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Abstract 

 

Exceptional Soybeans: Genetically Modified Soybeans in Argentina and 
International Environmental Governance  

 

Geneva Montana Leader Smith, M.G.P.S. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Erin Lentz 

 
On the margins of the first and developing worlds, Argentines have made many 

bids to enter into the small cohort of international power-players with varying degrees of 
success. This report takes a step back from rumors and suspicions surrounding Argentina 
to instead draw attention to the economic growth and international political clout gained 
through state and private industry support of agricultural biotechnology. Perhaps more 
important than revenue generated through exports of a lucrative crop, this transformative 
technology, namely in the form of genetically modified (GM) soybeans, has given 
Argentine political and industry elites the means to establish credibility in the 
international community. In turn, this has aided the Argentine state in negotiating the 
contours of its sovereignty on its own terms. GM soybeans have indeed become a 
stalwart of Argentine economic growth and a means to gain respect from the international 
community. There is still controversy, however, surrounding regulation of GM soybean 
production and the uncertain effects on those whose livelihoods depend on its continued 
adoption. Given that the jury is still out on the long-term effects of agricultural 
biotechnology production on soil quality, health and human safety, and rural job 
opportunities, the domestic effect of Argentine exceptionalism deployed for international 
purposes is troublingly unclear. An exploration of Argentine exceptionalism in relation to 
a shifting, yet always hybrid political economy and some of the contradictions via two 
case studies is a first step toward discovering how transitions to agricultural 
biotechnology affect the lives and livelihoods of Argentines at home.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Sign treaties with foreigners in which you guarantee to respect their natural rights to hold property, their 
civil rights, their safety, their right to acquire wealth, and their freedom of movement. Such treaties will 
prove to be the most beautiful key to progress for those countries that choose to stimulate their growth 
through immigration. For such legal guarantees to be inviolable and lasting, sign treaties for an indefinite 
(and very prolonged) length of time. Don’t be afraid to commit yourself to European order and culture… 
Juan Bautista Alberdi, 1853 

 
Will imperialism continue to lose one position after another, or will it, in its bestiality, as it threatened not 
long ago, launch a nuclear attack and burn the entire world in an atomic holocaust? We cannot say. We do 
assert, however, that we must follow the road of liberation even though it may cost millions of atomic 
victims. In the struggle to death between the two systems we cannot think of anything but the final victory of 
socialism or its relapse as a consequence of the nuclear victory of imperialist aggression. 
Ernesto “Che” Guevara, 1968 
 

 Argentina has again been thrust into the international spotlight. Ever since its 

hardline stance against “vulture funds” during the summer of 2014 and now with the 

suspicious circumstances surrounding the death of Alberto Nisman1 in January 2015, 

global news outlets have been reporting on all manner of the country’s failings. If not 

economic anxieties, headlines are recounting its history of human rights violations or the 

unpredictable travails of an imperial president. This maelstrom has done little to mitigate 

the country’s reputation as economically reckless and politically corrupt. Nonetheless, 

media representations of a nation at the mercy of a seemingly inexplicable chaos belie 

                                                
1 Alberto Nisman was the Chief Prosecutor assigned to investigate the 1994 bombings of a Jewish 
community center in Buenos Aires, known as the AMIA bombings. The suspicious circumstances 
surrounding his murder in January of 2015 have thrown President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner under 
suspicion for any involvement in a cover-up of the bombing in order to develop economic and political ties 
with Iran.  
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Argentina’s rich and complicated history that can help to make sense of its most recent 

controversies.  

On the margins of the first and developing worlds, Argentines have made many 

bids to enter into the small cohort of international power-players with varying degrees of 

success. This report takes a step back from rumors and suspicions surrounding Argentina 

to instead draw attention to the economic growth and international political clout gained 

through state and private industry support of agricultural biotechnology. Perhaps more 

important than revenue generated through exports of a lucrative crop, this transformative 

technology, namely in the form of genetically modified (GM) soybeans, has given 

Argentine political and industry elites the means to establish credibility in the 

international community. In turn, this has aided the Argentine state in negotiating the 

contours of its sovereignty on its own terms. GM soybeans have indeed become a 

stalwart of Argentine economic growth and a means to gain respect from the international 

community. There is still controversy, however, surrounding regulation of GM soybean 

production and in turn the effects on those whose livelihood depend on its continued 

adoption.  

This report seeks to parse and reveal the relationship between domestic 

production of novel crops and Argentina’s varied expressions of exceptionalism in an 

international setting through two case studies. Internationally, the state would like to be 

viewed as a powerbroker capable of shrewdly employing its natural resources for 

economic gain. Domestically, the effects are more varied. An exploration of Argentine 

exceptionalism in relation to a shifting, yet always hybrid political economy and some of 
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the contradictions is a first step toward discovering how transitions to agricultural 

biotechnology affect the lives and livelihoods of Argentines at home.  

Chapter 2 begins by examining the historical constitution of Argentine 

exceptionalism, which describes the Argentine state’s perennial aspiration to be an 

international powerbroker despite a sullied past marred by military coups and run away 

inflation. Then this chapter considers a broad overview of scholarly arguments showing 

scientific fact to be inextricable from political projects. Finally, I argue these disparate 

discussions fuse to render rural Argentines’ swift adoption of farming technologies 

dedicated to genetically engineered soybeans the result of a political project. Ultimately, 

the chapter is meant to ground the contemporary agricultural metamorphosis in an 

adaptive and self-perpetuating Argentine exceptionalism, and also serve as a lens through 

which to read the remainder of the report.  

Chapter 3 provides a description of Argentina’s fluctuating political economy 

over the last 25 years to help explain the importance of the GM soybean export market. 

During the 1990s when Argentina was voraciously adopting neoliberal policies 

recommended by the IMF, the agricultural industry began growing genetically 

engineered crops at a breakneck pace. The agricultural transformation continued amid the 

economic uncertainty of the 2001 economic crisis and has shown no signs of slowing 

under the watchful eye of the center-left Kirchner presidencies. In fact, many link profits 

generated through exports of GM soybeans directly to debt servicing, if not the political 

fodder for President Néstor Kirchner to unilaterally reject the IMF’s repayment schedule. 
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This development puts GM soybeans at the center of the two case studies that clarify 

international regulation of such novel products.  

The case study presented in Chapter 4 discusses European Community—

Measures Affecting the Approval and Marketing of Biotech Products: Request for 

Establishment of a Panel by Argentina, WT/DS293/17. Ruled on in August 2003 by a 

Dispute Settlement Panel, it was the first instance that the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) was asked to determine the relative safety of biotechnology products for 

international trade. The United States, Canada, and Argentina became a unified front 

against the European Union’s alleged moratorium of genetically engineered crops from 

1998 to 2003. While the case itself focuses primarily on the legitimacy of trade barriers, 

the question of potential health and safety risks associated with agricultural 

biotechnology should not be sidelined. This chapter argues that Argentina’s position as 

world leader in production and exports of agricultural biotechnology products allowed 

the Argentine state to influence an inchoate international regulatory framework regarding 

such matters. GM soybeans are thus imbued with political significance and offer a clear 

path out of the economic turmoil of 2001 crisis toward reclaiming exceptionalism—

though the effects on domestic conditions are less clear.  

Chapter 5 examines a different court case, Monsanto Technologies LLC v. Cefetra 

BV and Others, initially brought before The Hague regional court in 2003 and finally 

decided by the European Court of Justice (ECJ) in 2010. After multiple failed attempts 

made by Monsanto to secure patent protection for its Roundup Ready (RR) soybeans in 

Argentina, the multinational corporation sought alternative means to curb unregulated use 
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by Argentine farmers. This case demonstrates Argentina’s ability to resist pressure made 

by powerful corporations in the arena of intellectual property rights (IPRs), while also 

serving as further proof that Argentina’s regulatory systems are indeed legitimate. Again, 

this expression of Argentine exceptionalism in the international community is noteworthy 

because it contests flawed characterizations of a country mired in corruption. This 

triumph on an international stage, however, says little about the effects for rural 

Argentines living amid an agricultural transformation with uncertain risks.  

  



 6 

 

Chapter 2: Argentine Exceptionalism and GMOs 

INTRODUCTION 

  “The Parable of Argentina: What other countries can learn from a century of 

decline” appeared on the cover of The Economist in the spring of 2014.2 The copy was 

laid atop a photo of Lionel Messi, arguably the world’s greatest soccer player, walking 

away from the camera while wiping sweat from his brow. This gesture is almost 

indistinguishable from a man weeping into his elbow—what the editors likely intended. 

In the one-page article, a staff author presents the grim prospects for a country plagued by 

systemic neglect of democratic institutions. The reader is led to believe that Argentina’s 

latest fiscal crisis was inevitable after a century of wasting political, economic, and social 

capital on the export market. Aside from the article’s appalling misrepresentations—such 

as reference made to the “successful” economic projects of Chile’s generals in the 1970s 

with no mention made of their grave human rights violations—it evokes a prevalent 

narrative about Argentina: What happened?  

Fueled by massive British investment, a flood of European immigrants, and 

strengthening democratic institutions, Argentina was poised for economic and political 

success alongside the United States at the turn of the twentieth century. Over the course 

of the last century, however, political corruption, military coups, and hyperinflation have 

                                                
2 “The Parable of Argentina,” The Economist, February 15, 2014. 
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plagued the country and seemed to derail its progress. Or as The Economist warns, “the 

real danger is inadvertently becoming the Argentina of the 21st century. Slipping casually 

into steady decline would not be hard…weak institutions, nativist politicians, lazy 

dependence on a few assets and a persistent refusal to confront reality will do the trick.”3  

This chapter serves as theoretical grounding for the entire Professional Report by 

establishing the historical evolution of Argentine exceptionalism, and then turning to how 

and why GMO soybeans have come to occupy a prominent position in domestic and 

international politics. Arguably, genetically modified organisms operate as a 

revolutionary technology taken up in Argentina promising to remedy the country’s stalled 

economic and political development. The Argentine state’s promotion of such 

technologies does not depart from but rather falls squarely in line with the country’s 

longstanding narratives of progress. Even though Argentine exceptionalism began as a 

nation-building project, the effects of this narrative color the contemporary states’ (in its 

many iterations particularly over the last 25 years) mode of engaging with the 

international community.  

Describing common perceptions of Argentina as a peripheral member to both the 

“first” and “developing” worlds is a first step in situating Argentine exceptionalism. 

Anthropologists in particular have started to make inroads toward critically outlining the 

many rhetorical, political, and economic campaigns designed to thrust the country into a 

cohort alongside North Atlantic countries. Throughout, these scholars working in 

Argentina consider how technological innovation and racial signifiers are readily invoked 

                                                
3 Ibid. 
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to distinguish Argentina from its South American neighbors in favor of substantiating 

claims of its status as a “sister republic” to the United States. Next, the employment of 

the co-productionist idiom—that describes how technology and society produce one 

another—helps situate Argentina’s agricultural transformation—from one of relative 

biodiversity to GMO soybean monoculture—as an expression of Argentine 

exceptionalism. Argentina holds a unique position in the international system; the state 

and entrepreneurial elites can forcefully exert themselves on the world stage yet are 

beholden to their country’s image as corrupt and economically reckless. In the end, 

Argentine exceptionalism—whether expressed on an international stage or amid domestic 

constituents—is an adaptive force maneuvering to amass prestige and power while 

concealing technoscientific risks at home.  

