever-increasing production efficiency by further on-farm technology 

implementation, which leaves out questions on the factors that drive these investments and 

dependencies in the first place. 

In the policy, the Ministry of agriculture appears in a position where it tries to form a vision in 

which all the problems it was asked to address are solved in one big framework. But this 

seems to be impossible due to the inherent contradictions and the incommensurability of these 

issues. Rather than facilitating this administrative management of conflicts, the ministry could 

also have started to more clearly show the antagonisms within the current situation by, e.g. 

drawing clear lines for environmental indicators or power asymmetries in the value chain and 

their impact on farmers' economic situation. The effort to manage conflicts then also appears 

in the repeated call for collaboration and sharing responsibilities of actors across the value 

chain, and in the effort to present symbiotic energies between the actors: 

“Achieving the goals of the vision for the future by 2050 at the same time is a challenge and 

requires a joint commitment at all stages of the value chain, from consumption to retail, 

processing and raw material production. The Federal Council is convinced that the targets 

can be achieved within the time horizon of a generation if both private actors and politicians 

assume their responsibility and make their contribution to achieving the targets.” (Federal 

Office for Agriculture, 2024b, p. 57, translation by the author) 
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Responsibility attribution and diffusion 

Following up on conflict management, the perception of a vision that underlies the policy is to 

some degree already depoliticising. Once, it shifts the focus from the present food system’s 

consequences and the urgency to act to the future, making it seem like “we will get there”, and 

it is merely a question of “fixing our problems”. And second, it is through the formulation of 

such a vision, where the different actors are asked to collaborate towards this (non-negotiated) 

common future, that an “all-inclusive we” is constructed. Such representation suppresses the 

conflictual dynamics of the affected actors and pushes for consensus where there is none. 

A decisive factor for the (a)political rendering of such a policy is the (non-)allocation of 

responsibility. If all actors involved are made responsible, then responsibility is likely to 

diffuse as it is allocated to all and does not hold individual actors accountable for specific 

issues. This might occur through the demanded shift in food system politics. While it is 

crucial to move away from linear notions of cause and effect, engage in nexus thinking, and 

hence strive for food policy integration, having more actors at the table does not necessarily 

lead to more socially and ecologically just policy outcomes. A means-end reversal might 

occur, where the goal is devalued to simply involving more actors, while the most-affected 

parties still lack sufficient political access and power. Traces of this are found in the FOAG’s 

repeatedly appearing call for a shift from agricultural to food system politics, with little 

specification on the expected responsibilities of the actors involved. The ministry 

acknowledges the necessity and its own responsibility to address issues structurally by 

regulations on, e.g. food trading taxes, food environments, consumer information and 

education, as well as true-cost accounting. Nevertheless, in many parts of the policy, the 

responsibility is individualised to everybody (the consumer) by e.g. tools like personal 

environmental footprint indicators, which eventually also diffuses responsibility to nobody. 

“At the same time, the Swiss population's diet is unbalanced and associated with a large 

ecological footprint. For example, greenhouse gas emissions from food consumption account 

for around 20 percent of total household emissions, two-thirds of which are generated 

abroad.” (Federal Office for Agriculture, 2024b, p. 5, translation by the author) 

Overall, the Vision 2050 presents multiple ways and points that show a de-politicisation of the 

political discourse in formal food system governance. Such are an individualisation and 

unclear attributions of responsibilities, mitigation of political conflict, and projecting common 

agreement to problems presented. The FOAG shows awareness of the multifaceted issues in 

the Swiss food system, by, for example, presenting conflicts of interests, but remains reluctant 

to address root causes, such as the focus on industrialised agricultural practises, to the 

problems presented. 
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Climate strategy 2050 

The policy “climate strategy for food and agriculture 2050” was updated in 2023, following 

up the Vision 2050 policy with more concrete measures. In the first part, the policy describes 

the baseline, the need for action and its potential, and then concretises its vision with main 

and sub-goals as well as strategic points of action. The second part of the climate strategy 

specifies the policy further by listing measures in eight different categories and discussing the 

respective monitoring and reporting. The policy discusses how agriculture and the general 

food sector both contribute to and are affected by climate change, and hence focuses on 

climate adaptation, mitigation and resilience. The climate strategy was reformed in 

collaboration with the federal office for the environment as well as with the federal food 

safety and veterinary office, ensuring better coherence of its implementation.  

Much of the analysis of the Vision 2050, conducted in the section before, aligns with the 

strategic orientation of the climate strategy’s first part. While in this case, strategies of conflict 

management are less prominent, the policy’s centring of GHG quantifications, and the 

respective problem representations and outsourcing of authority to scientific expertise still 

render a post-political framework. Also in this case, the policy contains clear political 

directionalities (e.g., less feed-food competition, importance of dietary changes), but in many 

other ways, it clings to technical optimisation and implementation, appearing to avoid 

addressing the social relations and ecological problems of the industrialised agri-food system. 

The actions proposed in the second part of the climate strategy are centred around the eight 

themes of consumption patterns, food waste, international trade, production portfolio, nutrient 

management, water management, soil management and energy management. These are 

approached on the three strategic directions of action to expand knowledge, to strengthen 

participation and to develop policies further. To discuss each measure would go beyond the 

scope of this thesis, which is more interested in the general transformational consequence of 

the policy as a whole. The way the solutions are put forward by the policy represents an 

understanding of the underlying problems it tries to respond to. It is interesting in that regard 

to reflect on the depth of change the policy considers, and to look into what political conflicts 

are approached or avoided in this. 

The presented actions are generally divided into a consumer dimension (n=16) and a 

production dimension (n=26), with a majority of actions on the production side. In the 

production dimension, many measures focus on the technical management of water, soil, 

energy, plant breeding, animal welfare and nutrients. However, the systemic dependency on 

fossil fuels of current agricultural production appears unacknowledged. While the actions aim 

for more efficient usage or the substitution of diesel, the industrialised character of 

agriculture, leading to the high demand for inputs, is left out of the debate. Similarly, the 
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policy’s focus on nutrient balances and efficiency obscures the problems of the large-scale 

and linear organisation of the dominant industrialised food system. 

Regarding consumption, the policy presents an agenda based on strategic, educational, 

market-related and policy revision mechanisms. Changing food environments, educating 

people on sustainable and healthy nutrition and regulating food trade are key themes. But 

most of the proposed actions are within the current economic framework and food supply 

chain, where food is processed in large quantities and marketed by retailers. This way, the 

policy closes off space to deliberate and negotiate over the support for alternative food 

networks and food provisioning strategies and further reinforces the power asymmetries 

present in the food system.  

 

To summarize Section 5.1, here I respond to SRQ 1 “How and in what ways is the food system 

in Switzerland shaped by a post-political condition?” and sketch out the (post-)political 

framework the Swiss agroecological initiatives and actors operate in. A full post-political 

analysis of the discourses and processes in the Swiss food system is beyond the scope of this 

thesis. Hence, I here focus on the impact of specific key policies, political actors and 

processes, related to where and what agroecological actors are confronted with. The presented 

analysis is therefore to be understood as a rough sketch that outlines and hints at the post-

political aspects of the (formal) governance in the Swiss food system with broad brushstrokes. 

Looking at the FOAG’s Vision 2050 and the climate strategy policies, in many cases, the 

differing positions, points of conflict, and problems are mentioned, showing a political 

awareness of the food system’s current situation (e.g. feed-food competition, food waste, or 

unhealthy consumers’ diets). However, the response to them is approached through a 

consensual and compromising, and even contradictory culmination of strategies, which 

appears to have to please all stakeholders involved. These contradictions reflect the 

institution-internal conflicts and inherent antagonisms in the orientation of agri-food politics. 

The mitigatory management of these conflicts, however, takes up much space and might close 

down political engagement, which would allow a re-distribution of power and the negotiation 

for different visions as guiding for future policy regulations.  

Furthermore, it is not only important how the policies have de-politicised certain aspects in 

agri-food politics, but also what points and perspectives have not been considered and are 

therefore completely excluded from political deliberation and negotiation. Such is, for 

example, the case for the mental-physical well-being and working conditions of people 

employed on farms, especially those with migratory backgrounds. 

The policies also engage with agroecology, which it frames as “an important approach for 

supporting holistic food system transformation” (Federal Office for Agriculture, 2024b, p. 67, 
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translation by the author). The FOAG defines agroecology as a knowledge-intensive and 

system-oriented agricultural system, and further as an approach that includes social change 

regarding local and innovative food marketing models. While it relates to the 13 FAO 

principles and states that agricultural farming orients itself on cultural, political, economic and 

ecological values, the Vision does not specify what this would entail. By embracing a holistic 

food system approach, the FOAG claims to do justice to the concept of agroecology. From the 

perspective introduced in the theoretical framework, however, the FOAG’s implementation of 

agroecology appears to co-opt and de-politicise agroecology.  

Through the analysis presented here, within formal policies, I argue that the Swiss food 

system is mainly de-politicised by the government’s push for consensus, conflict 

management and technocratic governance, which closes off political space to deliberate 

and negotiate on alternative solutions. Political actions of civil society actors manifest 

mainly in popular referendums, whose political nature and usefulness are not entirely 

uncontested, looking at it through the lens of the post-political. The questioning of the 

basal social and economic relations in the food system, as through political agroecology, has 

only a marginal place, especially in formal governance processes. A more thorough analysis 

of the Swiss food system’s political discourse and the inclusion of further data might show 

that foundational discourses can be found on provincial levels or in other political spaces and 

processes which were not included in this analysis. Still, the government’s post-political 

engagement in and de-politicisation of Swiss agri-food politics strengthens the call for re-

politicisation of these issues and agroecology through AESM. In this context, the subsequent 

section looks at how the Swiss AESM politically positions itself and hence politicises the food 

system.  

 

This section is based on an abductive content analysis of transcripts, recordings, interviews, 

notes, reflections, and documents collected during the TDA in October 2024. I shed light on 

the ways how both informal and institutionalised agroecological actors politicise the food 

system and publicly represent agroecology, responding to SRQ 2: “In what ways does the 

Swiss agroecology movement politicise or de-politicise the food system?”. Looking at 

different situations where the advancement and implementation of agroecological principles 

in the food system were intended, I reflect on the transformative effect of these intentions 

through their politicising and de-politicising occurrence. Following the argument that food 

system transformation is only possible within a genuine political framework, I here prepare 

the ground to discuss current and propose further practises for the Swiss agroecology 

movement to contest and influence the dominant food system dynamics. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, in the case of Europe, social actors’ identifications with the term 

agroecology do not necessarily reflect their affiliation with the agroecological principles and 
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values. This, in combination with the event series’ open-platform format, requires stepping 

back from understanding every event and participating actor as genuinely agroecological or 

framing the event series throughout as an agroecological appearance. To work within this 

tension, three entry points are chosen for the subsequent analysis. First, I look at the days of 

agroecology as a whole, reflecting on the politicisation through how the event series publicly 

represents agroecology. Secondly, I abductively coded for political moments, where actors of 

the agroecology movement challenge dominant food system dynamics on a genuine political 

level and look into their practises of contestation. Thirdly, special attention is given to 

situations where actors that clearly identify and/or fully align with the agroecology movement 

engage in de-politicising practises9.  

 

In this sub-section of the analysis, I focus on the politicisation outcomes of the events series 

as a whole, understanding the organisation and facilitation of the TDA as a political practice 

of the agroecology networks. The scope here lies on how the political dimension emerges, is 

obscured, or mitigated in the TDA’s public representation of agroecology, looking for the 

respective implications on the (de-)politicisation of the food system and movement building. I 

derive this analysis both from the reflections and insights I gained as participant observer 

during the events attended, as well as through the outer appearance of the days of 

agroecology. 

Looking at how political the events appear to the outside, three categories of events can be 

delineated:  

• Direct political engagement: In some cases, events address the political dimension 

directly. Their objective appeared to be to politicise specific topics and fuel debate 

(e.g. an open conference on power relations in food markets).  

• Neutral political engagement: In other cases, the framing of the event’s objective was 

based on a seemingly neutral, objective, and scientific common ground, making their 

agroecological cause seem apolitical (e.g. an innovation forum for agricultural 

practitioners).  

• Unclear political engagement: In the third and biggest category of events, the political 

engagement is not directly visible. The engagement with civil society, education, 

culinary experiences or knowledge sharing seems to be the main objectives.  

Interestingly, in the sample of events attended as participant observer, I often found events of 

the third category to have the deepest degree of agroecological re-politicisation. Marked by 

 
9 The specific orientation to agroecological actors here is crucial to prevent redundancy with the preliminary 

analysis of Section 5.1, which focused on de-politicising practices by actors in the context outside of the 

agroecology movement (such as the public administration).  
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higher civil society engagement and more direct contact with the issue of the lived 

experiences, tangible problems and their underlying causes, made clearer where they are in 

disapproval with the current status quo, e.g. the lack of societal appreciation for food in civil 

society as expressed by a farmer during a farm visit. 

Going through the list of events10 (Agroecology Works!, 2024b), many practices and spaces 

allocated to the food system, spanning from educating on the entanglement with the natural 

world, the knowledge sharing on ecological farming practices, the cultural and culinary 

engagement with food, to spaces dedicated to the debate on economic and political questions 

were represented. The diversity of activities, topics and places that were provided reflects the 

holistic framework of agroecology, which spreads over cultivation, processing, consumption 

and meaning of food, reaching from local scales to transnational relations. Making tangible 

and visible this multifaceted manifestation of agroecology, the event series as a whole 

presents a prefiguration of agroecology. The TDA further claims self-legitimacy for many 

alternative food provisioning practices, such as complex agroforestry, permaculture or CSAs, 

and makes space for voices that are less heard in the mainstream agri-food discourse, such as 

feminist decolonial perspectives or farmers searching for economic autonomy. This 

empowerment of agroecology and its many voices challenges the public norm and the 

inevitability of the current power dynamics and structures through which the food system is 

organised.  

The TDA, through its diversity, has further the capacity to (re-)politicise the public perception 

of food, seeds, agriculture, and science. Presenting these themes and related issues under the 

umbrella of agroecology, the event series foregrounds the connectedness of food provisioning, 

ecological farming practises, economic relations, power distribution, gender equality and 

performativity, and food’s transnational implications. This frames agroecology as a nodal 

point and makes it approachable from many angles, connecting different political struggles 

through solidarity and shaping the political antagonist that agroecology opposes.  

With the format, pricing and location of an event, I found that the audience also changed. 

With high entry fees and the setting of scientific or political conferences, some events had a 

fairly exclusive character, selecting a formal and professional audience. This exclusivity, in 

which agroecology is restricted to connect more broadly outside formal, scientific and NGO 

based spaces, closes down political space and social movement building. I have generally 

observed a stronger politicisation in event formats that were based on a less formal but 

interactive framework, such as workshops, discussion groups, or farm visits during which 

people with different backgrounds and roles were present. In webinars and conference 

formats, in which monological presentations (in the best case with time for questions 

 
10 https://www.agroecologyworks.ch/de/tage-der-agraroekologie/2024/events 
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afterwards) are the default, the setting made collective critical engagement, formation of 

solidarity, and the inclusion of different voices much more difficult. 

Overarching individual events, the concept for the TDA edition of 2024 wanted to engage and 

attract people by showing that, unexpectedly “tasty”, solutions for a common and more socio-

ecologically future exist.  (Agroecology Works!, 2024a). Event hosts were encouraged to use 

the theme as the basis for their event, to make concrete projects and their contributions and 

solutions tangible, and collaborate with at least one other initiative or actor. The main 

objective of the 2024 edition of the TDA was to reach a broader audience and hence increase 

media work, and to collaborate with new actors. This impacts the public representation of 

agroecology, which is mainly framed in the way how agroecology provides a way forward. 

While the claim to offer solutions implies that agroecology responds to a problem, the socio-

ecological issues to which agroecology in Switzerland, also through the TDA events, wants to 

respond, remained mostly unaddressed or covered up by the solution-focused framing. 

Framings that show conflictual relations, oppose specific dynamics, or problematise other 

actors remained in the background, representing agroecology mostly through its constructive 

aspects. However, this may come with de-politicising side-effects, as agroecology’s political 

dimension and its manifestation in social movements to resist oppressive structures, as 

described in sections 2.2 and 3.2, are given much less weight and attention. 

The TDA’s open-platform format served the strategy to engage and collaborate in broader 

alliances, which aligns with the ideas of political agroecology to transcend the boundaries of 

practice, science and consumption. But it should also be recognised that this requires a certain 

degree of common political ground with the actors to be connected with, which might 

necessitate adaptation of the involved parties or implies certain agreements on what political 

elements are included or excluded in the cooperation. Looking at the event descriptions and 

the data collected as a participant observer, different levels of engagement with and 

embedding of agroecology by the event hosts became apparent. In many cases, events connect 

to agroecology through questions around social and ecological justice, power asymmetries, 

prefigurative practises of local economies and alternative food networks, or knowledge 

creation and sharing. However, in other cases, agroecology is not relatable or seems to be 

approached as a form of “more sustainable agriculture” or a mere scientific discipline. Such 

events appear detached from agroecology’s political struggle for food system transformation. 

Hence, the broad inclusion of events and the necessary collaboration behind may render 

agroecology less clear and politicised in the context of the TDA.  

In the broadness of the TDA’s platform, Agroecology may be perceived as a blurry and 

neutral concept that any actor can connect their cause with. This way, the public 

representation of agroecology in the context of the TDA can partly contribute to the post-

political discourse in the Swiss food system, as agroecological values and struggles are not 
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setting an inclusion/exclusion criterion for it to be political. Through this, agroecology may 

move into becoming a floating signifier, an empty sustainability concept that (almost) every 

party can affiliate with. This de-politicisation may negatively affect the building of a political, 

and thus transformative, social movement by compromising the foregrounding of political 

values in favour of broad collaboration and public attention. 

 

Coming from the network to the movement level, this sub-section highlights political 

moments and events that were experienced during the TDA, which foregrounded genuine 

political dissent, conflict and ontological problematisation of food system dynamics from an 

agroecology perspective. Following the mechanisms operationalised in the theoretical 

framework, this sub-section presents acts of politicisation from all parts of the agroecology 

movement: practitioners of agroecological farming, scientists, and civil society 

representatives (in this case NGO delegates). While many more practices and situations of 

politicisation were identifiable, this subsection presents a representative sample, showing how 

agroecological politicisation can manifest. As the mechanisms of politicisation share overlaps, 

the practice or situation of politicisation is presented in the section where it shows the 

strongest engagement. 

Prefiguration 

Practises of politicisation became visible in the setting of farm visits. These events presented 

prefigurative sites of agroecology, opposing mainstream agriculture and food provisioning by 

embodying different ways of farming and creating local economic structures. 

For example, during one farm visit, the market and consumer relations were discussed at the 

core of the event. It was the dependence of and power imbalance against the big food market 

players that necessitated a shift to a decentralised marketing model on the farm. The economic 

pressure in connection with a growth imperative led to exhausting and depleting the farm 

workers and their natural foundation, which went completely against the agroecological 

vision of the people running the farm that is based on healthy soil, healthy social relations, 

healthy economic balance, and ecological health. Over the years, their raising awareness for 

the soil as a living system that sustains agriculture and hence our lives triggered innovation 

and the restructuring of the agricultural and marketing practices based upon agroecological 

principles.  

Talking about their journey, the team of the farm made clear that it is not normal to make that 

step towards holistic care on a farm and the economic struggles that come with it. By creating 

this visibility, the organisers challenge the continuous normalisation of industrial agriculture 

and set a clear example of the current neoliberal framework’s unsustainably extractive 
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consequences, and how caring through agroecological relations is itself a political response to 

this. 

The promotion for the cultivation and establishment of a value chain for alternative protein 

sources, such as grain legumes, showcased how this causes a political rift against the capital-

heavy animal farming sector. During an event on grain legumes, a multifaceted (re-

)politicisation of the dominant food system came to light. Establishing grain legumes through 

participatory and organic breeding programs fosters autonomy of producers (independence of 

mineral fertilisers), reduces the ecological degradation of ecosystems through (industrialised, 

soil-unbound) animal production, and offers a diversification of risk and hence improved 

climate resilience. Re-establishing the dietary inclusion of grain legumes politically 

challenges the support for animal protein sources in a prefigurative manner, showing that 

other ways are possible. It is further an interesting nodal point for social movement and 

network building, as it requires collaboration and solidaric economic relationships along the 

whole value chain from breeding varieties to bridging production and consumption. The 

interdisciplinary team working on grain legumes also shows great solidarity across diverse 

roles, taking into account that a shift away from the labour- and capital-intensive animal 

farming would require new opportunities for value creation in rural areas. 

Adressing the (ultimate) cause 

In different settings during the TDA, the framing of food as political emerged through the 

argumentation that it is not only an individual’s choice how and what food is produced and 

distributed, and what consequences it has on society and the planet as a whole. Addressing 

what is ultimately contributing to the erosion of biodiversity in agricultural landscapes and the 

economic and mental pressure on people working in agriculture, a speaker, who is an organic 

farmer and politician, addressed the awareness of food and nutrition as one key factor to 

enable change in agriculture.  