“BUT THE COUNTRY IS A WRECK”4 

The liminal space evoked in The Economist’s trite exposé inadvertently reflects a 

narrative that contributes to Argentina’s agricultural transformation. At the turn of the 

twentieth century, Argentina’s economic potential, cultural breadth, and democratic 

institutions were likened to the United States’.5 For the first quarter of the 20th century, 

Argentina outpaced the United States, Canada, Australia, and Brazil in overall population 

                                                
4 Ibid. 
5 Gastón Gordillo, “Ships Stranded in the Forest,” Current Anthropology 52, no. 2 (April 1, 2011): 141–67, 
doi:10.1086/658909. 
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growth, per capita income, and total income. 6 Over the rest of the century, however, 

Argentina’s lockstep with the North Atlantic countries, particularly the United States, has 

been periodically interrupted, making the comparison to a U.S. trajectory less and less 

appropriate. Instead, Argentina is better characterized as a site constituted by dual 

discourses of progress and backwardness. 

Nonetheless, Argentina’s imperfect categorization as a country apart from the rest 

of South America is often attributed to its “special” relationship with the Global North. 

This, however, is an inadequate explanation. Roots of Argentine exceptionalism trace 

back to the state’s historical and contemporary ability to project an image of a white, 

European citizenry.7 Unlike other South American nations with significant indigenous 

populations, the Argentine state has rather successfully promoted the vision of a “Paris in 

South America”—both in culture, race, and ethnicity. Originally, this project was 

accomplished through massive campaigns of extermination whereby gaucho armies, at 

the behest of Argentina’s urban elites, pushed back the “frontier” by vanquishing the 

many groups of indigenous peoples subsisting off the still un-colonized land. The 

effective portrayal of a populace comprised of individuals with European descent was 

achieved through an institutionalized “invisibilization” of native peoples.8 Subsequently, 

the nascent Argentine state set out to repopulate the newly barren countryside through 

                                                
6 Cavallo, Domingo, Yair Mundlak, and Roberto Domenech. Agriculture and Economic Growth in 
Argentina, 2913-84. International Food Policy Research Institute, 1989, 
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNABB358.pdf. 
7 Claudia Briones, “Construcciones de Aboriginalidad En Argentina,” Societé Suisse Des Americanistes 68 
(2004), http://www.ssa-sag.ch/bssa/pdf/bssa68_10.pdf. 
8 Gastón Gordillo and Silvia Hirsch, “Indigenous Struggles and Contested Identities in Argentina Histories 
of Invisibilization and Reemergence,” Journal of Latin American Anthropology 8, no. 3 (2003): 4–30, 
doi:10.1525/jlca.2003.8.3.4. 
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immigration campaigns that sought out Europeans looking for new opportunity,9 much 

like the origin story in the United States. In both the U.S. and Argentine cases, European 

lineage is made to index positive socioeconomic and political progress.10 11 Ethnicity, 

race, culture, and industrialization fuse to build a narrative that Argentina has more in 

common with North Atlantic nations than its immediate neighbors to the north and west.   

The narrative of Argentine exceptionalism, however, has not gone unchallenged. 

Rather, Argentine exceptionalism is ever evolving to respond to extant conditions. 

Nostalgia for a time before Argentina’s inevitable triumph came into question has 

become inseparable from the implicit optimism in Argentina’s exceptional status. For 

example, this phenomenon takes material form in lost ships left aground on the banks of 

now dried rivers throughout the Argentine interior. Here, Argentine anthropologist 

Gaston Gordillo’s studies in nostalgia and memory are helpful. He finds one such 

material artifact of Argentine technological ambition in a forest on the outskirts of what 

has become a ghost town in the northern Gran Chaco region. The rotting hulk is an 

unambiguous reminder of Argentina from a century ago when rivers made easy work of 

spreading economic and technological advancement throughout the new nation-state.12 

By now, those early seeds of exceptionalism have been recast into a layered narrative at 

                                                
9 Jeane Delaney, “Making Sense of Modernity: Changing Attitudes toward the Immigrant and the Gaúcho 
in Turn-of-the-Century Argentina,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 38, no. 03 (1996): 434–59. 
10 Claudia Briones, “Re-Membering the Dis-Membered A Drama about Mapuche and Anthropological 
Cultural Production in Three Scenes (4th Edition),” Journal of Latin American Anthropology 8, no. 3 
(2003): 31–58, doi:10.1525/jlca.2003.8.3.31. 
11 Emanuela Guano, “A Color for the Modern Nation: The Discourse on Class, Race, and Education in the 
Porteño Middle Class,” Journal of Latin American Anthropology 8, no. 1 (2003): 148–71, 
doi:10.1525/jlca.2003.8.1.148. 
12 Gordillo, “Ships Stranded in the Forest.” 
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once abiding Argentina’s potential but also troubled by memories of what could have 

been.  

The tension between European civilization imported to Buenos Aires and the 

backwardness of the interior personified by indigenous peoples has roots in Colonel 

Domingo Sarmiento’s foundational text Civilización y Barbarie - Vida de Juan Facundo 

Quiroga originally published in 1845.13 The implications of barbarism in Argentina 

should be read through the legacy of this text. It is at once an analysis of Argentine life 

and politics and an impassioned tale cautioning urban elites to reject the caudillo leader 

Juan Manuel de Rosas. Written in exile, the text draws on European scholarly traditions 

that trace the essential nature of Argentina’s national character back to the land itself. 

Sarmiento sees the supposedly “untamed” land—marked by indigenous and mestizo 

inhabitants—not just as the barrier to progress but also as imbued with a dangerous 

potential to derail Argentina’s Europeanization. He perceived the interior and those who 

inhabited it as a threat needing to be stamped out if Argentina were to achieve its 

potential. 

  “Civilization” conjures images of Buenos Aires that already showed signs of 

European acculturation with grand boulevards, baroque theaters, and a burgeoning elite 

with European artistic and political proclivities. 14 “Barbarism,” on the other hand, 

evinced fears of brutality and scattered indigenous groups throughout Argentina’s rural 

interior. It is thus the division between urban and rural that preoccupied Sarmiento and 

                                                
13 Barbara Celarent, “Facundo by Domingo Faustino Sarmiento,” American Journal of Sociology 117, no. 
2 (September 1, 2011): 716–23, doi:10.1086/662169.. 
14 Nicolas Shumway, The Invention of Argentina (University of California Press, 1993). 
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other Argentine nationalists. With evidence that his manifesto reached the far corners of 

Argentina, its appeal is undeniable.15 Today, Sarmiento’s call to arms against the land can 

now be seen as a thinly veiled racialized nationalism.16 In fact, the porteño17 narrative 

that there is in fact no racism in Argentina— precisely because indigenous people have 

become so marginalized—is essential for successfully carrying forward Argentina’s 

unique brand of exceptionalism. This misleading discourse that works to present the 

successful realization of Sarmiento’s mission can only mask the still ubiquitous racialized 

nationalism.18  

Even though this historical rendering of Argentine exceptionalism, ripe with 

contradictions, remains relevant today some scholars and activists contest this 

characterization. For example, several anthropologists of Argentina choose ethnographic 

projects specifically designed to combat the erasure of indigenous peoples and scholarly 

susceptibility to this state project.19 Territorial recognition and association are being 

reexamined by addressing borders drawn between South American countries through 

ethnographic examinations of indigenous activism.20 This political renewal is similarly 

used as the lens through which to explore memories of older social movements that 

                                                
15 Ibid. 
16 Emanuela Guano, “The Denial of Citizenship: ‘barbaric’ Buenos Aires and the Middle-Class 
Imaginary,” City & Society 16, no. 1 (2004): 69–97, doi:10.1525/city.2004.16.1.69. 
17 Porteño is the emic Argentine word for residents of Buenos Aires.  
18 Guano, “The Denial of Citizenship.” 
19 Claudia Briones, “Re-Membering the Dis-Membered A Drama about Mapuche and Anthropological 
Cultural Production in Three Scenes (4th Edition),” Journal of Latin American Anthropology 8, no. 3 
(2003): 31–58. 
20 Briones, “Re-Membering the Dis-Membered A Drama about Mapuche and Anthropological Cultural 
Production in Three Scenes (4th Edition).” 
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would otherwise be written out of Argentine historiography.21 Moreover, much of the 

recent scholarly work dedicated to indigenous activist movements is intentionally 

designed to combat official histories depicting wholly successful campaigns of 

extermination during the nineteenth century. This genre similarly distinguishes cultural 

characteristics of various indigenous peoples who still live within and beyond Argentine 

borders.22  

Over time, the urban/progress and rural/backwardness model has grown 

increasingly imbricated. Argentina’s highly productive agricultural sector has been a 

main economic driver since the late 19th century. In fact, in the period between 1860-

1930, the Argentine economy was growing more rapidly than the U.S., Brazil, Canada, 

and Australia due to the Pampas’ fertility,23 leading to the characterization as the “bread 

basket of Latin America.”  Profits generated in Argentina’s rural, agricultural zones have 

increased farmers’ and land owners’ involvement in national politics.24 Even though 

Sarmiento’s characterizations of urban and rural have been systematically disrupted, 

political divisions between urban and rural zones have largely remained intact. Today, 

much of Argentina’s wealth is generated by an agricultural industry that has mobilized its 

                                                
21 Anke Fleur Schwittay, “From Peasant Favors to Indigenous Rights The Articulation of an Indigenous 
Identity and Land Struggle in Northwestern Argentina,” Journal of Latin American Anthropology 8, no. 3 
(2003): 127–54. 
22 Claudia Briones, “Re-Membering the Dis-Membered A Drama about Mapuche and Anthropological 
Cultural Production in Three Scenes (4th Edition),” Journal of Latin American Anthropology 8, no. 3 
(2003): 31–58 
23 Domingo Cavallo, Roberto Domenech, Yair Mundlak. Agriculture and Economic Growth in Argentina, 
1913-84. International Food Policy Research Institute, 1989. http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNABB358.pdf  
24 Mariano D. Perelman, “Theorizing Unemployment: Toward an Argentine Anthropology of Work,” 
Anthropology of Work Review 28, no. 1 (2007): 8–13 
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vast resources to resist regulations and taxes imposed by legislators in the capitol.25 This 

is especially true since transitions to agricultural biotechnology with its skyrocketing 

profit potential have been underway.  

Argentina’s rural elites have wielded their ever-increasing political capital to 

stave off regulatory regimes devised by politicians perceived as favoring urban 

constituents. In fact, the Ministry of Agriculture’s 1996 decision to legalize the 

cultivation of GM crops stems from a national political dynamic swayed by rural class 

politics. In what sociologist Peter Newell terms “alliances of interests,”26 decades-long 

state support for soybeans, powerful rural lobbying associations and wealthy landowners 

converged to support mass transitions to the cultivation of transgenic crops.27 It is not just 

elites who have lobbied hard for deregulation of the agricultural sector. Other scholars 

have demonstrated that local civil society groups similarly advocate for greater access to 

GM crops.28  

UNDERSTANDING THE SCIENCE  

In Foucault’s foundational text “The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the 

Human Sciences,” he poses the question: “When we establish a considered classification, 

when we say that a cat and a dog resemble each other less than two greyhounds do, even 

                                                
25 Karen Faulk, In the Wake of Neoliberalism: Citizenship and Human Rights in Argentina (Stanford 
University Press, 2012) 
26 Peter Newell, “Technology, Food, Power: Governing GMOs in Argentina,” Corporate Power in Global 
Agrifood Governance, 2009, 253. 
27 Karen Faulk, In the Wake of Neoliberalism: Citizenship and Human Rights in Argentina (Stanford 
University Press, 2012). 
28 Pablo Lapegna, “Global Ethnography and Genetically Modified Crops in Argentina: On Adoptions, 
Resistances, and Adaptations,” Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 2014. 
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if both are tamed or embalmed, even if both are frenzied, even if both have just broken 

the water pitcher, what is the ground on which we are able to establish the validity of this 

classification with complete certainty?”29 This question inquires into why we order the 

world as we do and how what was a deliberate ordering transforms, over time, into a 

seemingly natural state. It is through a suspension in belief of scientific objectivity that 

scientific facts are revealed as contingent upon regimes of power—be it political, social, 

or economic. 30 Instead of already existing facts that must be discovered in nature, 

scientific fact may operate as a “political agent” informed and informing political 

projects.31 It is for this very reason that classificatory systems vary according to local 

context, as do the public policies governing them.  

This section builds the theoretical framework for a more in depth discussion of 

perceived risks associated with agricultural biotechnology in Argentina. 32  While 

associated risks are typically perceived as negligible, this is not the case in many other 

sites exposed to such products. In either case, actors rely on the same sets of scientific 

facts to justify their position even though they are rarely privy to the creation of such 

facts. Given the diversity of opinions, the question must be posed: why have Argentines 

classified this novel technology as safe enough?  

Early scholars’ in the interdisciplinary field of Science and Technology Studies 

(STS) focus on critiques of scientific fact production by pointing to the socially 

                                                
29 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (Psychology Press, 2002). 
30 Ibid. 
31 Sheila Jasanoff, States of Knowledge: The Co-Production of Science and the Social Order (Routledge, 
2013). 
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constructed nature of scientific truth. These scholars began their work at a time when 

calls for a “strong programme,” which gives primacy to naturalist explanations of 

scientific knowledge, were stronger than ever. 33  The constructivists’ projects were 

followed up by ethnographic studies of laboratory work aimed at understanding how the 

laboratory itself operates as both the site of scientific production and the phase that 

materially “stabilizes” knowledge production. 34 35 Following the “strong programme’s” 

emphasis on symmetry, Bruno Latour and Michel Callon’s Actor-Network Theory 

(ANT) extrapolate from treatments of science and technology as work to focus 

simultaneously on exertions of power by political agents who are both human and non-

human actors.36 37 Even though Sheila Jasanoff critiques ANT’s tendency to falter when 

faced with the most difficult political polemics, she ties her own critical intervention to 

Latour’s formulation of constitutive co-production that links “constructivist themes from 

S&TS with themes of political philosophy, repeatedly asserting that the nature-culture 

divide is a creation of human (or, more specifically, Western) ingenuity.”38  

While these scholars focus primarily on the production of facts and the regimes of 

power influencing their constitution, the experts who embody and disseminate these 

                                                
33 David Bloor, “The Strengths of the Strong Programme,” in Scientific Rationality: The Sociological Turn 
(Springer, 1984), 75–94. 
34 Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar, Laboratory Life: The Social Construction of Scientific Facts in 
Beverly Hills (CA: Sage, 1979). 
35 Paul Rabinow, Making PCR: A Story of Biotechnology (University of Chicago Press, 1996). 
36 Sergio Sismondo, “Actor-Network Theory,” An Introduction to Science and Technology Studies, 2003, 
65–74. 
37 Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (Harvard University Press, 2012). 
38 Sheila Jasanoff, States of Knowledge: The Co-Production of Science and the Social Order (Routledge, 
2013). 
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truths are similarly worthy of analysis. Not only must experts’39 interests be critically 

attended to but also must the process of publicizing scientific knowledge. Shifting toward 

analysis of public consumption entails inquiry into how scientific facts reform when 

disseminated for mass use. Some have shown how regulatory bodies try to increase 

control by employing scientific expertise for reassurance and to diminish perceptions of 

risk. 40 41 42 A feminist intervention provides important insight into the gendered nature of 

scientific production and hybrid forms that defy categorization.43 44 This intervention 

challenges the direction of power by breaking open the black-box to create change rather 

than further reifying power structures as unalterable forces.45  

Building from Latour’s foundational construct, Jasanoff expands the theory of 

“co-production” to lend a useful angle of analysis when thinking through transitions to 

agricultural biotechnology in Argentina. In further clarifying the relationship between 

natural and social worlds, Jasanoff contends that the co-productionist idiom:  

…is to make available resources for thinking systematically about the 
processes of sense-making through which human beings come to grips 
with worlds in which science and technology have become permanent 
fixtures…[it] goes some distance toward explaining why the products of 
science and technology acquire such deep holds on people’s normative 
instincts as well as their cognitive faculties.46  

                                                
39 Experts include scientists, journalists, thought-leaders, and most importantly for this report, legislators.  
40 Helga Nowotny, “Knowledge for Certainty: Poverty, Welfare Institutions and the Institutionalization of 
Social Science,” in Discourses on Society (Springer, 1991), 23–41. 
41 Jasanoff, States of Knowledge. 
42 Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity, vol. 17 (SAGE Publications Limited, 1992). 
43 Evelyn Fox Keller, “The Origin, History, and Politics of the Subject Called ‘gender and Science,’” 
Handbook of Science and Technology Studies. Thousand Oaks, CA/London/New Delhi: Sage, 1995, 80–94. 
44 Donna Jeanne Haraway, Donna Jeanne Haraway, and Donna Jeanne Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and 
Women: The Reinvention of Nature (Routledge New York, 1991). 
45 Jasanoff, States of Knowledge. 
46 Ibid. 
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The creation of this actionable methodology helps articulate the life and paths of 

technoscientific truths from thought production to institutionalization to individual 

reception of corporate and state use of GMOs. As it applies to this case, risks and 

economic opportunity of agricultural biotechnology co-produce each other, and together 

inform Argentina’s exceptional status in the international community.  

UNDERSTANDING THE SCIENCE OF AGRICULTURAL BIOTECHNOLOGY IN ARGENTINA 

The reality that hundreds of millions of people do not have access to adequate 

food and water every day compounded by the near-constant stream of headlines reporting 

on the critically low reserves of many natural resources has in part been the impetus 

behind scientific and technological innovation. Agricultural biotechnology is offered as a 

solution to alleviate extreme poverty and hunger, serve as alternative fuel sources, and 

help farmers face tough economic challenges, to name just a few. There have been 

significant breakthroughs in the area of genetically modified crops, such as Golden 

Rice,47 which promise higher nutritional value. More generally, advocates for GM crops 

argue that the potential for higher crop yields, greater resistance to pests, and a more 

mechanized, less labor-intensive farming process outweigh what minimal risks that may 

be experienced through production or consumption. Nonetheless, risks are inextricable 

                                                
47 “That is because the rice is endowed with a gene from corn and another from a bacterium, making it the 
only variety in existence to produce beta carotene, the source of vitamin A. Its developers call it ‘Golden 
Rice.’” Amy Harmon, “Golden Rice: Lifesaver?,” The New York Times, August 24, 2013, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/25/sunday-review/golden-rice-lifesaver.html.  
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from this potential and skeptics are taking up all matter of resistance from public protests 

to academic argumentation to public policies.48 49 50  

The leading interpretations of agricultural biotechnology are as follows. First, 

many argue that agricultural biotechnology has the potential to save lives. Kenyan 

biotechnologist Florence Wambagu writes “the great potential of biotechnology to 

increase the agriculture in Africa lies in its ‘packaged technology in the seed,’ which 

ensures technology benefits without changing local cultural practices.51 Alternatively, 

Nobel Laureate James Watson offers a darker prediction. In describing the proliferation 

of genetically modified organisms as a “dangerous religion,” he seeks to draw attention to 

the unknown effects of long-term consumption and cultivation of agricultural 

biotechnology products.52 These two examples are representative of the strong positions 

taken up by politicians, humanitarians, academics, farmers, and those would-be 

consumers of such products. Each of these prophetic announcements around agricultural 

biotechnology’s long-term effects requires unpacking since both are constituted by 

scientific fact and in relation to the other.  

The Argentine state launched its initial soybean promotional campaigns in the 

1970s. Then, in 1996 the Ministry of Agriculture legalized genetically modified crops. 

Now, GM soybeans cover around half of the country’s agricultural surface and make up 

                                                
48 Beck, Risk Society. 
49 Jasanoff, States of Knowledge. 
50 Anthony Giddens, “Risk and Responsibility,” The Modern Law Review 62, no. 1 (1999): 1–10. 
51 Glenn Davis Stone, “The Anthropology of Genetically Modified Crops,” Annual Review of 
Anthropology 39, no. 1 (October 21, 2010): 389.  
52 Jakub Kwiecinski, “Genetically Modified Abominations?,” EMBO Reports 10, no. 11 (November 2009): 
1187–90, doi:10.1038/embor.2009.230. 
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98% of agricultural exports. Within Argentina, there has been limited resistance to this 

transformation. This may be in part because GM soybean products are produced for 

animal feed abroad and not domestic human consumption—though reliance on this 

insight would ignore political and economic pressures at work. Due in part to President 

Carlos Menem’s deregulation of the agricultural industry, such as he did with many other 

industries, Argentina’s GM soybean industry exploded almost immediately upon 

legalization.53 Profit potential generated by GM soybeans quickly became clear and was 

readily employed to engage with foreign investors and the global market.  

Drawing from literature about the production of risk and political mitigation 

against riskiness, agricultural biotechnology occupies a yet unknown space.54 Some 

scholars argue that the “schemata of perception” used by interested parties, be it 

corporations, the state, or individuals, shapes a subjective ability to comprehend and 

respond to environmental risks. 55  By extending these questions to agricultural 

biotechnology in Argentina, the scale of production combined with state and corporate 

support for agricultural biotechnology can be seen to mask those affected by the 

contaminants and unforeseen risks of large-scale biotechnology farming practices.56 

                                                
53 Peter Newell, “Bio-Hegemony: The Political Economy of Agricultural Biotechnology in Argentina,” 
Journal of Latin American Studies 41, no. 1 (February 1, 2009): 27–57. 
54 Scholars have argued that the rapacity of “super-soya” resurrected the Argentine economy after the 2001 
economic crisis—largely attributed to the neoliberal restructuring projects of the 1990s—even though it 
simultaneously instigated a marked degradation in rural labor opportunities, spurring accelerated processes 
of urbanization.  
55 Javier Auyero and Débora Alejandra Swistun, Flammable: Environmental Suffering in an Argentine 
Shantytown (Oxford University Press, 2009),  
56 Some are finding and working alongside communities that have been adversely affected by GMO 
cultivation Javier Auyero, Pablo Lapegna, and Fernanda Page, “Clientelismo Político Y Acción Colectiva 
Contenciosa: Una Relación Recursiva.,” Studia Politic\a E, no. 14 (2013): p – 7; Pablo Lapegna, “Global 
Ethnography and Genetically Modified Crops in Argentina: On Adoptions, Resistances, and Adaptations,” 
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Combining “the risk assessment [that] also must take into account ‘available scientific 

evidence’” with the recognition that “value-free science” may illuminate the multiple 

matrices of power working to shape how Argentines understand the science of 

agricultural biotechnology.57 

Anthropologist Michael Fischer calls for an investigation into locally situated 

understandings of science. “Just as we have moved from Mertonian sociologies of 

science to analyses of what scientists actually do, so too, we need to pay attention to civic 

epistemologies and cultures of politics…as they are transduced across the cultural 

switches of the heterogeneous communities within which the sciences are cultured and 

technologies are peopled with the face of the other.”58 Following, it is no longer sufficient 

to blame hardship and sickness on the monolithic force of globalization manifested as the 

“technization” of life; rather, we should be tracing cultural “skeins” that can illuminate 

transnational networks, corporate research, state investment in scientific development, 

and the space between locality and globality.59 It is in this vague middle ground between 

domestic individual experience and national projects where “cultural skeins” disappear 

from view. 