In their argumentation, it is not “the consumer” that is to be held accountable for change, 

politicising beyond the narrative of “consumerist behaviour change”. The argumentation 

reaches a deeper relational level by stressing the basal relationship to food and nutrition in 

modern-day societies as the root problem: 

“I believe that we should think about how much value we attach to grocery shopping, cooking 

and food processing. That really is a question that needs to be addressed. We enslave 

ourselves to paid labour, earn and then buy food, perhaps processed if possible. And things 

have to be quick in the kitchen. And that is certainly against our health, against agriculture, 

against diversity.” (personal communication, 29. October, 2024) 

During the conference, which was on the future of Swiss agri-food politics, the speaker 

challenged how little value is generally attributed to food and hence how the economic 
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structures are built around the narrative of “cheap food”, giving way to industrialised 

practices. When arguing about the severe environmental impacts of animal farming, the 

speaker stated that consumption of animal produce (especially meat) should be halved, and 

the price doubled. Further, they criticised the selling of wage labour and the ever-accelerating 

lifestyles as contributing problems to the undervaluation of food. Essentially, the farmer and 

politician challenged the dominant norms of food provisioning and foregrounded the social 

and ecological implications of normalising this current dominant and “convenience” culture. 

Based on agroecological values of local and solidary economies, integrated care work and 

autonomy, the speech opposed current agri-food politics that favour large-scale solutions, 

industrialised food chains, and ultra-processed food, and hence problematises large-scale agri-

business corporations, food industry actors and supermarket chains.  

Similarly, the organisers of a farm visit raised a major point on consumerism and the 

alienation of people from local economies, further addressing the ultimate cause of the 

difficulty in making agroecological farming economically feasible in the current economic 

framework. An alternative narrative was presented and repeated throughout the event: 

“creating instead of consuming!”, questioning how people attribute value to goods and 

services, specifically in the context of the agri-food system. At the heart of this, criticism was 

raised on the dispersing impact of the dominant economic framework on social relations and 

the roles of “consumers” and “producers”. To the practitioners present, the collaboration with 

local communities and social networks and institutions outside the monetary and labour 

market relations, as a practice of creating, seemed crucial to enable regenerative land 

cultivation. Otherwise, within the current economic framework, the price for their produce 

would need to be doubled to ensure regenerative ecological production and socially just 

working conditions.  

Creating self-legitimacy and visibility 

Multiple agroecology practitioners and generally farmers, throughout different events, 

addressed issues of the economic framework they are embedded in. Such were mainly about 

unequal power asymmetries in the food value chain, economic dependencies and a lack of 

autonomy. While in two cases alternatives were enacted, problematising the economic 

framework by prefiguration, in most situations, the dissent and frustration of the situation 

were voiced during discussion groups with other farmers and a more general audience 

participating in events of the TDA. 

The politicisations found in these practises of prefiguration and discussion groups mainly 

emerged by the practitioners questioning their relationship to civil society. They made a case 

that the growing distance and the understanding of each other’s social realities constitutes and 

reinforces an economic framework in which price-competition, instead of solidarity and 

cooperation, remains the key driver. The main framing around which the politicisation of the 
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economic dependence centres is the realisation that “others earn more from our products than 

we do”, and shows how self-legitimisation for more equitable market relations was obtained. 

Multiple strategies were then presented how the practitioners work on their economic 

autonomy by building stronger (local) economic relationships outside of the mainstream 

market, showing a building up of counterhegemony to these oppressive structures. Social 

media, brand development, farmers markets and on-farm education were the main practices 

identified through which the practitioners established stronger and more solidary economic 

relationships. The respective events facilitated such a critical encounter, making space for 

farmers voicing disapproval, creating farmers-to-farmers support networks, and including, 

hence educating, a broader civil-society audience. The combination of having mixed groups 

may be especially crucial since conversations with different farmers and CSA practitioners 

also made clear how difficult it is to have sufficient and engaged members.  

Broadening the frame of dispute 

On the International Day of Action for People's Food Sovereignty and Against Transnational 

Corporations (World Food Day), a public conference on Macht und Markt (Markets and 

Power) was organised and promoted through the TDA platform. The conference had the 

objective to question the underlying structures that decide over “our” food, both nationally in 

Switzerland but especially internationally. In its total appearance, the conference, while it was 

rather monological, broke with the narrative of the consumer’s freedom of choice and 

individual responsibility for sustainability, shedding light on the institutional and structural 

power dynamics of the (dominant) market economy and its regulation. Such created a 

political moment, where the lever of negotiability of structural power shaping the food system 

was made visible. The broadening of the often narrowly discussed question of consumer 

responsibility vs. market regulation emerged through multiple framings on a discursive level. 

One of them was showing the difference between consumers and citizens by an NGO 

representative:  

“Above all, consumers can make a difference by getting involved as citizens.” (personal 

communication, 16. October, 2024) 

Implying that people are not just economic subjects but also democratically legitimised 

persons, who have authority and a say, counteracts the distracting debate on consumer 

responsibilities that sustains the neoliberal market economy framework. This was similarly 

brought up by another panellist, stating that the focus on the discourse around supply and 

demand mechanisms distracts from the ultimate causes of power asymmetries. It is thus more 

important to build alliances to empower individuals, such as agricultural workers, and to think 

more politically than about our personal groceries. However, while this conference was 

public, its politicisation mainly remains on a discursive level. Its effect lies in making visible 

and hearable marginalised perspectives and shedding light on structural problems and unjust 
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economic regulations and frameworks influencing and opposing mainstream narratives in the 

moment. But it may not necessarily present an ongoing politicisation of the issues addressed.  

During the same conference, on a different level and stronger focused on the food system’s 

transnational consequences, the presentation of a law professor on the Swiss foreign trade 

policy of agrarian trade highlighted the important political role of science-policy interfaces. 

Making clear that trade is always organised and regulated by political decision-making, 

foregrounded the normativity in trade policy reforms and opened the frame of dispute to 

acknowledge that trade has to be politically negotiated: 

“Trade can support sustainable processes, but it can also trigger the opposite. Trade is 

always organised and always regulated. The question is, what does future-oriented trade 

regulation look like?” (personal communication, 16. October, 2024) 

At the same time, in the problem statement the speaker put forward, a counternarrative 

challenging the win-win idea of the free trade narrative. Comparing the current situation to the 

approaches of 20 years ago, the topic moved to a level of contestation and dissent by stating 

that trading policies of today need different baselines and tools: 

“Over the last 100 years, the flows of capital, goods, information and people around the 

world have increased dramatically. We have a situation in which many of the world's 

environmental boundaries have been greatly exceeded. And we have a very strong inequality 

[...] in the world [...]. It is against this background that this process is taking place today: 

how must trade be regulated so that we can meet these challenges? We are no longer there, 20 

years ago, when it was said that we had to liberalise trade, and then we would have solved 

our problem.” (personal communication, 16. October, 2024) 

Following this argument, the speaker presented an upcoming project to explore the 

democratic possibilities of a just economic food system framework by writing fictive trade 

policies and facilitating debate through a citizens’ parliament. The citizens’ parliament will be 

guided by the question of what international trade systems could look like that support local 

food systems and, at the same time, enable fair trade. It is problematising the insufficient 

current-day trade policies and the role and responsibility the Swiss state and the Swiss citizens 

(and inhabitants generally) have towards the realities of, e.g. smallholder farmers in the 

Global South. By making democratic deliberation on this issue possible, these approaches 

open up political space, both discursively in the moment and, through the project, also 

continuously publicly.  

Focusing on engaging civil society through an arts exhibition, constructed around the topics 

of new genetic engineering techniques, power relations in the food system and the history of 

agriculture, an agroecological NGO elegantly re-politicised the interaction of science, 

knowledge, and technology. Making visible that technologies cannot be discussed 
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independently from their economic, societal and political embedding, the exhibition has the 

objective to fuelling the public debate around these issues. The exhibition politicises the 

mainstream GMO-debate by questioning the assumed neutrality and objectivity of science and 

technology through showing the interactions between corporate involvement, power 

monopolies, legal frameworks of patents and the lack of transparency and knowledge 

extension to the public on the impacts of bioengineering technologies. The exhibition offers a 

different frame in the dispute on GMOs and new breeding technologies, which is often 

debated on the level of whether the technology is capable of fulfilling the promises behind it 

or whether genetically modified foods are safe for consumption. Such re-framing creates 

political space and educatively problematises the underlying narratives, power structures and 

monetary interests by making the actual drivers explicit and public. 

Foregrounding difference and defining adversaries 

Another theme relating to agroecological farmers was their call to “get things done – and 

move from talking to acting”. This message emerged on three independent occasions directly 

in discussions and could be seen as both bearing a political and apolitical directionality: It is 

politically strong in the sense that it points out a lack of engagement and courage for 

transformative actions, but it might also neglect the importance of change on deeper systems 

levels such as paradigms. The statements’ context was shaped by the farmers' lack of support 

and solidarity from civil society, and pointed out that they felt restricted in their 

agroecological practices due to little engagement financially, cooperatively or community-

supported approaches. Hence, these farmers practitioners seem clearly to politicise the 

relationship to civil society, problematising the lacking engagement and collaboration of 

“consumers” that become “the other side” in the agonistic field this problematisation creates.  

The lack of involvement of civil society was further brought up in an interview with an 

agroecological farmer and event organiser. The problematisation of the substitution of human 

labour with big machinery and technology, and hence the increasing dependencies of farmers 

on profit-driven corporate structures, was one of the interview’s main themes. This was made 

explicit by the statement “We cannot do ecological farming with only 1% of society working 

in agriculture.” and “So not rural exodus, but urban exodus.” (personal communication, 6. 

October, 2024). Hence, the practitioner thematised the labour involvement of civil society at 

large as a way to reduce fossil fuel input, and to decentralise food production and decrease the 

dependence on capitalist corporate structures. This was exemplified by the prefigurative 

practices enacted by the practitioner, which were showcased during the event by a tour around 

the farm and an expansive Q&A session. Highly diverse intercropping on a small-scale farm 

in combination with direct marketing connections to the purchasers of the produce as well as a 

focus on manual labour and engagement with the local social surroundings through events on 

the (semi-rural) farm, represent these political stances as a practical reality. Therefore, 
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organising the event and providing insight into the manifestation of this agroecological 

alternative, the farmer created a prefigurative politicisation of fossil fuel driven and 

individualised agriculture. 

Creating nodal points and interacting within these spaces 

Further in the talk during the conference on the future of Swiss agri-food politics, the farmer 

and politician's criticism on societal structures, the connection to unpaid care work and re-

valuing care work surfaced, exemplifying the importance of intersectionality in political 

advocacy for just food systems: 

“The work is just so badly paid and that's the case with all jobs that are close to people and 

cover our basic needs. Even the jobs in cleaning, retail, catering and cooking are so badly 

paid that nobody wants to do them anymore. And yes, it goes on afterwards, washing the 

dishes and putting them away after the meal. Who does that? We want to get all this over with 

as quickly as possible and we have to realise that this has a value and that it also has an 

ecological value and a value for society as a whole. We have to give this work value again.” 

(personal communication, 29. October, 2024) 

This not only broadens the frame of dispute, shifting the discussions away from and opposing 

the de-politicising consumer-producer polarisation, but also politicises the agri-food system 

by addressing the deeper intricate causalities of care work, wage labour, and food 

provisioning.  