                                                                                                                                            
Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 2014, 0891241613516629; Pablo Lapegna, “Transgenic Crops, 
Environmental Contamination, and Peasant (De) Mobilization in Argentina,” 2011, 
http://dspace.sunyconnect.suny.edu/handle/1951/56047.. 
57 David Winickoff et al., “Adjudicating the GM Food Wars: Science, Risk, and Democracy in World 
Trade Law,” Yale Journal of International Law 30 (2005): 81. 
58 Michael MJ Fischer, “Four Genealogies for a Recombinant Anthropology of Science and Technology,” 
Cultural Anthropology 22, no. 4 (2007): 615. 
59 Ibid. 
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LOOKING AHEAD 

Amid globalization focused by the force of neoliberalism capitalism, early 

functionalist narratives of people using their environment have become obsolete. The 

rapid onset of agricultural biotechnology in Argentina indicates a site where legislative 

bodies and civil society groups have similarly adopted an interpretation of agricultural 

biotechnology that allows for such a transformation. The analytics described in this 

chapter offer a way forward toward more fully understanding processes of truth-making, 

how citizens gauge risk, and state representatives’ logic while institutionalizing policies 

based on the promise of scientific and technological innovation.  

Today, many Argentines occupy a new political position as they seek to shape 

global agro-export markets and decide how to live in relation to them. The agricultural 

transformations grounded in promises for a more prosperous nation, however, bear 

striking resemblance to earlier “transportation utopias”60 that sought to import progress to 

Argentina’s rural interior. While the political context of this most recent technoscientific 

change is different than a century ago, Argentines’ bids for cultural and economic 

recognition is similarly tied to the interior’s productive potential marshaled through 

technoscientific innovation. The unique constellation of historical and contemporary 

forces may begin to reveal how scientific fact is created and institutionalized—and while 

these technoscientific innovations hold such great promise to fuel and feed the world, this 

hope is indivisible from the many known and many more unknowable risks. 

                                                
60 Ricardo Salvatore, “The Unsettling Location of a Settle Nation: Argentina, from Settler Economy to 
Failed Developing Nation,” South Atlantic Quarterly 107 (2008): 755-789. 
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Chapter 3: The Role of Genetically Modified Soybeans in Argentina’s 

Political Economy 

INTRODUCTION 

This section looks at the transitions in political economy over the last 25 years 

through the lens of exceptionalism. Pivoting around the 2001 economic crisis, Argentina 

has gone from strict neoliberalism in 1990s under the guidance of President Carlos 

Menem to what has been called “neo-socialism” in the 2000s led by the Kirchners.  This 

chapter argues that during the 1990s, Argentine exceptionalism was garnered through 

close collaboration with nations and multilateral institutions based in the Global North. 

Exceptionalism in the 2000s takes a different form; it is emboldened through rebuking 

those same national, corporate, and multilateral bodies that had been seen as allies prior 

to the 2001 economic crisis. Framing Argentina’s persistent, yet dissimilar modes of 

expressing exceptionalism in the international community help explain the importance of 

a growing GM soybean industry.   

LEAD-UP AND AFTERMATH OF THE 2001 ECONOMIC CRISIS  

 In years following the Ministry of Agriculture’s legalization of agricultural 

biotechnology in 1996, Argentina has transformed into La República Unida de la Soja.61 

This policy was one of many moves aimed at making Argentina into the International 
                                                
61 The United Republic of Soybeans. 
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Monetary Fund’s (IMF) darling in the Global South.62 63 At the time, the country was still 

beginning the process of psychically and economically recovering from the devastating 

human rights violations wrought by the military dictatorship that ended in 1983. Menem, 

originally elected in 1989, was tasked with charting Argentina’s path out of the terror of 

the previous decade. To accomplish this, his administration worked in close collaboration 

with the IMF, with some ex-officials serving in his government, and began a decade-long 

neoliberal-restructuring project.64  

Following the institution of the 1991 Convertibility Law,65 Menem’s government 

privatized nearly all state-held industries, dismantled long-standing regulatory agencies 

and controls, and severely undercut social services’ capacity through decentralization.66 

The Ministry of Agriculture’s decision to legalize agricultural biotechnology products 

opened new trade relationships leading many to believe it was a beacon of socioeconomic 

hope.6768 As Figure 1 shows, the passage of the biotechnology legalization law started a 

swift and radical shift in agricultural practices across rural Argentina. Promptly following 

legalization, production of cereals surpassed livestock production, which had been a 

stalwart of the Argentine export market. In the years following, Argentina has continued 

                                                
62 Daniel Cieza in Fred Rosen, ed., Empire and Dissent: The United States and Latin America (Duke 
University Press Books, 2008). 
63 Timothy Geithner, “Lessons from the Crisis in Argentina,” IMF Policy Development and Review 
Department, 2003. 
64 Gabriela Nouzeilles and Graciela Montaldo, The Argentina Reader: History, Culture, Politics (Duke 
University Press, 2009). 
65 The Convertibility Law pegged the Argentine peso to the U.S. dollar in an effort to curb hyperinflation, 
66 Elana Shever, Resources for Reform: Oil and Neoliberalism in Argentina (Stanford University Press, 
2012). 
67 Rosen, Empire and Dissent. 
68 Newell, “Bio-Hegemony.” 
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to ramp up GM soybean production in lieu of its historically more diverse set of 

agricultural exports. Due to this trend, the industry has become one of Argentina’s core 

economic engines.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Gross Production Index 1992 – 2014.69 

Initially, Menem’s policies were viewed as successful because of lowering 

inflation and greater international trade. It seemed as if he managed to open the economy 

and create conditions for Argentina to grow its export markets and reengage with the 

international market. But the remarkable growth from the early 1990s did not last. 

                                                
69 Prepared using data from FAOSTAT. 
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Argentines were soon living with high unemployment and rising inflation as a result of 

Menem’s policy vision.70 Any hope for Menem’s policies was relatively short-lived. 

By the end of the decade, the onset of another bout of economic instability led to 

the Argentine middle class joining with other dissatisfied sectors for a nation-wide 

rejection of Menem’s neoliberal restructuring projects. In late 2001, cacerolazos and 

piqueteros 71  across the country took to the streets to protest Menem’s successor, 

President Fernando de la Rúa’s, austerity programs and the recent limits imposed on bank 

withdrawals in a failed effort to prevent runs on the banks in late 2001. Argentina was 

once again in the throes of economic and political chaos. De la Rúa soon declared a state 

of emergency hoping to stabilize the precarious political and economic climate, and curb 

looting that began over the previous summer. But his unsuccessful attempts were perhaps 

too little too late. When it became clear he would be unable to calm the restive populace, 

de la Rúa retreated to a helicopter awaiting him on the roof of the Casa Rosado72. He 

took off as angry crowds poured into the Plaza de Mayo surrounding his presidential 

residence. His resignation stymied Argentina’s newly reinstated democratic institutions, 

which did not regain traction for two more years. The pause in electoral processes gave 

way to a revolving-door presidency, unemployment rates between 20 and 30 %, and a 

poverty rate that reached 57.5 % in 2002.73 The interim government then defaulted on 

                                                
70 Joseph E. Stiglitz, Globalization and Its Discontents (WW Norton & Company, 2003). 
71 These are the revered protesters in Argentina, usually seen with pots and pans in order to be as loud and 
visible as possible. 
72 The presidential residence in the heart of Buenos Aires. 
73Jim Saxton. “Argentina’s Economic Crisis: Causes and Cures.” (Joint Economic Committee, United 
States Congress, 2003). http://www.jec.senate.gov/republicans/public/?a=Files.Serve&File_id=5fbf2f91-
6cdf-4e70-8ff2-620ba901fc4c 
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loans to international lenders in 2002, making Argentina’s the largest debt default by a 

sovereign nation in history. At the time of default, Argentina owed almost 82 billion 

dollars in sovereign bonds that were primarily held by the IMF.  

Even though economic and political explanations for the initial crisis are still 

debated, many Argentines directed their frustration toward the state’s close collaboration 

with the IMF, which was increasingly seen as the puppeteer behind Argentina’s plunging 

economic prospects. The IMF’s questionable role in the 1997 Asian financial crisis and 

the Russian crisis of 1998 offered additional supporting evidence for this interpretation. 

IMF officials, on the other hand, accused the Argentine state of misallocating loans and 

overstating their economic prospects. In the IMF’s analysis, good economic policy was 

proposed but did not go far enough, and dishonest Argentine politicians kept policies 

from operating as intended. “The skill of the [Argentine] policy-makers in facing these 

pressures made the regime seem more robust than it actually was,” described a 2003 

report. This outlook formed the basis of IMF interpretation of what went wrong and how 

the crisis could have been better managed.74 The IMF maintained that greater austerity 

measures could have mitigated the crisis’ worst effects but unsubstantiated optimism 

foreclosed such steps.  

                                                
74 Geithner, “Lessons from the Crisis in Argentina.” 
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Figure 2: Argentine GDP 1983-2013.75 

Together, the domestic turn against policy prescriptions from multilateral 

organizations and the IMF’s impulse toward austerity laid the foundation for a new and 

powerful leftist government. The shift left was personified in newly elected Néstor 

Kirchner from the remote province of Santa Cruz, who headed the first stable government 

following the initial crisis.76 Much of the Kirchners’77 political clout has been achieved 

through distancing themselves, at least rhetorically, from the neoliberal economic policies 

                                                
75 Prepared using data from the World Bank.  
76 Faulk, In the Wake of Neoliberalism. 
77 Néstor Kirchner’s only term in office was immediately followed by the election of his wife Cristina 
Fernández de Kirchner, who has served as president for two terms. She is ineligible to run in the 2015 
presidential elections but may run again after one term out of office.  
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 29 

of the prior decade. Néstor Kirchner was in many ways responding to civil society’s 

relentless calls: que se vayan todos.78 Rejecting the IMF’s loan repayment plan was 

instrumental for this strategic approach. In the fall of 2003, Kirchner announced: “we are 

not going to pay with reserves because objectively, we are not in a position to do so.”79 

The president’s public statement came on the heels of his formal refusal to abide the 

IMF’s rigid repayment schedule and conditions. Undergirding his “can’t pay, won’t pay” 

attitude was the economy’s unexpectedly swift recovery after the initial crisis in spite of 

what many saw as the IMF’s “very bad advice.”80 The Argentine government ended 

negotiations over a mutually agreed repayment schedule in 2005 and instead proposed a 

single repayment plan at a reduced rate. Ultimately, Argentina repaid $62.3 billion of the 

$81.8 billion owed according to the terms of the newly laid out deal. While many at the 

IMF and some outside observers viewed the Argentine proposal as unfavorable to 

creditors, the IMF is notorious for approaching negotiations with a “creditor first” 

mentality.81 Either way, Argentina had just entered a small cohort—alongside Liberia, 

Somalia, Sudan, and Zimbabwe—of countries openly rejecting IMF repayment 

conditions.82 The IMF kept lobbying on behalf of the “holdouts” that had rejected 

Argentina’s repayment plan, Kirchner’s plan was wildly popular amongst domestic 

constituents, and everyone was choosing a side.  

                                                
78 “Throw them all out.” 
79 Tony Smith, “Argentina Defaults on $3 Billion I.M.F. Debt,” The New York Times, September 10, 2003, 
sec. Business. 
80 Ibid. 
81 J. F. Hornbeck, “Argentina’s Sovereign Debt Restructuring” (Congressional Research Service, Library 
of Congress, 2004), http://ww.w.ncseonline.org/NLE/CRSreports/04Oct/RL32637.pdf. 
82 Smith, “Argentina Defaults on $3 Billion I.M.F. Debt.” 
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GENETICALLY MODIFIED SOYBEANS IN THE NEW ECONOMY  

Steady revenue from soybean production and exports was an essential economic 

component allowing the new Kirchner administration to set repayment guidelines. Figure 

3 shows which regions were producing the highest yields in 2013. Argentina’s 

soyazación and the political capital generated by GM soybeans’ economic potential 

began amid neoliberal strategies of the 

1990s. It has continued unabated through 

the 2001 economic crisis and into 

sequential Kirchner administrations made 

internationally infamous for turning to a 

“socialism for the 21st century.” Not only 

did soybean exports help generate revenue 

for Kirchner’s repayment plan, but 

according to many—the IMF included—

Argentina’s unprecedented economic 

growth of around 7.7% from 2004 until 

2010, reaching 9.2% in 2011 can be 

attributed to a commodities export boom, 

Illustration 1: Argentina Soybean Production in 2013.  
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namely GM soybeans.83 As Alejandro Elsztain, chief executive of said, “the IMF should 

be very happy with us. Without agribusiness and oil, Argentina  

would never meet the surplus they are demanding” (2003).84 GM soybean production has 

been a key approach to debt servicing ever since the economic crisis.   

 Conversely, popular portrayals of rural landowners come GM soybean magnates 

have transitioned from champions of Argentine solvency during the Menem years to 

covetous land barons refusing to report actual production amounts and resistant to profit 

redistribution via higher tax rates. National reliance on profits from GM soybeans and 

President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner’s adversarial stance with soybean farmers 

climaxed over the summer of 2008 when GM soybean farmers blockaded trade routes 

from the Argentine interior to international ports and urban centers. At the time, soybean 

farmers interrupted otherwise well-travelled routes to protest the recently elected 

president’s hike on soybean export taxes to 44 %. The strong and immediate drop in 

soybean exports following Kirchner’s tax hike is illustrated in Figure 4. Outraged urban 

residents and the administration allied in denouncing what they termed the “piquetes de 

la abundancia.”85 “This past long weekend we have seen the other side, what I call the 

demonstrations of abundance, protests from the most profitable sectors.”86 The term is 

rendered all the more poignant with its thinly veiled reference to the piqueteros made so 
                                                
83 Simon Romero, “YPF Nationalization Draws Praise in Argentina,” The New York Times, April 26, 2012, 
sec. World / Americas, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/27/world/americas/ypf-nationalization-draws-
praise-in-argentina.html. 
84 Tony Smith, “Farm Exports Boom in Argentina,” The New York Times, March 26, 2003. 
http://www.nytimes.com/learning/students/pop/20030327snapthursday.html 
85 “Protesters of Abundance.” 
86 “Este último fin de semana largo nos toca ver la contracara, lo que yo denomino los piquetes de la 
abundancia, los piquetes de los sectores de mayor rentabilidad” Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, 2008.  
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famous during the 2001 economic crisis who are more typically seen “as the heroic foot 

soldiers of democracy.”87 In 2008, the Kirchner administration reframed these rural 

piqueteros as more than just self-serving descendants of land baron predecessors but as 

threats to Argentine justice and the country’s prospects for socioeconomic equality.  

 

  

 

 

Figure 3: Soybean Export Value in 2014.88  

CONCLUSION 

These incongruous forces—economic stability from soybean export revenue and 

social schisms drawn from contrasting political economies of the Kirchner administration 

                                                
87 Faulk, In the Wake of Neoliberalism. 
88 Prepared using data from FAOSTAT. 
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and soybean farmers—not only complicate the social and political value assigned to 

agricultural biotechnology but also reveal how central the technology has become to 

discussions of politics and society in Argentina. Agricultural biotechnology adoption has 

been robust, resulting in around 50 % of Argentina’s agricultural surface used to grow 

GM soybeans. As such, the state in its many iterations has drawn repeatedly upon the 

political force generated by GM soybeans’ economic potential. Unlike other places such 

as Brazil where civil society debate has been instrumental in limiting the spread of GM 

crops, Argentina has rarely witnessed such resistance, discussed in the next chapter in 

further detail89 Surprisingly, few have successfully re-focused public attention to the 

effects of soyazación, which has caused the loss of at least 200,000 farming sector jobs.90 

Instead, most public debate centers around post-production issues such as tax rates and 

export regulations. The seamless transformation of arable land may rest on downplaying 

risks associated with agricultural biotechnology so not to derail domestic production.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
89 Newell, “Bio-Hegemony.” 
90 Joensen et al, cited in Newell, “Bio-Hegemony.” 
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Chapter 4: Exceptional Soybeans 

INTRODUCTION 

The period between the initial collapse of Argentina’s economy in December 

2001 and the election of Néstor Kirchner to the presidency in May of 2003 saw the worst 

of Argentina’s domestic conditions. At the time, most forecasts were projecting grim 

prospects long into the future. Although the interim government was implementing 

emergency stopgap measures in quick succession trying to mitigate the worst effects of 

the crisis, they seemed powerless to get ahead of the curve. Even after being forced to 

end the era of “convertibility” by devaluing the currency and disbanding the currency 

board in 2002, domestic conditions kept declining.91 Immediately following the end to 

convertibility, inflation spiked another 21 % and real wages fell an additional 18 %.92 

Prospects for recovery seemed so slim to outsiders that many analysts were readying the 

international financial community for a whole-scale country collapse.93  

International alarm over future prospects for Argentina proved to be hyperbolic. 

Instead of edging the country toward collapse, the “post-convertibility” project 

jumpstarted the economy just one quarter after implementation in mid-2002. A series of 

                                                
91 P. Ruben Mercado, “The Argentine Recovery: Some Features and Challenges.” (CRP Working Paper, 
LLILAS—The University of Texas at Austin, 2007). 
http://lanic.utexas.edu/project/etext/llilas/vrp/mercado2.pdf 
92 Roberto Frenkel and Martín Rapetti, “Argentina’s Monetary and Exchange Rate Policies After the 
Convertibility Regime Collapse,” (Center for Economic and Policy Research, 2007). 
http://www.cepr.net/documents/publications/argentina_2007_04.pdf 
93 P. Ruben Mercado, “The Argentine Recovery: Some Features and Challenges.” 



 35 

measures taken, including the controversial “pesofication,” eventually found to be illegal 

by Argentine judges, and the institution of dual exchange rates in explicit defiance of 

IMF mandates began one of the strongest economic recovery periods in history. Once 

Kirchner was elected in May of 2003, he continued policies initiated by his predecessors 

and worked closely with the already in place Minister of Economy, Roberto Lavagna. 

Today, Néstor Kirchner is often remembered as the leader who rescued Argentines from 

the poverty engulfing his country. He set Argentina on a path toward economic self-

determination that paid off in real economic terms and improved quality of life over the 

next decade. Just weeks before Kirchner took office in May of 2003 when the country 

was in the first stages of climbing out recovery, Argentina joined the United States and 

Canada to file formal charges for a dispute settlement agreement against the European 

Community over an alleged moratorium of genetically modified agricultural products 

instituted in 1998-2003. In what became known as the Biotech Products Case, Argentina 

took on the European Community over how to regulate international trade of agricultural 

biotechnology products.  

This chapter argues that Argentina’s collaboration with the United States and 

Canada to form a still inchoate international regulatory system should be seen as an 

exertion of resurgent Argentine exceptionalism. In other words, as a world leader in 

production and exports of agricultural biotechnology products, Argentine political elites 

could draw on such capital to act as international powerbrokers. A theoretical discussion 

of how perceptions of risk are constructed grounds a preliminary analysis of how risk 

associated with agricultural biotechnology are perceived and ultimately regulated in 
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Argentina. The analysis is premised on the idea that Argentines would have had to 

conclude collectively that, first, profit potential of agricultural biotechnology is extremely 

important, and, second, the novel technology was in fact safe enough to allow its spread 

across the agricultural landscape. Following, Argentines considered the risks associated 

with agricultural biotechnology were not significant enough to warrant the European 

Community moratorium on GMO imports. After a discussion of the case itself, 

preliminary conclusions include that indeed soybeans aid in expressions of Argentine 

exceptionalism on an international stage but consequences for conditions in rural 

Argentina are less clear.  

RISK   

Over three decades ago, German sociologist Ulrich Beck initiated scholarly 

discussions about how individuals and states perceive risk. The “risk society,” Beck’s 

foundational concept, argues that Enlightenment visions of progress—in which 

individuals are empowered by rationality and perfect information—are inseparable from 

the known and unknowable dangers.94 Beck conceived of risk as “the probabilities of 

physical harm due to a given technological or other process.”95 By ascribing a numeric 

probability to what would otherwise be boundless risk, anxieties around new technologies 

may be constructed to reflect a certain degree of risk. Accordingly, the correct 

calculations should be able to predict the type and extent of risk within reason. Implicit in 
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the attribution of numeric probabilities is the promise that predictable and unforeseen risk 

associated with novel technoscience will be rendered visible and therefore manageable.  

Some scholars, however, contend that quantitative measures are an insufficient 

gauge when used to predict the probability of dangerous outcomes. Instead, many argue, 

“risk is both a statistical notion and a social categorization.”96 This implies that levels of 

perceived “risk” are inextricable from the related cultural and political context. Indeed, 

quantitative risk assessments have been refined and now more closely approximate the 

real potential for negative consequences. Policy-makers, for example, understandably 

rely on stable valuations of risk since it delimits an otherwise unwieldy set of variables 

that could potentially harm constituents or industry. However, as STS scholar Sheila 

Jasanoff rightly contends, “a focus on analyzing particular substances, for example, may 

overlook the importance of others.”97 These evaluations are still unable to gather and then 

order all contingencies; risk assessments are thus irreconcilably incomplete. This means 

that cultural and political context, those harder to measure qualities, have the serious 

potential to shape risk assessments.  

RISK OF AGRICULTURAL BIOTECHNOLOGY IN ARGENTINA  

Building from the premise that risk assessment is not a purely objective field, 

risks associated with agricultural biotechnology are similarly contingent upon cultural 

and political context. Shifting focus to examine the construction of risk substantiates the 

                                                
96 Catherine Panter-Brick, “Health, Risk, and Resilience: Interdisciplinary Concepts and Applications,” 
Annual Review of Anthropology 43, no. 1 (2014): 431–48, doi:10.1146/annurev-anthro-102313-025944. 
97 Sheila Jasanoff, “The Songlines of Risk,” Environmental Values, 1999, 135–52. 
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claim of contextual risk assessment. In the case of transitions to agricultural 

biotechnology in Argentina, this section develops the claim that the technology is 

perceived as “safe enough.” If this were not the case, a much greater degree of resistance 

on behalf of civil society, or political and scientific elites would have emerged at any 

point after the legalization of GMOs in 1996. Even though there are some civil society 

groups and non-profit organizations bringing awareness to the dangers of monocultures, 

they have gained comparatively little traction.98 99 Together, economic uncertainty and 

the lobbying power of rural elites combined to minimize conceptions of risks associated 

with agricultural biotechnology in Argentina.100 Profits and power from agricultural 

biotechnology were too important for it to be dangerous.  

 The Argentine economy took a turn for the worse just as agricultural 

biotechnology was legalized in 1996. Even while microeconomic indicators showed 

deteriorating conditions for Argentines, the agricultural landscape was undergoing a 

metamorphosis. And the profit potential of genetically engineered crops in the export 

market was undeniable. At first glance, this seems a simple calculation: worsening 

economic conditions could trump concerns over risks associated with what was at the 

time an untested technology. Economic necessity, however, does not go far enough in 

explaining why Argentines have by and large accepted GM soybean production as safe 

                                                
98 In neighboring countries Brazil and Paraguay, for example, vast resources generated from bottom-up 
organization have had real effects in limiting the spread of GM soybeans.  
99 Newell, “Bio-Hegemony.” 
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enough. 101  Instead, there is a confluence of factors contributing to this low-risk 

assessment.  