 

To better understand where the agroecology movement in Switzerland might lose 

transformative capacities to the post-political discourse, this subsection zooms in to moments 

where de-politicisation occurred by actors affiliated with or situations related to agroecology.  

Throughout different events, the allocation of actors’ responsibility in transformative action to 

individuals was one key topic of discussion. The call for consumers to change their dietary 

and food provisioning choices, or farmers to be more innovative in their ecological and 

economic practises, was a framing appearing from different actors associated with 

agroecology.  One actor stated that: “Our shopping receipt is more important than the ballot 

paper”. This marks a discursive practice with potential de-politicisation, as it shifts the 

attention away from the need to collectively question the legal and financial frameworks that 

enable, support or restrict certain practices through politics. It shifts the responsibility for 

change to the individual, overlooking the prevalent systemic challenges and reinforcing a 

neoliberal framework, which is perpetuating socio-economically unjust agri-food system 

dynamics by obscuring its necessary re-negotiation.  
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For the welcoming speeches of a scientific symposium dedicated to agroecology at a 

university which is itself a member of the agroecology network, space was given to multiple 

speakers from the public administration, university board, and parliament, to share their 

perspective on agroecology and the challenges in the food system. These perspectives, 

broadly ranged from the importance of holistic thinking in agri-food policy making, to the 

(co-optative) advocacy for complementing low-tech agroecological technologies with hi-tech 

solutions, and the importance of market incentives and true cost accounting for what these 

actors understood as agroecological transformations. In that context, de-politicisation of the 

food system and agroecology discourse appeared in how technological and economic fixes 

were put forward. For example, under the problem framing of “feeding 10 billion within 

planetary boundaries”, the role of technology was elaborated on. The presenter bounced back 

and forth between centring technology as the most important tool for food security and, in the 

next sentence, relativising the role of technology for the sake of behavioural change. This 

unclarity obscured the positionality of the actor and the role of technology, covering up the 

conflictual dimension of access to and benefit from technological implementation.  

Further, presenting only two viable options, technology-driven increase in production and 

efficiency or behavioural change (of consumers), closed off the political space around 

questions on the distribution of resources and hence social equality and justice. In a similar 

fashion, agroecology was presented as a holistic framework to make the food system more 

sustainable by addressing all actors involved, bringing about behavioural change of 

consumers, paying attention to direct marketing of farmers' produce, and adopting 

technologies at the farm level that ensure less negative environmental impact. The advocacy 

for technology and the implementation of holistic agroecological practises, serve as a floating 

signifier, making it possible to mobilise support around while shifting attention away from 

more political levels, such as the (re-)negotiation of, e.g. economic situations of food 

producers or low-income households and their underlying neoliberal paradigm.  
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6 Discussion 

In a first step, this chapter discusses the findings of the analysis of the identified political 

practises by the agroecology movement and network, and the post-political food system 

discourse in Switzerland presented in Chapter 5. The previously presented analysis took place 

on two levels: Once, on the more organised and institutionalised level of the agroecology 

network, and second, on a movement level of agroecological actors and initiatives, 

independent of their degree of organisation and cohesion. The following section will draw 

further on this differentiation. 

6.1 Social network perspective: practises of (de-)politicisation in the public 

representation of agroecology 

The organisation of the 2024 TDA event series was conducted by the Swiss agroecology 

network Agroecology Works!, under which 35 civil society, science and farmers' institutions 

and other NGOs come together. The organisation of the TDA represents a political practise 

that, as defined through the literature review in this work, goes along with other AESM’s 

efforts to influence hegemonic industrialised food system structures through networking and 

public awareness building and to a lesser extent also to knowledge production and skill 

sharing. To look at the TDA as a way of politicisation through prefiguration, as in the 

capacity of resistance beyond the capitalist market and the state through processes of 

experimentation and demonstration (Varvarousis et al., 2021), hence appears logical, since 

already the slogan of the event series claims that “we have solutions”.  

One of the main aims of the concept of the TDA 2024 was to enable the public's experience of 

agroecological solutions (Agroecology Works!, 2024a), which makes prefiguration the main 

identified mechanism of politicisation on the level of the agroecology network. According to 

Blühdorn and Deflorian (2021), prefigurative practises politicise an issue by embodying 

dissent against its capitalist organisation and technocratic governance, the materialisation of 

alternatives to it, and the diffusion of these alternatives into the cultural and institutional 

landscape. Such is enacted on by the agroecology network in continuously framing the 

success of agroecology and showcasing the outcomes during the events of the TDA. The TDA 

have been facilitated in their 4th edition in 2024 and will be followed by a 5th edition in 2025 

(Agroecology Works!, 2025a), showing a continuous practice of embodying dissent, 

showcasing materialised alternatives and shaping the food system’s cultural and institutional 

context.  

However, Blühdorn and Deflorian (2021) advocate for a nuanced analysis of social 

movements’ prefigurative politicisation by expanding the analytical frame to co-optation and 

simulation, since re-politicisation practises by social movements, as presented in the 

theoretical framework, can be ambiguous. The authors point out that social-ecological 

oriented social movements can contribute to de-politicisation through simulating an 
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alternative future without necessarily contesting the problematic and oppressive structures in 

the present. Furthermore, in a form of co-optation of one’s cause, social movements can get 

entangled in “the collaborative management of sustained unsustainability”, when their 

resources and capacities are insufficient to successfully deal with social-ecological issues on 

the required depth (Blühdorn & Deflorian, 2021, p. 265). Hence, where is the facilitation of 

the TDA, as prefigurative politics, simulative or sustains unsustainability?  

As covered in Section 5.2, the embedding of the TDA in a mostly positive and constructive 

framing of agroecology might hint at such de-politicising mechanisms. Mostly by simulating 

an agroecological future, without the necessary confrontation of unjust food system structures 

(e.g. migrant workers' exploitation) or pointing out adversaries (e.g. highlighting the political 

entanglement of the agri-business industry) in the present. This ties in with Kenis' (2019) 

findings that social movements are in a tension between being more politically radical through 

direct-confrontative actions, public shaming and strong statements, or focusing on softer, 

constructive-collaborative, eco-citizenship approaches. The TDA event series and individual 

events would likely seem less attractive to the public if they are more problem-centred or 

confrontational. Hence, additional forms of political activism alongside the TDA seem 

necessary to complement the prefigurative and constructive character of the TDA with 

stronger political confrontation, which aligns with the findings of other social movement 

studies (Dilley, 2017; Mocca & Osborne, 2019).  

Furthermore, the tension described by Kenis (2019) similarly marks an interesting entry point 

to the question of how the Swiss agroecology movement navigates being politically 

confrontative without losing the prefigurative agroecological practises as its ground. As 

brought up in Section 5.2.1, the allowance for broad inclusion of events and actors in the TDA 

is a way to broaden the movement but may also weaken its political sharpness. Nevertheless, 

not all actors may have the capability or motivation to be engaged in the direct political 

struggle, which does not make their prefigurative practise less important. To emerge as a 

(political) agroecology movement, as intended to be presented during the TDA, hence 

requires pluralisation of its roles and contributors, but also a balance between 

prefiguration and political confrontation.  

In comparison with Mocca and Osborne’s (2019) analysis, the agroecology networks' political 

practice in facilitating the TDA appear to take place both inside and outside of the mainstream 

political circles, while tending to be mostly on the outside. The bigger part of events had a 

prefigurative character, aiming to highlight agroecological alternatives, and hence, can be 

situated outside the dominant political regime. On the other hand, a few interactions and 

cooperations with the established political elite took place during the events, such as by 

hosting events under the umbrella of the TDA, during which official representatives of the 

public administration were invited to the stage. This engagement shows an openness of the 
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agroecology network to engage with the mainstream political system. This inclusion and non-

confrontational approach may be criticised to fortify a post-political discourse by giving voice 

and space to the mainstream political agenda under the name of agroecology.  

However, following Mouffe’s argumentation, Mocca and Osborne (2019) argue that social 

movements’ engagement, in this case the agroecology network, with the established political 

regime is not necessarily de-politicising. By way of contrast, a strategic engagement with 

political elites is deemed necessary to undermine the neoliberal system, because “even when 

these groups seek to distance themselves from the political system, they ultimately come to 

terms with it, as the latter seeks consensus by engaging with them” (Mocca & Osborne, 2019, 

p. 638). How strategically the interaction with the mainstream political actors was sought by 

the agroecology network marks its respective consequence on (de-)politicisation, to which the 

data provided here does not allow a sufficiently supported statement.  

But still, in light of Mocca and Oscborne's (2019) analysis and the FOAG's co-optative 

understanding and use of agroecology in Switzerland, the public problematisation of the co-

optation of agroecology by the formal political elite seems all the more important as 

engagement and confrontation with it is unavoidable. Such would seem crucial to prevent the 

(further) de-politicisation by co-optation of the agroecological discourse. Furthermore, the 

reclamation of agroecology and counteracting the appropriation of its concept and meaning 

can also take place through self-legitimisation and empowerment via an identity as AESM. 

This makes it interesting to look next at the politicisation mechanism that underlies the TDA 

on a social movement level, searching for political signifiers for movement building. 

6.2 Social movement perspective: practises of politicisation beyond institutionalised 

agroecology  

Agroecology, understood not only as a scientific research agenda and agricultural practice but 

also as a political project, encompasses a set of values, principles and attitudes, and hence 

stands for a political directionality and an ongoing political process (C. Anderson et al., 2021; 

González de Molina et al., 2020). Since agroecology, as defined in this thesis, is 

fundamentally rooted in a struggle for socio-ecological justice (e.g. Nyéléni, 2015), it 

implicitly emerges from a collective political response to oppose the hegemony and 

oppression of the neoliberal and capitalist organisation of the dominant industrialised food 

system. This collective response is here understood through the lens of a social movement, as 

discussed in sub-section 3.2.1, and zooms in on individual agroecological actors’ and 

initiatives’ political practice.  

 

On the movement level, the various other forms of political contestation, as brought forward 

in the theoretical framework, emerged separately but often also in combination. Actors on the 
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one hand were prefiguring agroecological alternatives, such as developing ecologically 

regenerative farming practises in combination with solidary value chains, presenting that what 

is commonly perceived as the norm, is socio-ecologically problematic and not normal at all. 

On the other hand, in different situations, actors during the TDA spoke up for agroecological 

values, engaging discursively in opposing the hegemonic discourse of the Swiss food system. 