First, Argentina has a long history of rural land barons who wield a tremendous 

amount of political influence. According to World Bank data, 91 % of Argentina’s 

population lives in urban centers, with nearly one third of the country’s population living 

in the capitol city of Buenos Aires and surrounding neighborhoods. Nonetheless, with so 

much of the Argentine economy from the agricultural sector, the small cohort of 

landowners are political heavy weights in domestic politics. The Sociedad Rurale, a rural 

lobbying group that represents Argentina’s largest landholders, has consistently 

advocated in favor of policies allowing the unregulated spread of transgenic crops. 102 103 

They have employed vast resources to ensure that the onslaught of agricultural 

biotechnology is not viewed as a threatening change worthy of opposition. The ultimate 

purpose of Argentina’s transgenic crops is similarly influential in constructions of low 

risk perception. The majority of transgenic crops are produced specifically for animal 

consumption abroad, and not human consumption domestically. Unlike Bt-11 maize that 

sparked heated debates about safety for human consumption, few Argentines have had to 

decide whether they would want to consume genetically engineered soybean varieties.104 

This eliminates one common site for debate from the start. Next, at the time when GMOs 

were legalized in Argentina, the United States had already tested such crops and 
                                                
101 Detailed analysis of how Argentine legislative processes may shed light on Argentina conceptions of 
risk in future research.  
102 Newell, “Bio-Hegemony.” 
103 Albert Fishlow, “Crying for Argentina,” Foreign Policy, January 17, 2013, 
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2013/01/17/crying_for_argentina?page=0,1. 
104 Newell, “Bio-Hegemony.” 
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developed a regulatory framework. Therefore, Argentines were able to forego some of 

the start-up costs and vetting processes normally associated with a new technology.105 

While this short list is certainly not exhaustive, it offers a first glance at why 

Argentines may not have resisted biotechnology-farming practices. Together, Argentina’s 

history of land barons, limited regulations designed to spur production, minimal 

resistance from civil society, and residual notions that Argentine exceptionalism should 

be reclaimed are all contributing factors. Based on this confluence of factors, the 

production of knowledge surrounding the novel technoscience took shape accordingly. 

While justifications and technical mechanisms were readily established to ensure the 

proliferation of agricultural biotechnology products across the Argentine landscape, 

voices speaking out against the spread were few and lacked the financial and political 

clout to gain serious traction.106 The development of prospects for economic development 

and muted risk assessments directly lead to Argentina’s decision to enter into dispute 

settlement proceedings with the U.S. and Canada.  

RISK AND THE BIOTECH PRODUCTS CASE 

The Biotech Products Case is an example-case where alternative theories about 

risks of GMOS are adjudicated and in turn, a site for the social construction of risk on a 

global scale. At issue are opposing opinions about the level of risk, how best to mitigate 

risks, and how to regulate risks all while still maximizing profit potential. The United 

                                                
105 Eduardo J. Trigo and Eugenio J. Cap, “The Impact of the Introduction of Transgenic Crops in 
Argentinean Agriculture,” May 15, 2004, http://www.agbioforum.org/v6n3/v6n3a01-trigo.htm. 
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States, Canada, and Argentina made similar calculations. Procedural issues aside, the 

three primary complainants threw their collective weight behind the idea that biotech 

products are in fact safe enough until proven otherwise.107 Those European Community 

member states that blocked approvals of new biotech products, on the other hand, wanted 

substantive proof that recently discovered transgenic variations wouldn’t cause 

environmental harm or damage public health and safety. High stakes clashes about the 

appropriate amount of risk that should be associated with agricultural biotechnology 

products highlight deep ambivalence amongst scientific experts, international governing 

bodies, and within a domestic context. Disputes surrounding riskiness offer empirical 

evidence that how individuals, nations, and supranational organizations understand the 

truth of risk and safety has yet to be settled—despite any claims to the contrary.  

As these countries convened at the WTO dispute settlement agreement, tension 

between economic growth and risk became central to interpreting scientific knowledge of 

biotech products and contributing to a still emergent international regulatory framework. 

The U.S. and Canada, perennial allies in reducing barriers to trade, 108 joined with the less 

easily categorized Argentina to lobby on behalf of decreased trade barriers, and in turn 

grow their export markets. Alternatively, the European Community had so far resisted 

pressure in attempts to stave off the vast and vague cadre of potential risks of untested 

imports.  

                                                
107 Shobita Parthasarathy, “Whose Knowledge? What Values? The Comparative Politics of Patenting Life 
Forms in the United States and Europe,” Policy Sciences 44, no. 3 (July 14, 2011): 267–88, 
doi:10.1007/s11077-011-9133-7. 
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join the suit.  
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EUROPEAN COMMUNITY—MEASURES AFFECTING THE APPROVAL AND MARKETING 

OF BIOTECH PRODUCTS: REQUEST FOR ESTABLISHMENT OF A PANEL BY ARGENTINA, 

WT/DS293/17  

 On May 13, 2003, the United States, Canada, and Argentina109 formally requested 

that the WTO begin dispute proceedings to address the European Community’ history of 

delays in approving imports of genetically modified agricultural products. According to 

procedure, the complainants and the European Community held several consultation, but 

in the end failed to resolve central controversies thus necessitating WTO intervention. In 

August 2003, the WTO’s Dispute Settlement Body complied with the complainants’ 

request and established a single panel to adjudicate their suit against the European 

Community.  

The complainants charged that from 1998-2003 the European Community halted 

their approval process in violation of the General Agreements on Tariffs and Trade 

(GATT), effectively constituting an illegal moratorium on GMO imports.110 Specifically, 

they claimed that the European Community’ “regime for approval of biotech products” 

and restrictions placed on producers’ ability to market biotech products similarly had no 

legal standing. Each charged that the EC member states went beyond sound science 

standards when conducting risk assessment and in turn, the moratorium constituted 

unwarranted barriers to trade under the WTO Agreement on the Apfraplication of 

                                                
109 Australia, Brazil, Chile, China, Colombia, El Salvador, Honduras, Mexico, New Zealand, Norway, 
Paraguay, Peru, Chinese Taipei, Thailand, and Uruguay each reserved the right to weigh in on proceedings.  
110 In this case, “biotech products” refers to “plant cultivars that have been developed through recombinant 
deoxyribonucleic acid (‘recombinant DNA’) technology” (WTO panel report, pg. 55). 
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Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures (SPS Agreement).111 When the EU finally restarted 

approval of GMOs in mid-2004, the complainants alleged regulations were overly 

restrictive further contributing to trade barriers.  

At the time, the European Community based regulatory procedures on two 

primary directives. First, Directive 2001/18 is concerned with “the deliberate release into 

the environment of genetically modified organisms.” The second is European 

Community Regulation 258/97 regulates “novel foods and novel food ingredients.”112 

During the period of the alleged moratorium, the European Community was regulating 

based on internally agreed upon articulations of sovereignty, emergent procedures in 

establishing collective regulation, and a system of risk assessment that addresses requests 

for approval of each GMO on a case-by-case basis.  

The European Community was operating under the guidance that each state has 

the “sovereign right to makes its own decisions on GMOs in accordance with the values 

prevailing in its societies.” 113  Accordingly, every member state has the power to 

determine which products are within the bounds of reasonable risk. The European 

Community is directed to approve each GMO product on a case-by-case basis so as to 

best evaluate potential harm to both human health and the environment. Individual 

member states are empowered to interrupt regulatory proceedings through the 

aforementioned Directives that allow objectors to implement “safeguard measures” based 
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on scientific findings even after European Community-wide approval. Additionally, 

individual member states can block votes during the approval process. In this case, 

France and Greece114 115 led the charge to block any vote on new approvals during the 

moratorium. In turn, EU environment ministers responded to concerns over intermixing 

GMO and non-GMO imports and originally agreed to support the de facto moratorium 

citing the need for better mechanisms for labeling and tracing GMO content.116 Shortly 

following the start of proceedings at the WTO, the European Commission attempted but 

ultimately failed to reach internal agreements over labeling and traceability standards first 

for Bt-11 sweet maize117 made by Swiss agrochemical producer, Syngenta, in 2003, and 

then Monsanto’s NK603 maize for human consumption in 2004—though these and many 

others were approved later.118  

HOLDING 

 Over the course of more than three years, the WTO adjudicated the dispute 

settlement brought by the United States, Canada, and Argentina. In the end, the panel 

found overwhelmingly in favor of the complainants. The WTO held that the European 

Community had in fact implemented a de facto moratorium on the approval and 

                                                
114 Later supported by Austria, Belgium, Denmark, and Luxembourg. 
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Corn in the United States of America and European Union,” Environmental Science & Policy 8, no. 4 
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consequently imports of biotech products. The WTO ruled that the de facto moratorium 

was not applied because of concerns for health and human safety as per the SPS 

Agreement but rather was instituted based on procedural reasoning that was only 

intended to delay approvals. Additionally, the case-by-case assessment of biotech 

products was deemed an inappropriate means of regulating GMOs in that it was found to 

cause “undue delays” under the SPS Agreement.119   

EXCEPTIONAL SOYBEANS 

Argentina’s particular variety of exceptionalism, discussed in the previous 

chapter, adds an additional layer of motivation for the state to seek out venues to shape 

inchoate international law. I argue that soybeans be positioned as a means to ambitious 

political ends. In other words, profit from soybeans may enable the Argentine state to 

enact its exceptionalism in an international space. Doing so affirms Argentine resurgence 

as an international powerbroker. Practically speaking, profit potential from soybean 

production offers the justification for why Argentina would make sense as a complainant 

in such a case: the state wants to generate more revenue through opening new markets. In 

order for Argentina to be a willing and sufficiently motivated champion for the global 

spread of agricultural biotechnology products, Argentines must themselves believe that 

risks associated with production and consumption are insufficient to warrant such balking 

by the European Community throughout the approval process. Once that was 

                                                
119 EC—Approval and marketing of Biotech Products (DS291, 292,293). 
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accomplished on the national level, the Argentine position could be pushed forward in an 

international context.  

Indeed, incomplete articulations of risk lends to the misalignment of technical 

fixes applied by governing bodies at all levels. Before addressing how to establish 

appropriate mechanisms for analyzing and managing the elusive concept of riskiness, 

however, it is important to pose the question of who has the right to do so and how do 

they have that right in the first place? Lawyer and bioethicist David Winickoff calls this 

general concept “epistemic jurisdiction”: “the power to produce, interpret or warrant 

technical knowledge for a given political community, topical arena, or geographical 

territory.”120 Each individual nation-state’s pre-existing analysis and regulatory structures 

associated with biotech products became subject to review by the WTO. Through the 

process of creating international regulation, some actors would be judged by the WTO as 

possessors of expert knowledge, or the “correct” way of understanding risks associated 

with biotech products.121  

The WTO eventually ruled in favor of the complainants. In doing so, views of 

actors who had been advocating for the right to remove barriers to trade were formally 

categorized as having the correct interpretation in an international trade context. The case 

itself is thus revealed as a site of social constructions of risk whereby powerful nations 

have agreed to fight for the right to settle the question. Since Argentina was among those 

found as having the correct view, the Argentine state’s position could report their low-
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risk view of genetically modified crop production was in fact reasonable. This 

confirmation may have helped resurrect Argentina’s reputation in an international 

context, but also strengthened domestic sentiments that agricultural biotechnology is safe 

enough. In turn, Argentina is attributed the role of expert in matters of production and 

international trade of agricultural biotechnology products. Endowed with expertise in 

novel technological matters and as progenitors of international law begins reconstituting 

Argentine exceptionalism in an international context.  

RISK, EXCEPTIONALISM, AND ARGENTINES  

 At the conclusion of this episode, the international regulatory framework 

confirmed the Argentine state’s construction of risks associated with agricultural 

biotechnology. Even though the country was taking first steps toward resuming its 

position as international powerbroker, it did so following the same free-market principles 

that had arguably catapulted the Argentine economy into disaster in the first place. With 

the benefit of hindsight, it is clear that since the reinstitution of a stable democracy, 

Argentina has dramatically shifted left in terms of its political economy. But ways that 

Argentine exceptionalism fits into this new schematic are unclear. Exceptionalism during 

the 1990s seems a more straightforward and conciliatory affair. The shift left marked by a 

more acrimonious relationship with the Global North makes Argentine exceptionalism 

more difficult to pin down. The effects of legal projects toward this end, such as the 

Biotech Products Case, are thus harder to delimit. Perhaps, Argentina’s position in this 
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case confirms that neoliberal logic deepening during the 1990s is indeed hard to shake, or 

perhaps is reflects a moment imbued with grave uncertainty over the country’s prospects.  

 Most importantly for this report, the Argentine state took initial steps to reclaim 

exceptionalism empowered by profit potential of GM soybeans. Not only did it ally with 

powerful nations from the Global North, but it was also instrumental in forming 

international regulation related to trade of biotech products. Argentine exceptionalism in 

an international context, however, could quickly elide real risks for Argentine citizens. 

Even though as risks associated with agricultural biotechnology in Argentina may be seen 

as minimal, this does not have any bearing on whether agricultural biotechnology 

actually threatens lives and livelihoods of Argentines working in the agricultural industry. 

Expressions of Argentine exceptionalism on a world stage may have very little to do with 

the material realities facing individuals at the local level, except to perhaps increase their 

exposure to risks of these novel products. After all, the higher production encouraged by 

the WTO decision, is most likely to lead to higher risk. 
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Chapter 5: Exceptionalism Spanning the International/National Divide 

Bioengineering is coming to us not as a threat but as a promise; not as a punishment but a gift…we are 
responsible to nothing outside ourselves, for we are the kingdom, the power, and the glory, for ever and 
ever. 
Jeremy Rifkin, 1984 

INTRODUCTION  

 This chapter explores the potential for agricultural biotechnology to emancipate 

Argentina from the North-South dynamic of the 1990s and in turn reinvigorate Argentine 

exceptionalism. 122  This section links exceptionalism to expressions of Argentine 

sovereignty in the arena of IPRs. Said otherwise, recognition of Argentine intellectual 

property laws by an international judiciary has both potential to confirm Argentine 

sovereignty and support the validity of Argentine legislation—no small thing following 

the massive political and judicial upheaval following the 2001 crisis. Specifically, this 

undertaking entails an elaboration of events leading up to Monsanto’s decision to file suit 

against exporters of Argentine soybean meal and the international legal dispute over what 

is patentable in Argentina.  

Previous sections outlined how powerful state and corporate entities have aligned 

to reduce perceptions of risk associated with this novel farming technology facilitating 

the hasty agricultural transformation. The vast economic benefits of this are clear. Profits 

generated from the production and exports of GMO soybeans have not only reinvigorated 
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the Argentine economy after the 2001 economic crisis but also helped secure Argentina’s 

position in the international marketplace. With the Kirchner administrations at the helm, 

Argentines have been re-working their political economy since the 2001 economic crisis. 

Economic capital generated from GM soybean exports have in large part funded this shift 

left. The important role that the agricultural industry has played, particularly over the last 

two decades, makes it a target for corporate entities from the Global North looking to 

increase profit margins. But also, however, enables the Argentine state to push back 

against such incursions. With the economic and political capital generated by agricultural 

biotechnology in mind, can the transition to GM soybeans serve as an instrument 

empowering the Argentine state to make sovereignty claims, and in turn restore 

Argentine exceptionalism? 

 Even though the Kirchners have worked hard to distance themselves from their 

predecessor’s political and economic leanings, this is harder said than done. At first 

glance, it might seem that the Argentine state has justly advocated on behalf of local 

farmers who had been saving RR soybean seeds instead of having to purchase new seeds 

from Monsanto for each year’s harvest. This rendition, however, is an incomplete 

account of the story. The Argentine state’s rejection of Monsanto’s patent requests for 

RR soybeans was indeed a bold refusal to a multinational corporate giant. Nonetheless, 

the domestic impact or radical agricultural transformation is less clear. The following is a 

first step in exploring potential avenues for further research on the trade offs between 

reclaiming sovereignty in an international context and protecting the rights of local 

constituents.  
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BETWEEN INTERNATIONAL AND NATIONAL GOVERNING BODIES  

Originally coined by English economist John Williamson in 1989, the 

Washington Consensus is a list of ten principles that referred to “the lowest common 

denominator of policy advice being addressed by the Washington-based institutions to 

Latin American countries.”123  First, effects of the “reduced role for the state,” the final 

tenet of the Washington Consensus are notoriously inconsistent. Domestically, this means 

that the retraction of the state is supposed to increase individual freedoms through greater 

competition and lower taxes, for example. Internationally, however, the Washington 

Consensus aimed to redistribute power from national governments to multilateral 

organizations, with gaps in service to be filled by NGOs. In both cases, regulatory reach 

is decentralized and preferably privatized—in theory.    

With widespread support in the Congress and with working and upper class 

private citizens, Menem was quick to move Argentina toward this framework. For 

example, companies that had been nationalized under the first presidency of Juan 

Domingo Peron (1946-1955) such as the postal service, the telephone company, utilities, 

and national airline were sold to primarily French and Spanish firms. Additionally, 

numerous social programs, such as public education, health care, and financial assistance 

were decentralized and put in the hands of regional governments. 124  Furthermore, 

Chancellor Guido Di Tella characterized the Argentine state as having an “intimate 
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relationship” with the United States.125 President Menem was ready and willing to 

support the United States in matters of U.S. national security. At the request of the U.S. 

government, Argentina contributed militarily to the United States’ efforts in the Persian 

Gulf in 1990, signed non-proliferation treaties, consistently opposed Cuba in international 

assemblies, and dropped out of the Non-Aligned Movement. Many saw Argentine 

foreign policy as an extension of U.S. foreign policy.126  

The 2001 economic crisis is the point of departure for what has become known as 

Kirchnerismo. Since Néstor Kirchner took office in 2003, the sequential Kirchner 

administrations have taken striking measures to lessen the long-term effects of 

Meninismo. Beyond Néstor Kirchner’s initial rejection of IMF loan repayment schedule, 

both Kirchner presidencies gained significant political backing for speaking out against 

“free-market fundamentalists.”127 This has come in the form of verbal communiqués but 

also highly controversial moves such as Cristina Fernández de Kirchner’s unilateral 

renationalization of YPF from the Spanish firm, Repsol. Extending this analogy to logical 

ends, complete deregulation in the 1990s to near-socialism after 2001, would be an all too 

convenient leap. Just as Meninismo saw increases in some types of regulatory measures, 

such as policing, Kirchnerismo has similarly shown proclivities for deregulation in other 

sectors, such as export taxes. In the end, both political economic systems are complex, 

contradictory, and in constant negotiation responding to variable empirical conditions.  
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In each political economic system, ordering the “international” and the “national” 

is instinctive: with Menem, international taking primacy over national and vice versa. 

Many scholars, however, argue that imposing this sort of hierarchical thinking is an 

inadequate explanation, instead alluding to the perpetual realignment of these two spheres 

of governance. Argentina has indeed undergone a series of radical political and economic 

reversals since 1989. Nonetheless, it is insufficient to characterize Argentina’s position in 

relation to the international community in terms of the reduction and then resurgence of 

regulatory capacity at the national level. Nor would describing a spike in multilateral 

influence during the 1990s with a weakening in the 2000s through today be adequate.  

International organizations operate as “horizontal contemporaries as states: 

operating on the same level, and in the same global space.”128 Certainly an alternative 

articulation, it requires greater attention to this ever-evolving relationship between 

national and international governing bodies. Sociologist Saskia Sassen asks for greater 

attention to interplay between national and international: “we need to understand more 

about the nature of this engagement…It is becoming clear that the role of the state in the 

process of deregulation involves the production of new types of regulations…the 

production of a whole series of new ‘legalities’.”129 Trends indicating the increased 

legitimacy of multilateral organizations are clear. Negotiations between such 

international regulatory bodies and national governments play out in varied ways 

depending on context and sector. Therefore, in order to even begin responding to 
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Sassen’s call for deeper engagement, analyses must be site specific. The following case 

study is a first step toward such ends.  

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS WITHIN AND ACROSS BORDERS   

Just as a reduced role for the state was spelled out in the first iteration of the 

Washington Consensus, so was the need for strong IPRs as a means to protect and 

promote private investment. The aim of early IPRs was “to invest intellectual creations 

with economic rights. The rationale of the patent is that short-term licenses for the 

exclusive development of inventions will encourage inventors to spread knowledge rather 

than keeping it a secret.”130 Extending this principle beyond national borders is a rockier 

proposition. Ever since questions surrounding the patentability of living organisms and 

genetic material surfaced in the landmark 1980 U.S. Supreme Court case Diamond v. 

Chakrabarty, which ultimately ruled that genetically engineered living organisms could 

in fact be patented just as were nonliving organisms, most national governments have 

been moving toward implementing of IPRs to regulate biotechnology. As with other 

industries, international governing bodies have taken steps to harmonize IPRs across 

national borders. Even though harmonization implies a certain degree of standardization, 

it often includes provisions meant to respect each individual nation’s IPRs. 131 
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Originally drafted in 1994, the WTO’s Agreement on Trade-Related Intellectual 

Property Rights (TRIPS) provides a minimum standard for intellectual property rights.132 

Despite the select provisions aimed at ensuring developing countries are able to access 

new technologies, the TRIPS agreement made significant gains toward protecting private 

investors in biotechnology. According to Article 27 of the TRIPS Agreement, “patents 

are to be available for any inventions, whether products or processes, in all fields of 

technology, provided that they are new, involve an inventive step and are capable of 

industrial application; patents are to be available and patent rights enjoyable without 

discrimination as to the place of invention, the field of technology and whether products 

are imported or locally produced.” The objective of the TRIPS Agreement is to a find “a 

balance in the protection of intellectual property between the short-term interests in 

maximizing access and the long-term interests in promoting creativity and innovation.”133 

As it applies to “plant varieties,” each signatory must either offer patent protection for 

plant varieties or a sui generis (stand alone) system, which must in turn comply with the 

TRIPS Agreement’s predecessor, the International Union for the Protection of New Plant 

Varieties (UPOV) guidelines. Acceptable categories for a sui generis system include 

“diagnostic, therapeutic and surgical methods, and for plants and (other than 

microorganisms, animals and essentially biological processes).”134 As long as the sui 
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generis system is in compliance with the UPOV guidelines, national regulatory agencies 

are at liberty to develop unique standards for what living material is and is not patentable. 

When Monsanto was filing for IPRs for RR soybean technology in Argentina, 

Argentine regulatory agencies had already instituted a sui generis system that complied 

with UPOV guidelines. Argentine regulatory agencies were prohibited from granting 

patents for plant varieties, which are characterized as “essentially all of its genes.”135 In 

1995, the Argentine state issued a new patent law that was largely in line with the TRIPS 

Agreement, except with reference to the non-patentability of objects that exist in nature. 

Argentina was in line with the 1978 UPOV agreement, thus fully compliant with the 

TRIPS Agreement. Specifically, creators of new plant varieties are allowed to charge an 

initial licensing fee but not annual fees for new seeds.136 The UPOV guidelines are often 

characterized as “pro-farmer” due to the inclusion of a provision that allows farmers to 

save seeds for their own use, even if the seeds are protected from resale.137 Some claim 

that Argentina’s pro-farmer position and loose IPR system make it a risky investment for 

multinational corporations seeking out investment sites in resource rich countries. Just as 

IPRs are designed to secure investment, weak IPRs may scare them off.  

The UPOV and the TRIPS Agreement must be considered tandem as they 

repeatedly make reference to their doctrinal counterpart. Even though both the TRIPS 

                                                
135 Roberts in Carlos M. Correa, “Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture Access to 
Plant Genetic Resources and Intellectual Property Rights," 1999, 
http://www.caribgrowth.gov.kn/sites/agriculture.gov.kn/files/courses/bsp8E.pdf. 
136 Lucas Laursen, “How Green Biotech Turned White and Blue,” Nature Biotechnology 28, no. 5 (May 
2010): 393–95, doi:10.1038/nbt0510-393. 
137 Marques 21, “The Implementation of the Biotechnology Directive (98/44/EC) In frane and in the UK: 
A comparative study which shows serious disparities despites its effort of harmonization” Kent Law 
School, 2006.  
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Agreement and UPOV guidelines advance harmonization of IPRs across member states, 

they are abound with discrepancies. The EU faced a particularly challenging feat when 

they set about complying with the TRIPS Agreement and harmonizing IPRs across EU 

member states. The European Council (EC) embarked on what became a long and 

tumultuous process toward final approval of Directive 98/44. The EC didn’t want to lose 

investment in the burgeoning biotechnology industries, but also wanted to reduce the 

potential for member states to develop their own national IPR regulations regarding 

biotechnology products.  