The main counter-hegemonic discourses of agroecological actors, to contest dynamics within 

and in connection to the Swiss food system, identified are: 

➢ questioning the passive role of “the consumer” and attributing responsibility to the 

citizens in and behind consumers for collectively caring about the public socio-

ecological welfare 

➢ criticising the lack of valuation and prioritisation of food, food provisioning and 

nutrition in modern-day societies 

➢ making a case for the re-framing of farming as undervalued and underpaid care work, 

providing indispensable goods and services 

➢ provoking public engagement on the unquestioned neutrality and role of science and 

technology 

➢ breaking with the solutionist narrative of the free market and problematising power 

dynamics leading to insufficiently regulated and hence socio-ecologically unjust agri-

food trade treaties  

Political agroecology, during the TDA, surfaced most in the practice of broadening the frame 

of dispute and addressing the ultimate cause of an issue. Agroecological actors opened 

political space and opposed dominant narratives by, for example, enlarging the consumer-

producer polarisation by re-framing the consumer as citizen, attributing people democratic 

agency as well as responsibility in their strategies of food provisioning. Similarly, by pointing 

out the “convenience culture” and the (non-monetary) valuation of food prevalent in civil 

society, agroecologists emphasise the more genuine reason behind the economic organisation 

of value chains, for the extractive pressure on people and agroecosystems. 

The agroecological value of solidary economics was identified as the strongest in the case of 

the TDA. The re-politicisation of economic roles of and relations between people, to be more 

personal, solidaric, tangible, and caring, formed a main and transversal theme. It presents a 

political signifier around which an agroecological identity in the Swiss context seems to be 

emerging. However, all of the signifiers around which agroecology politicises, as presented in 

the theoretical framework, have been encountered in the process of this research.  

The agroecological initiatives and actors politicise the valuation of and the right to food, 

opposing its commodification and further advocate for awareness building and food system 

literacy of civil society. But a theme that has only marginally emerged in the discourse of the 

TDA are post-anthropocentric narratives of connectedness and care between the natural world 

and civil society. This goes along with the findings of Bossard (2024), who has found such 
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narratives also only at the movement level. The author proposes to politicise agroecology and 

promote movement building in Switzerland by bridging the public’s separate perception of 

ecological and social crisis by creating resonance and emotional affection through 

(counter)narratives of connectedness. 

 

Understood as the social movement perspective, the focus shifts from institutionalised 

structures of the Agroecology Works! network, to the actors and spaces where agroecology is 

grounded in and shaped by lived experiences and practices of farmers, farming collectives, 

food processing facilities, gastronomists, food-coops, living-labs, CSA members, citizens and 

consumers. On this level, actors appear to be less connected and collectivised around a 

common political cause, such as the identification with agroecology, which indicates 

insufficient political connectivity with agroecology as political signifier at this level.  

The research on AESM in Europe suggests that such a collectivisation has evolved in the 

formation of the organic sector, which at its roots stems from a social movement (Balogh et 

al., 2020; Brumer et al., 2023; Migliorini et al., 2018; Seremesic et al., 2021; Stassart et al., 

2018). This movement building has arguably revolved around an “Us-Them” identification, as 

in being different from mainstream conventional agriculture by applying organic farming 

practices. However, the organic movement also faces critiques of “conventionalisation” (De 

Molina Navarro, 2015) and little involvement in “social issues” (Migliorini & Wezel, 2017), 

marking it de-politicised. Hence, the relation between the concepts of political agroecology 

and the organic sector, respectively the organic movement, appears crucial in understanding 

the spaces where, through collectivisation around agroecological values, a transformative 

politicisation of the socio-ecologically unjust food system dynamics may be emergent. Such 

seems to be the case for agroecology in Switzerland, given the similarities of the organics 

movement and sectors political-economic embedding and the lacking politicisation of 

hegemonic unjust structures rendering multifaceted social injustice. 

 

To conclude this discussion, agroecology is subject of politicisation on two levels: 

movement level and network level. Practices and mechanisms of re- and de-politicisation 

are manyfold, with the trajectory of questioning market roles and economic relations 

being most apparent on the movement level. The TDA as a political practice of the 

network challenges the normalisation of the mainstream food system by its prefiguration 

of alternatives, which, however, can also tilt towards de-politicisation if it becomes a 

mere (showcase) simulation of these alterative practices. There are certainly more 

practices in politically contesting the food system politics and discourse in Switzerland that 

were not presented and discussed in the two sub-sections above. This case study, centred 
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around the TDA, did not include further (grey) literature or data to map all such 

agroecological politicisations. However, it is acknowledged that such exist, for example, in 

the work of Uniterre (Swiss LVC division) or the VKMB, two peasant associations that 

actively politicise issues such as food sovereignty, peasant livelihood, access to land, and 

women in agriculture (Uniterre, 2024; VKMB, 2025). Nonetheless, the analysis conducted 

here implies a tension between the political practice of the agroecology network and the level 

of the agroecology movement. These seem, seen from the difference of their political 

practices, distanced, which consequently poses the question of lacking movement building by 

politicisation and renders the importance of searching for trajectories of deepening the 

democratic practice of agroecology in Switzerland. 
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7 Conclusion  

Understanding the need for transformative processes to deconstruct current harmful dynamics 

of the food system, the work presented here aims to break with the “collaborative 

management of sustained unsustainability” (Blühdorn & Deflorian, 2021, p. 265), which 

indicates the necessary re-orientation to effective interventions on deep leverage points 

(Abson et al., 2017). Argued by post-political theory scholars, the perseverance of 

unsustainability in socio-ecological system is established in a post-political condition and held 

in place by mechanisms of de-politicisation (Duncan, 2016; Swyngedouw, 2010b). In search 

of ways to break with post-political discourses and open political space through which 

privileges, positions, roles, resources, outcomes and regulations in and of the food system 

become subject of negotiation, democratic deliberation and hence re-distribution, this research 

centres social movements as political actors and, in turn, democratic agents of change.  

Concretely, practices of an agroecological social movement rooted in ecological food 

provisioning, research and political struggle have been analysed for their politicisation and de-

politicisation, and consequential implications on the movement’s transformative capacity. 

Focusing on the European context of the Swiss agroecology movement and drawing on 

literature, policy documents and participant observation, this study both analysed the political 

practice of the Swiss agroecology movement and the post-political context it is embedded in. 

This was undertaken to better understand the transformative pathways of the Swiss 

agroecology movement and to answer the overarching research question: In what ways does 

the Swiss agroecology movement’s politicisation of the food system influence its ability to 

achieve its transformatory objectives?  

The analysis indicates that the Swiss agroecology movement is generally operating within a 

de-politicised socio-political framework. Such analysis is derived by looking at the formal 

agri-food governance of both state and civil society actors. The policies on the vision for agri-

food politics until 2050 and related strategies of the responsible Ministry of Agriculture are 

shown to contribute to the de-politicisation of formal agri-food governance by their focus on 

consensus and conflict mitigation, and further their practice of responsibility diffusion and 

technocratic governance. The Ministry of Agriculture appears ambiguous in dealing with the 

multifaceted interests and power asymmetries present in the governance of the food system 

and tends to obscure conflict lines, which would enable negotiation and deliberation crucial to 

emancipatory and transformative politics.  

Furthermore, formal political practises by civil society organisations, like the recent popular 

referendums on nutrient levels, pesticides, or the degree of self-sufficiency and plant-based 

foods, appear double-edged when looked at through a lens of the properly political. While 

these mechanisms of direct democracy offer the opportunity to publicly problematise an issue 

and fuel debate, such forms of political action can arguably contribute to a post-political 
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condition when their framing and position does not sufficiently address the normative root 

cause of the problem put forward and hence normalises incumbent unsustainable paradigms 

(e.g. through putting forward a productivist narrative or the overuse of technocratic 

approaches). 

The values and worldviews underlying what can today be called the Swiss agroecology 

movement have been present and politicising the food system long before the term 

agroecology emerged in Europe, through, for example, the organic movement or NGOs 

working nationally and transnationally on socio-ecological justice issues. This work claims 

that agroecology marks an overlapping continuation of this political process, responding to 

the absence of transformational change but appearing foremost in the realms of NGOs and 

academia and lacking a grounding in a political civil society movement. Agroecology in 

Switzerland, apart from research, appears most explicit in its institutionalisation by the 

network Agroecology Works!. The network spearheads the socio-political agroecology 

movement, which, even though it appears less visible as a political force, is implicit in the 

political struggle of agroecology. This gave reason to analyse the transformative capacity of 

the Swiss agroecology movement on two levels: the network level and the movement level. 

As its main political practice, the agroecology network has been organising the TDA event 

series, which is here understood as a practice of publicly representing agroecology and hence 

shaping agroecology’s discourse in relation to agri-food politics. Showcasing manifold ways 

in which agroecology manifests in alternatives to organise ecological food provisioning and 

more solidary forms of economic relations, the TDA presents a form of prefigurative politics. 

Creating self-legitimacy for agroecological practices and challenging the normalisation of 

conventional agriculture, industrialised food system structures, and individualised economic 

relations, the TDA, as a web of agroecological realities and social networks, forms a 

counterhegemonic political moment that politicises the food system. 

While such a prefigurative politicisation may mark a transformative intervention point, 

building on Blühdorn and Deflorian’s (2021) analytical frame of prefigurative simulation, the 

TDA also simultaneously appears as a practice that conceals the political space needed for 

food system transformation. Through its focus on broad outreach and hence framings that 

attract the public and support the building of alliances, the TDA edition analysed in this work 

shows little discursive problematisation and political confrontation of the issues it aims to 

address. The representation of agroecology appears mostly in its capacity to offer solutions 

and draws on a non-conflictual and neutral language doing so. Such reflects a social activism 

that, while it prefigures alternatives, mostly evades the necessary collective practice of 

problematising the deep-rooted structures of neoliberal capitalism in the food system. 

Looking at the practises of politicisation through agroecology on a movement level, the 

analysis conducted here identified counter-hegemonic discourses that surfaced during the 
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TDA. Such mainly revolve around criticising the lacking valuation and prioritisation of food 

and nutrition and the respective economic and cultural consequences, the under- and non-

valuation of the (care) work involved in these goods and services, as well as re-framing “the 

(food) consumer” from a passive subject to a (food) citizen making food provisioning a 

common responsibility. On the other hand, while no direct actions of de-politicisation by 

agroecology-affiliated actors were observed, a tension to the discourses identified above was 

present within the agroecology movement. This mostly became visible in the emergence of 

the discourse centring around the responsibility for enabling more ecological and socially fair 

food provisioning by making the individual consumer the main responsible agent. 

Even so, the previously mentioned emerging counternarratives hint at the strong political 

sense that underlies the base of the agroecological movement, indicating how its actors are 

already working on opening political spaces by broadening the frame of dispute. Such takes 

place, for example, by expanding the narrow focus of debates on (convenient) commercial 

food provisioning to include perspectives of care work and solidary economic relations. 

Further, counternarratives also address the ultimate cause of the issues involved, such as the 

cultural and economic undervaluation of food and farming that supports individualised market 

approaches in organising the food system’s structures. Through these practises of 

politicisation, movement actors ultimately work on breaking with their post-political 

surroundings.  

However, a tension appears when considering the degree to which these counter-hegemonic 

discourses connect with the practises of the agroecology network, and hence the public 

representation of agroecology, which shows differing depths and modes of politicisation 

between movement and network. Such implies a tension between top-down and bottom-up 

movement building in the framing, representation, and respective agroecological 

counternarratives and political values the movement as a whole is advocating for. This, in 

turn, marks an important entry point for enhancing agroecology’s transformative capacity in 

the Swiss context and shows a need for continuous internal exchange and political 

deliberation on the normative orientation of the movement.  

This study, therefore, highlights the significance of engaging with apolitical entry points, such 

as the individualisation of responsibility of consumers and technocratic and expert-based 

governance processes, when strategising for a stronger political agroecology. Looking ahead 

and taking into account the analysis of the de-politicised discourse of the Swiss agri-food 

system presented in Chapter 5.1, efforts of agroecology movements to form counter-

hegemonic discourses and (re-)politicise through political action appear crucial. In other 

words, this research points to the importance of asking: what perspectives and approaches 

could support the (political) agroecology movement in Switzerland in (re-)politicising the 

agri-food system and social movement building?  
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Two directions are to be considered in this: First, politicisation practices are applicable 

internal to the agroecology movement for movement building, and second, they can be 

applied external to the movement to coalesce into a broader political force11. The creation of 

the Swiss agroecology network in 2019, and its work through public relations, research and 

internal support networks, can be seen as a first step in this strategic process. Concretely 

looking at the double-edged political practice of the TDA as argued in this work, it could be 

considered to strategically focus on a combination of events, formats, frames or further 

practices next to the TDA that are more normative and serve internal movement building. 

Such would complement the representation of agroecology with its current focus on broad 

public outreach and non-confrontational framing.  

The main goal in enhancing the transformative capacity of the agroecology movement 

proposed here is to create a counterhegemony against and a politicisation of the prevailing 

mechanisms of the dominant food system regime in place. Inspired by what Mouffe (2018) 

calls radical democracy and left-populism, and focusing on movement building and the 

politicisation of the food system more concretely, the agroecology movement and network 

could gain political momentum in a number of ways.  

First, such could be enacted by internal consolidation over defining common struggles like 

lacking economic autonomy, valuation of one’s work and societal contribution, or recognition 

of one’s reduction to a consumer. And, in turn, by problematising other social actors such as 

large agribusiness corporations or government agencies.  

Second, stating clear and concrete demands that are achievable and resonate with the 

everyday experience of the people involved and address their concerns would support creating 

a common, yet pluralistic, identity. Such demands could, for example, revolve around the 

support for small-scale operations of farms and food distribution, stronger market regulations 

to balance power asymmetries, a ban of synthetic pesticides, dignified working conditions for 

farm workers, or organic food for everyone. 

Third, to ensure connectivity and cohesion between members it is key to give space to the 

different experiences, positions, concerns and enable contribution to the movement’s goals 

and strategies from different angles through using languages and forms of communication 

accessible to everyone and paying attention to those who, due to care work or high workloads 

in different occupations (like farming), may have less resources for contributing. 

 
11 Looking at the transformative objective and process of agroecology from a radical democracy point of view 

necessitates to engage beyond problematising economic distributive issues along the food value chain and seeing 

food as the entry point of the struggle, but not its boundaries. Therefore, understanding and addressing the 

underlying oppressive structures and issues from intersectionality, inherently request to solidarise with the fight 

against oppression such as from heteropatriarchy and colonialism.   
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Fourth, for building political space, it is crucial to focus on democratic structures and 

engagement internally, as in encouraging participation, democratic decision making within the 

movement, and the organisation of assemblies, with the goal to discuss and strategise around 

agroecology collectively. Such could be facilitated by creating the agenda and methods of 

meetings or exchanges collaboratively and sharing the lead amongst the roles and 

contributors. 

Fifth, to create transformational political momentum, collaboration with other social 

movements, organisations, and unions is required. This could include facilitating exchanges 

with movements focusing on environmental justice, human rights, farm worker rights, anti-

globalisation, animal rights, migrant integration and anti-racism, climate, activism, and rural 

development.  

Sixth, engaging in direct political action and creating public attention by forms of protest, 

prefigurative practices, and public awareness campaigns would emphasise an “Us-Them” 

differentiation through problematising the adversary. Such would need to refrain from 

(over)using abstractions, like fighting against capitalism, as people are more likely to be 

moved to act on the basis of concrete situations and concerns rooted in their everyday life. By 

organising an agroecology festival or summit to strengthen the movement identity or focus 

political campaigns around an agonistic relation towards a certain actor or group, such could 

be taken into account. 

Seventh, it is important to be visible, appealing and emotionally connective through 

crafting narratives that are disseminated through media, literature and art by pointing out and 

connecting problems publicly (e.g. through a narrative like: “we need less people wearing 

suits but more hands weeding the fields”).  

The practical implementation and the conversion of the theoretical ideas presented here may 

not always strive for radical political positions and the abolishment of actors that are less 

political. Such an over-politicisation might lead to an alienation towards civil society, but also 

affiliated actors. The findings and discussion presented here however, aim to encourage 

strategic orientation towards understanding agroecology as a political project and process that 

is based on a common struggle for ecological and social justice while acknowledging its 

internal diversity of actors.  

This research, due to its format as a thesis, could not present a full post-political analysis of 

the discourses and processes in the Swiss food system and offers only a selective empirical 

insight into the political practise of the agroecology network and movement at large. 

Extended time of fieldwork, participatory methods, and further engagement in action research 

would be required to respond to Frantzeskaki et al.’s (2016) call for more longitudinal social 

movement studies to better understand the dilemmas of realpolitik that such civil society 

organisations are faced with. In particular, further interaction and exchange with the 

agroecology network would have been necessary to understand its internal dynamics, political 

strategy and decision-making. This could also entail investigating mechanisms of 
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politicisation and de-politicisation, such as politicising agroecology through “foregrounding 

difference and defining adversaries” or depoliticising the agroecology movement by 

“dismissing the political nature of knowledge”, on which this study has not elaborated. The 

present work should therefore be seen primarily as a continuation of earlier studies on 

agroecology in Switzerland, but also as a first step in a longer research process to better 

understand the political dynamics between agroecology as a social movement, an 

institutionalised network, civil society and formal governance. 

To move the debate around the transformative capacity of political agroecology in 

Switzerland forward, a better understanding of the political work, actors, and strategy of the 

agroecology network, during but also outside the TDA event series, needs to be developed. 

This would entail further investigating the politicising practices within the network, 

movement building and the interaction with mainstream political circles. In a bigger scheme, 

researchers (as well as agroecological practitioners, policy-makers and the media) could focus 

on understanding and advocating for the political understanding of agroecology more broadly, 

in a Swiss but also in a European context. Little research was found specifically on the 

political practices and structures of agroecology movements in Europe and their relation to the 

(post-)political. Europe-wide agroecological research could contribute to the transformative 

political process of agroecology by facilitating comparison and exchange of different political 

practices, strategies of contestation, and conditions for movement and (transformative) 

capacity building. 

The study presented here suggests that post-political theory has much to offer to the practice 

and strategy of agroecology movements as well as to agroecological research. Further, due to 

their ubiquitous character and interwovenness into the social realities, food and hence the 

politics of food, offer an interesting and arguably productive entry point for the (re-

)politicisation of undemocratic, oppressive and harmful logics that cause the need for 

transformation. Agroecology, by its broadness of actors, roles, and experiences, further 

provides conducive conditions to establish new frontiers to break the dominant (food) 

system’s hegemony from the ground up, while acknowledging the need for remaining in a 

genuine democratic framework with pluralistic and agonistic relations. 

Such is a transformative process by its engagement on the level of values and paradigms, 

shifting discourses, forming new social relations and, likely to the latest stage, showing 

change in formal politics. This presents itself as a framework of political agroecology that 

acknowledges and links the key principles of plurality, political agonism, and deliberation for 

a genuine democratic framework and connects to agroecology as a political position based on 

worldviews and values. Such values and worldviews of agroecology, however, embracing the 

core argument of post-political theory, remain specific to place and subjects and should hence 

be kept fluid through continuous negotiability of themselves. Yet, drawing on the experiences 
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made and data captured in this research, a main directionality of values in the case of the 

Swiss agroecology movement crystallises: notions revolving around (mutual) care for the 

natural world and the people working (with) the land, and recognising the importance of 

solidary, collective and decentralised ways to exchange goods, services, and knowledge 

appear as a fruitful base for further movement building and transformative politicisation of the 

Swiss food system. 
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N° Date Format Event style
Title/Topic (translated from original 

language to English)
Organisers Main actors involved/attending

1 3.10.2024 online Conference Agroecology Science Days UNIL
Academia, administration, policy 

makers

2 3.10.2024 online Webinar
Food Future: Climate-Neutral Agriculture 

Grisons

Flury & Giuliani GmbH, Klimaneutrale 

Landwirtschaft GR

Consultancy company, 

practitioner

3 6.10.2024 on-field
Farm visit and 

presentation
Agrarological Revolution in Cuba

Cuba Solidarität Vilma Espin Zürich-

Ostschweiz und Snack de Heck
Civil society, practitoner

4 7.10.2024 on-field Reading circle
Decolonial feminist perspectives on 

Agroecology

SAE Greenhouse Lab und arvae 

Kollektiv
Academia, arts, civil society

5 8.10.2024 on-field Conference
Social Sustainability in the Swiss 

Agriculture and Food Industry
Verein Qualitätsstrategie 

Academia, representatives of the 

agri-food industry

6 8.10.2024 online Webinar
Agroecology and the Transistion to 

Sustainable Food Systems

World Food System Centre ETH 

Zürich
Academia

7 11.10.2024 on-field
Farm visit and 

workshop

2 farms & 27 years of practice: How can 

agroecology work?
Farngut und Gerbehof Practitioner, civil society

8 15.10.2024 online Webinar
Policy Perspective on Agroecological 

Transformation

World Food System Centre ETH 

Zürich
Academia

9 16.10.2024 on-field Conference
Power and market - Who decides on our 

food?
Agrarinfo, SIWSSAID, HEKS, Uniterre

Academia, representatives of the 

agri-food industry, NGOs, 

10 17.10.2024 on-field
Exhibition and 

presentation

Exhibition "Diversity instead of genetic 

engineering" and presentation of the 

food protection referendum

Schweizer Allianz Gentechfrei NGOs, civil society

11 21.10.2024 online Webinar Regional supply from the field
SVIAL-My Agro Food Network und 

Dirnln am Feld

NGOs, consultancy/extension 

service

12 22.10.2023 online Webinar
Agroecology as a Tool for Food System 

Transformation

World Food System Centre ETH 

Zürich
Academia

13 22.10.2024 on-field Farm visit Experience permaculture (in agriculture) INFORAMA, Birchhof Civil society, practitioner

14 23.10.2024 online Webinar
Research for agroecology - focus 

agroforestry
HAFL und terre des hommes schweiz academia, NGO

15 23.10.2024 on-field Presentations

More peas, beans and co.! The potential 

of grain legumes for the Swiss 

agricultural and food system

gzpk, Critical Scientists Switzerland, 

UNIL
academia, NGO

16 24.10.2024 on-field Workshop
Innovation Group Future-Oriented 

Agriculture
Swiss Food Research NGO, academia

17 26.10.2024 on-field Fundraiser event
Something good grows - How healthy 

value creation systems thrive
Biovision NGO, civil society

18 29.10.2024 on-field Conference
AP 2030+:  What future for the Swiss 

food system?
Pro Natura

NGO, administration, policy 

makers

19 30.10.2024 on-field Workshop
Closing event: What does the future 

taste like? - A visionary table talk
Agroecology works!, Biovision NGO, civil society, practitioner

Table 5: Overview of events attended and included in the data set on the TDA 
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  Authors Year Title Context Concepts Research design Sourcing 

1 Brumer et al. 2023 
Development of agroecology in Austria and 
Germany 

Germany and Austria Living Labs, citizen-led Food Councils 
Key informant interviews of different 
dimensions of agroecology 

Scopus 
search 

2 
Anderson et 
al. 

2022 
Transformative agroecology learning in Europe: 
Building consciousness, skills and collective 
capacity for food sovereignty 

Europe N.A. 
Interviews with initiatives that are 
directly linked to policial movements for 
food sovereignty and agroecology 

Scopus 
search 

3 Sarabia et al. 2021 
Transition to agri-food sustainability, assessing 
accelerators and triggers for transformation: 
Case study in Valencia, Spain 

Spain (city-region Valencia) 
Time banks, social currency initiatives, 
participatory guarantee systems, 
organic cooperative supermarkets,   

Document analysis, literature review, 
semi-structured interviews and 
participatory observation. 

Scopus 
search 

4 
Drottberger et 
al. 

2021 
Alternative food networks in food system 
transition—values, motivation, and capacity 
building among young swedish market gardeners 

Sweden Market gardening "movement", AFN In-depth interviews 
Scopus 
search 

5 Felcis 2021 
Agroecological practices as sustainable 
management of common natural resources: The 
case of latvian permaculture movement 

Latvia Permaculture Historical anaylsis  
Scopus 
search 

6 Popławska 2020 
Towards producer-consumer cooperation: 
Collective learning in alternative food networks 
as a food sovereignty practice  

Poland Cooperatives, AFN Theoretical analysis 
Scopus 
search 

7 
Raffle and 
Carey 

2018 
Grassroots activism, agroecology, and the food 
and farming movement: Ten years in Bristol’s 
food story 

UK (city-region Bristol) Transition town Historical anaylsis  
Scopus 
search 

8 
Di Masso and 
Zografos 

2015 
Constructing food sovereignty in Catalonia: 
different narratives for transformative action 

Catalonia (Spain) Agroecology movement Q methodology, interviews 
Scopus 
search 

9 
Montesinos 
and Pérez 

2015 
Rurality of 15-M. Initiatives from the Alicante 
agroecology movement  

Spain Agroecology movement Historical anaylsis  
Scopus 
search 

10 Bossard 2024 
Praxisbeispiele und Narrative des Wandels für 
eine transformative Schweizer Agrarökologie 

Switzerland Agroecology movement 
Document analysis, semi-structured 
interviews and participant observation. 

Snowballing 

11 Moudry et al. 2016 
Agroecology development in eastern europe - 
cases in Czech Republich, Bulgaria, Hungars, 
Poland, Romana and Slovakia 

Czech Republich, Bulgaria, 
Hungars, Poland, Romana and 
Slovakia 

N.A. Historical anaylsis  Snowballing 

12 
Seremesic et 
al. 

2021 
Agroecology in the West Balkans  pathway of 
development and future perspectives 

Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Montenegro, 
Serbia, and North Macedonia 

N.A. Historical anaylsis  Snowballing 

13 van Dyck et al 2019 
The making of a strategizing platform: From 
politicizing the food movement in urban contexts 
to political urban agroecology 

UK, Belgium, Germany N.A. Autho-ethnography 
Scopus 
search 

14 Stassart et al. 2018 
The Generative Potential of Tensions within 
Belgian Agroecology 

Belgium Agroecology movement 
participatory observation, secondary 
data, and semi-structured interviews 

Snowballing 

15 Balogh 2020 Mapping agroecology in Hungary Hungary N.A. grey literature, interviews Snowballing 

16 
Migliorini et 
al. 

2018 
Agroecology in Mediterranean Europe: Genesis, 
State and Perspectives 

Italy, Greece, Spain N.A. grey literature, interviews Snowballing 

Table 6: Literature overview of empirical research on agroecological social movements in Europe 
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1. Context:  

- Situation description: what is going on? 

- Presentation/moderated workshop/group 

setting in breaks/1:1 moments 

o Who is in front of me? In what social 

surrounding is the data produced? 

What is the group dynamic like? How 

is the group moderated? 

- What persons speak? Age, gender, position, 

function, representation? 

- Who is listening? Does it maybe affect what 

the person(s) dares to say? 

 

 

 

- What constitutes the identity of the 

person(s)? 

o Do they identify with being an 

“agroecologist”? 

o What believes or values drives the 

person, brings them to this event? 

- What constitutes the identity of the group? 

o Is there a common ground, a 

directionality? 

 

2. Content: 2.1 Criteria of a political discourse: 2.2 Criteria of an apolitical discourse: 

In relation to the situation 

- State one’s own positionality  

- Advocate for worldview or vision 

- Adress what remained unaddressed so far / 

point at the “elephant-in-the-room” 

- Address underlying problem 

In relation to others 

- Opposing opinions of others 

- Reframe comment of others 

- Speak out feelings – make something personal 

- Framing issues of inequality from an 

intersectional perspective 

- Create polarization between good and bad  

(naming and shaming, address a “other side”) 

 

In relation to the situation 

- No space for pluralist perspectives 

 

 

 

In relation to others: 

- neutralize opposing standpoints and pretend 

to have the same opinions and hence 

consensus 

 

Criteria for a politicised agroecology: Criteria for a de-politized agroecology: 

- Overcoming economic reductionism 

- Addressing issues around ecological injustice, 

agroecology as a means to: 

o mediate between human and more-

than-human perspectives and establish 

ecological balance, finding harmony 

and interconnectedness 

o ecological reparation: re-generate / 

improve soil, water, agro-biodiversity  

- Addressing issues of colonization: 

o issues of epistemic injustice, white 

saviourism 

o unjust market and trade relations 

between the GN and GS 

- Addressing issues of power asymmetries 

- framing Agroecology only as technological 

approaches to (“the”) sustainability 

problems 

- allowing only for scientific evidence and 

expert knowledge to be a source for 

informed decision-making 

o framing opinions and ideologies as 

problematic in decision making 

-  
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o in the value chain 

o in (participative) political processes 

- Addressing unequal gender relations 

o Gender equality in agriculture 

(recognition, care work, social 

security) 

o Stereotypes of work distribution 

 

 

 

3. Political effectiveness -  

--> if not obvious, do actors feel like their work is 

political in some sense? 

--> when did actors felt success or failure in 

regards to their (political) work? With what do they 

relate their success or failure? 

 

-  
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 Code Comment 

In
d

u
ct

iv
e

 c
o

d
e

s 

Inductive Codes: Agroecology Is coded for when agroecology is explicitly mentioned  

Inductive Codes: Anomaly 

Is applied to a quotation when situations fall out the theoretical 
framework and provoke or imply changes to and reflection on the 

theory  

Inductive Codes: Conflict mitigation 

Is coded when in the same quotation the intention to balance the 

implication of a problematic situation becomes visible  

Inductive Codes: Conflicts of objectives 

; Political tensions of different pathways is made visible and framed as 

conflictual  

Inductive Codes: Consumer 
responsibility 

Is coded for when the responsibility is put on the consumer, through 

market relations  

Inductive Codes: Counternarratives 

Is coded for agroecological initiatives' and actors' political 
(counter)narratives that they see within the agroecological movement 

  

Inductive Codes: Days of Agroecology When the days of agroecology are mentioned  

Inductive Codes: Education and media 

Codes for the advocacy of actors to educate citizens, consumers, 
practitioners about food system related connections and socio-

ecological implications  

Inductive Codes: Food system 
transformation framework 

Code is applied to quotations when the holistic management of the 

food system is advocated for  

Inductive Codes: Limitations of and 
criticism on agroecology 

Is coded for agroecological initiatives' and actors' criticism on the 
current situation or orientation of the agroecological movement or the 

understanding of agroecology  

Inductive Codes: Long term vs. short 
term 

Quotation is indicating differences when different time frames are 

taken into account  

Inductive Codes: Movement building Is coded for when social networks around a defined cause form  

Inductive Codes: Movement diversity 

Is coded for situations in the data when the heterogeneity of 

agroecological actors' values and visions surface  

Inductive Codes: Opportunities and new 
ways forward within agroecology 

Is coded when strategies, necessities for political agroecology to 

develop further are pointed out  

Inductive Codes: Problem 
representation 

Quotations where problems are presented, but not explained why they 

are problematic  

Inductive Codes: Relationship 
Agriculture-Society 

shows moments in which the relationship between food production 

and society are subject of discussion  

Inductive Codes: Responsibility diffusion 

In the quotation it becomes unclear what actor is eventually 
responsible and therefore responsibility is "in-between" and 

unattributed  

Inductive Codes: Responsibility 
individual 

Quotation shows how responsibility is attributed to individuals such as 

farmers, consumers and citizens.  

Inductive Codes: Responsibility 
structural-politics 

Quotation shows how responsibility is attributed to public institutions 

in changing structural restraints for  food system change  

Inductive Codes: Shocks, crisis and 
turning points 

Is coded for when the influence of shocks and crises are mentioned 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Political_Debate and democracy: 
Contestation of power 
structures/distribution 

The political manifests by social actors contestations of power 
structures and distribution, e .g. in the way how laws are made or 

economic relations regulated   

Political_Debate and democracy: 
Dissent, conflict and antagonism 

The political manifests by obvious disagreement, agonistic conflictual 
encounters and antagonisms between social actors or the dissent with 

the legal and economic framework, e.g.    

Political_Debate and democracy: 
Foregrounding of inequalities 

The political manifests by social actors efforts to foreground 

inequalities  

Political_Debate and democracy: 
Ontological problematisation 

The political manifests by social actors problematisation of issues on 

the foundational level of social and economic relations  

Political_Debate and democracy: 
Pluralism 

The political manifests by co-existing value systems that do not align 

and can not find a common ground 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Politics_level_spaces_actors_processes: 
Administration 

(De-)Politicisation happening by the involvement of the governmental 

ministries  

Politics_level_spaces_actors_processes: 
Civil society 

Is coded for civil society stakeholders participation  

Politics_level_spaces_actors_processes: 
Industry 

Is coded for industry stakeholders participation, or their 

representation  

Politics_level_spaces_actors_processes: 
National level 

(De-)Politicisation happening in national level politics  

Politics_level_spaces_actors_processes: 
NGO 

Is coded for NGO stakeholders participation   

Politics_level_spaces_actors_processes: 
Participatory spaces 

(De-)Politicisation happening in participatory governance spaces  

Politics_level_spaces_actors_processes: 
Policy makers and politicians Is coded for agricultural policy makers and politicians 

Politics_level_spaces_actors_processes: 
Practitioner 

Is coded for agricultural practitioner participation  

Politics_level_spaces_actors_processes: 
Science and universities 

Is coded for scientific and university stakeholders participation  

Politics_level_spaces_actors_processes: 
Social movements 

(De-/Re-)Politicisation happening by social movements 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SRQ1_Post-political characterisation: 
Consensuality and neutrality 

; Relentless search for a universal consensus through rational 

deliberation ; Representations of “the norm” and “the universal 

desirable” and making of extremists who would not believe in this 

through moralisation  ; Unquestioned problem representations ; 

Creation of a consensual "we"  

SRQ1_Post-political characterisation: 
Neoliberal-lock in 

; Presenting neoliberalism as the only and inevitable way to organise 

the social and economic life ; Concealing the structural inequalities and 

constraints that emerge from neoliberal-capitalism. ; Capitalist 

realism  

SRQ1_Post-political characterisation: 
Technocratic governance 

; Political questions are addressed as technical issues ; Experts are 

legitimised and prioritised ; Governance by indicators  

SR
Q

2
_P

o
lit

ic
a

l A
gr

o
e

co
lo

gy
_p

o
li

ti
ci

si
n

g 
th

ro
u

gh
 a

gr
o

e
co

lo
gy

 

Code Category 

This code category presents codes which reflect the political in 
agroecology and therefore picture the contrasting vision of agroecology 

against the industrial food system  --> with these codes I capture 

unique politicisations of agroecology  

SRQ2_Political Agroecology_politicising 
through agroecology: access to land 

; access to land for small-scale farmers and community-farming is 

guaranteed (Nyéléni, 2015)  

SRQ2_Political Agroecology_politicising 
through agroecology: autonomy 

; seed sovereignty ;low dependency on external inputs (Nyéléni, 

2015)  

SRQ2_Political Agroecology_politicising 
through agroecology: Ind_integration of 
marginalised groups and care for people 
in agriculture 

Campe up inductively, codes for the care of marginalised groups such 
as migrant workers, exploited practitioners, or the people working on 

farms in general  

SRQ2_Political Agroecology_politicising 
through agroecology: knowledge 
production and sharing 

;research agendas are democratically developed ;creation, sharing and 

keeping of knowledge by agroecologists (Nyéléni, 2015)  

SRQ2_Political Agroecology_politicising 
through agroecology: local economies 

;decentral organisation of food supply chains ;food system circularity 

;solidary economic relationships  (Nyéléni, 2015)  

SRQ2_Political Agroecology_politicising 
through agroecology: more-than-human 
world 

;stewardship for mother earth ;rejection of commodification of all 

forms of life (Nyéléni, 2015) ;recognition of interconnectedness of 

biological systems  

SRQ2_Political Agroecology_politicising 
through agroecology: recognition of 
gendered roles and reproductive work 

;for Agroecology to achieve its full potential, there must be equal 
distribution of power, tasks, decision-making and 

remuneration (Nyéléni, 2015)  

SRQ2_Political Agroecology_politicising 
through agroecology: small-scale 
farming and peasant livelihood 

;such structures are supported and not deemed secondary to economy-

of-scale  (Nyéléni, 2015) 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SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Academic and NGO involvement 

;de-politicisation of the AESM by the leading role of academia and 

NGOs in representing agroecology ;the definition and practice of 

agroecology being taken over by NGO and science actors in the global 

north ;role of AESM in the global north ;internal tension of this thesis  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Floating signifier 

; The use of concepts that make mobilising support around easy as they 
are seemingly non-rejectable; increasing wellbeing, sustainability, 

effectiveness or efficiency  (Knutson and Lindberg, 2018)  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Ind_Economic reductionism 

Is coded when statements reduce complex social relations and 

problems to mere market economic issues  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Ind_individualising responsibility 

Is coded when responsibility it put on the subject/individual instead of 
adressing the structural causes politically 

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Ind_Junk Agroecology 

Is coded when agroecology is de-politicised/co-opted (Alonso-Fradejas, 

2020)  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Ind_Non-positioning and obscuring the 
field of conflict 

The actors position is not tangible and varies between statements, 
which prevents a field of conflict to emerge, as the actors are 

everywhere and nowhere at the same time  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Ind_Positivity 

Is coded when a strong focus on opportunities, solutions, utopias, 
positive aspects of the problem, is obscuring the conflictuality of the 
underlying problem and hence covering up the necessary conflict for 

transformation  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Ind_Technocratisation 

Is coded when solutions to social problems are approached based on 
heavy involvement of scientific quantification (monitoring, measuring, 

indicators) or technological solutions  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Ind_Technofix 

Is coded for when (complex) problems are reduced to technical issues 

which don’t require structural change  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Manufacturing a "we" 

; Strategies, processes and organisational structures that are built on 
the idea that consensus can be reached among its heterogenous 

partners ; Obligatory codes of conducts that partners/stakeholders 

must ascribe to, subjectification of actors as contracting partners 
obfuscates the political nature and the power asymmetries between 

different stakeholders ; The use of elastic language to downplay 

controversies and creating a sense of we ; The belief in the possibility 

of rational solutions that can favour all concerned parties  (Knutson 

and Lindberg, 2018)  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Moralisation 

There is a shift from a political to a moral discourse (right or wrong) in 
which the political gets lost as opponents are de-legitimised of their 

position  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Scientisation 

; authorities discursively transform political problems into matters of 

scientific ‘evidence’ : administrations view themselves as a body that 

adapts continuously to scientific evidence and hence apply more and 

more a technocratic governance approach ; actors outsource decisions 

to an external and supposedly neutral authority  (Knutson and 

Lindberg, 2018)  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Social movement_dismiss political 
nature of knowledge 

The standpoint and management of a social movement regarding 
scientific evidence and knowledge production is a crucial factor of its 
politicising footprint. When an initiative claims to uphold objective 
truth through scientifically derived knowledge and therefore presents 
their position unnegotiable, the political dimension of the issue is 
eluded. By closing off plurality of different epistemologies, the 

legitimacy of the opponent is undermined. (Blühdorn & Deflorian, 

2021)  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Social movement_perpetuate neoliberal 
lock-in 

It is important to understand, whether a social movement strategically 
aims to work under or against the neoliberal hegemony in the food 
system which perpetuates an industrial-capital driven logic to it. If 
actors deliberately support neoliberal policy (e.g. privatisation, market 
liberalism, state hands-off, individual responsibility) or the further 
capitalisation and financialization of the food system, the researched 
initiative might be de-politicising by not questioning the hegemonic 

consensus around these policies. (Blühdorn & Deflorian, 2021) 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SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Social movement_project universality 

When movements rhetorically make use of an “all-inclusive we” 
through campaigning for the survival of the “whole human species” 
they project their demand to be representative to all. This draws on a 
consensual notion of what should be perceived as common sense, 

which constitutes a post-political situation. (Blühdorn & Deflorian, 

2021)  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Social movement_simulative-
prefigurative politics 

Prefigurative politics refers to a collective performance of new social 
practices, subjectivities and socio-ecological relations (Blühdorn and 
Deflorian, 2014). While they can be powerful tools to politicise a cause 
and show that alternative realities are possible, they can also tilt over 
to the simulation of an alternative reality, that represents a retreat into 
everyday practices and personal life worlds, instead of politically 

opposing structural inequalities.  (Blühdorn & Deflorian, 2021)  

SRQ2_Processes of de-politicisation: 
Strategic avoidance 

; Safeguard the fragile consensus of a share “we” by avoiding, tip toeing 

around or leaving certain positions, issues, topics ; Takes place when it 

is not possible to reach a consensus through rational 

deliberation  (Knutson and Lindberg, 2018) 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SRQ2_Processes of re-politicisation: 
Addressing the (ultimate) cause 

By answering the question why societies have evolved in a way that the 
foods system has the respective socio-ecological consequences in order 
to function, the problem is addressed on a systemic level making it 
possible to problematize the core issue e.g. the capitalist organization 

of society, patriarchy, colonialism itself.  

SRQ2_Processes of re-politicisation: 
Broadening the frame of dispute 

broadening the frame of dispute and negotiation by questioning 
established consensus e.g. to “fight against CO2”. A social movement 
can target such consensus by creating awareness around connect 
issues e.g. of land grabs, corporate control, carbon trading or neo-
colonialism through political action and hence stress the inclusion of 

these issues in the debate.  

SRQ2_Processes of re-politicisation: 
Create nodal points and interact 
through solidarity 

Through broadening the frame of dispute a social movement creates 
opportunities for nodal points to emerge. In this emergence of 
collective struggle lies the possibility of further foregrounding the 
ontological dimension of the problem at stake and gain a broader 

impact and louder voice.  

SRQ2_Processes of re-politicisation: 
Create self-legitimacy and visibility 

Claiming of power and enhanced recognition of the many unheard 
social groups such as women, LGBTQIA+ people or migrants working in 
the agri-food system, or affected Indigenous people and people from 
the Global South. Next to publicly claiming legitimacy and representing 
groups who are most-affected through the issue of negotiation, this 
further challenges the perception of (direct-democracy) politics, as 

space of representation and progress.  

SRQ2_Processes of re-politicisation: 
Foreground difference and define 
adversaries 

To cut through the eradication of difference and showing the 
heterogeneity of actors, leads to a definition of adversaries, a us/them 

distinction, and hence a conflictual revivification of the political.   

SRQ2_Processes of re-politicisation: 
Ind_Prefiguration 

Is coded when practises embody the dissent against the current 
organisation of social structures in enacting and materialising an 
equitable, ecological and solidary alternative and diffusing these into 
the broader cultural and institutional landscape 
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For the writing of this thesis, I did not use any generative AI. However, for the transcription of 

recordings made during interviews and the events attended I used multiple AI powered tools 

since manual transcription of the data would have been impossible in the given timeframe of 

this thesis. For the transcription from Swiss German and German the tool of Fachhochschule 

Nordwestschweiz (https://stt4sg.fhnw.ch/) was used. For transcription from English to text, I 

used Otter (https://otter.ai/) and Transcri (https://transcri.io/en). Especially the transcription 

from Swiss German to text was partly incorrect. For quotations that were coded, the transcript 

was corrected according to the audio. 
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