After nearly ten years, Directive 98/44 was signed into law by the European 

Parliament in 1998 and can no longer be challenged at the ECJ. While originally 

designed to harmonize IPR regimes throughout member states and put them in 

compliance with pre-established international treaties such as the TRIPS Agreement and 

the UPOV, Directive 98/44 is generally seen as incomplete, leaving opportunities for 

member states to embed their own public policies related to IPRs of biotechnology 

products. 138  Complete harmonization is an impossible goal. Instead, national legal 

systems and public policies serve as a sieve through which these international IPR 

harmonization projects are necessarily filtered. It is thus through this transformation from 

staid legal prescription to implementation where such contradictions inevitably arise.  

                                                
138 Marques 21, “The Implementation of the Biotechnology Directive (98/44/EC) In frane and in the UK: 
A comparative study which shows serious disparities despites its effort of harmonization” Kent Law 
School, 2006. 
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MONSANTO TECHNOLOGY LLC V. CEFETRA BV AND OTHERS  

Institutional History 

Monsanto affiliated scientists discovered glyphosate, the active ingredient in 

Roundup pesticides, in the mid-1970s, though some pre-date this discovery to a Swiss 

scientist in the 1950s. Originally used as a pesticide, in 1994 Monsanto successfully filed 

for U.S. patent protection (MON-04032-6) for its glyphosate-resistant soybeans. Then in 

1996, Monsanto received a European patent (EP 0 546 090) for genetically engineered 

soybeans. Even though it had received patent protection in several other countries, 

Argentina rejected Monsanto’s application for patent protection based on the way in 

which it was introduced to the Argentine market nearly a decade earlier.  

Nidera was the first to release RR soybeans in the late 1980s because at the time, 

it had unfettered access to Roundup technology. Initially, Asgrow International, a 

subsidiary of Upjohn, had a free access agreement with Nidera in Argentina when they 

agreed to integrate Roundup into their soybeans. Then, in the mid 1990s, Monsanto 

purchased Asgrow International, at which point it dissolved Asgrow’s existing 

agreements with Nidera. Even though new seed breeding lines were off limits for Nidera, 

the company already had and continued distributing seedlines—without paying royalties 

to Monsanto.139 Nidera never filed for patent protection of RR soybeans because they 

weren’t the actual inventor of the RR seedlines even if they were first distributors in 

                                                
139 Matin Qaim and Greg Traxler, “Roundup Ready Soybeans in Argentina: Farm Level and Aggregate 
Welfare Effects,” Agricultural Economics 32, no. 1 (January 1, 2005): 73–86, doi:10.1111/j.0169-
5150.2005.00006.x. 
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Argentina. In accordance with UPOV guidelines Argentina was not issuing patents for 

plants but was granting patents for genetic material. By the time Monsanto began filing 

for patents of RR seedlines, however, those seeds had been in wide use by Argentine 

farmers for years and were no longer eligible for patent protection.140  

Procedural History  

When Nidera was legally selling RR soybeans throughout Argentina, Monsanto 

was reaping a considerable profits from sales of the pesticide form of Roundup. In 1995, 

when Monsanto finally applied for a revalidation patent on RR soybeans, Argentina 

refused on the premise that it had signed onto the TRIPS agreement, which does not 

require signatories to recognize revalidation patents for products with wide distribution. 

Ten years after the first transgenic soybean was developed in 1991, and five years after 

RR soybeans were first introduced to the Argentine market, Monsanto decided to try and 

collect royalties from Argentine farmers at the rate of $15 per ton. Then after a lower 

court ruling against Monsanto’s file application and when the Supreme Court’s upheld 

the lower court ruling, Monsanto halted sales of RR soybeans to Argentine growers in 

2003 citing weak intellectual property rights.141   

Some critiques of Monsanto’s history in Argentina argue that Monsanto delayed 

filing as a ploy to entrap farmers into changing farming technologies. According to this 

theory, Monsanto wanted farmers to get hooked on RR soybeans and keep coming back 

                                                
140 Ibid. 
141 “Is Monsanto Playing Fast and Loose with Roundup Ready Soybeans in Argentina?,” Grist, accessed 
April 18, 2015, http://grist.org/article/hearn1/. 
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to the source for the expensive seed technology. According to Argentine law, Monsanto 

could have intervened when Argentine farmers started registering hundreds of soybean 

seed varieties containing RR genetic material—but that would have initiated filing 

procedures earlier. Monsanto, however, has repeatedly denied such claims and in an open 

letter to El Clarin, Argentina’s largest newspaper, the company defended its actions by 

describing impenetrable legal barriers to patent protection as the reason for its formal 

departure from the Argentine market.142   

With an already strong black market for RR soybeans, the 2001 economic crisis 

only increased illegal seed sales. This compounded with Argentine farmers’ preference 

for seed-saving rather than purchasing seeds from Monsanto each year made it less and 

less financially attractive for Monsanto to continue RR soybean business in Argentina. 

For example, in 1996, a 50-pound bag of RR soybeans cost Argentine farmers $9, where 

U.S. farmers were paying $21.50.143 With the introduction of its second-generation RR 

soybean technology—advertised to perform 10% better than the original—Monsanto has 

struck up deals with individual Argentine farmers who have agreed to pay royalties.144 145 

Currently, only around 20% of Argentine soybean farmers have made this deal, while 

                                                
142 Ibid. 
143 Amalia Leguizamón, “Modifying Argentina: GM Soy and Socio-Environmental Change,” Geoforum, 
accessed May 10, 2013, doi:10.1016/j.geoforum.2013.04.001. 
144 Laursen, “How Green Biotech Turned White and Blue.” 
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30% of farmers save seeds for their own use, and the rest of Argentine GM soybean 

farmers grow illegally obtained seeds.146  

After appealing a lower court decision denying the revalidation of RR soybean 

patent to the Argentine Supreme Court Monsanto sought out more creative means to 

collect fees on RR soybeans grown in Argentina. On May 11, 2006, customs officers in 

the Netherlands seized a shipment of soybean meal that had originated in Argentina 

suspecting that intellectual property rights had been violated by the soybean meal traders, 

Cefetra, Toepfer, and Vopak. Upon seizure, representatives from Monsanto took samples 

from each of the three cargoes of soybean meal for inspection, after which point the 

cargoes of soybean meal were released from customs. Tests revealed that an enzyme 

produced in RR soybeans and the DNA sequencing encoding it was present in the seized 

material. At this time, Monsanto believed it had sufficient evidence to apply for an 

injunction against Cefetra, Toepfer, and Vopak at Rechtbank’s-Gravenhage. Upon filing, 

the Argentine State intervened and submitted an observation on behalf of Cefetra. 

ECJ Arguments  

At the time of the ECJ hearing, the court had had few opportunities to rule on 

matters related to biotechnology, thus Monsanto Technologies v. Cefetra BV and Others 

gave the court the opportunity to clarify several of its position. In the opinion of 

Advocate General Mengozzi of the ECJ, there were four questions on which the 

Rechtbank ’s-Gravenhage sought clarification: 
                                                
146 Andrea Yankelevich, “Argentina Biotechnology Annual Report,” (USDA Foreign Agricultural Service, 
2012).  
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1. Is the patented genetic information performing the function for what it was 

patented? Monsanto argued that it holds a patent for the genetic sequence all the 

time, not just when it is performing its function. The ECJ made its determination 

based on the doctrine of lex specialis, which states that when there is an 

international and national law regarding the same issue, the court should abide the 

more narrowly defined law. Based on this, the ECJ ruled that a patent is only 

valid when actively performing the function for which it was patented.  

2. Are directives in 98/44 exhaustive or minimal? Can the Directive preclude 

national legislation from offering patent protection that is wider than what the 

Directive offers itself? Monsanto argued that the Directive can’t limit the national 

legislature. The ECJ acknowledged that the Directive 98/44 is indeed incomplete, 

however, the court has to rule based on the premise that the Directive 98/44 is 

exhaustive.147 The ECJ position means that a national legislation cannot provide 

patent protection that is wider than that of the Directive. The court also paid 

special attention to this important point: “the very idea of minimal 

harmonization148 is hardly practicable with regard to patents. As a general rule, 

measures providing minimal harmonization are adopted in circumstances in 

                                                
147 Directive 98/44 Article 9 states “whereas in certain cases, such as the exclusion from patentability of 
plant and animal varieties and of essentially biological processes for the production of plants and animals, 
certain concepts in national laws based upon international patent and plant variety conventions have created 
uncertainty regarding the protection of biotechnological and certain microbiological inventions; whereas 
harmonization is necessary to clarify the said uncertainty.”  
148 “Minimal harmonization” implies that national legislatures could offer wider patent protection than 
offered by the Directive.  
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which certain persons are clearly in a position of weakness or inferiority in 

relation to others.”  

3. What happens with a patent that was awarded before Directive 98/44? Should it 

enjoy wider protection than allowed for under the directive? Monsanto argued 

that the date of the initial patent should be considered when determining the 

“breadth” of the patent. The ECJ, on the other hand, stated that the date should be 

viewed as “irrelevant.”  

4. Does the TRIPS Agreement play a role? Monsanto argued the TRIPS Agreement 

would alter the Court’s position on the first three questions, whereas the ECJ 

stated, “there is no possible conflict.”149 

Judgment 

On September 28, 2008, the ECJ passed down a ruling on a suit brought by 

Monsanto Technology against Cefetra BV and others over patent protection for RR 

soybeans grown in Argentina, where they held no patent, and then shipped to the 

Netherlands, where they did hold a patent.  

The use of herbicide on soymeal is not, however, foreseeable, or even 
normally conceivable. Moreover, even if it was used in that way, a 
patented product intended to protect the life of biological material 
containing it could not perform its function, since the genetic information 
can be found only in a residual state in the soy meal, which is a dead 
material obtained after the soy has undergone several treatment 
processes.150  

 

                                                
149 Monsanto Technology LLC, v. Cefetra BV, and Others. InfoCuria. 
150Ibid. 
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Based on this reasoning that highlights that Monsanto’s patented material is no longer 

performing the function detailed in the original patent, the court ruled that it would not 

block imports of soybean meal from Argentina with traces of genetic material with RR 

attributes. Finally, in the summer of 2010, Monsanto withdrew its complaint with the EU.  

A NEW EXCEPTIONALISM 

This chapter explored agricultural biotechnology’s potential for Argentine 

resistance and in turn, as an avenue to unfurl a new Argentine exceptionalism. With the 

impact of the Argentine state’s shift to the left finally settling in, the Monsanto case 

provided an opportunity for state’s exertion of self-determination in the arena of IPRs. 

Again, GM soybeans occupy the center of the debate. The technological advancement 

allowing for economic development and contribution to inchoate international regulatory 

frameworks comes from Argentina’s rural zones. Unlike the first case study presented in 

Chapter 4 where the Argentine state expressed exceptionalism by collaborating with the 

United States and Canada to reduce barriers to trade, Chapter 5 explored a new, yet still 

hybrid Argentine exceptionalism. Instead of maintaining its “special relationship” with 

the Global North, the Kirchner-led-government expressed exceptionalism as a rebuke of 

multinational corporate entities. It sought international clout through defining the 

contours of its own sovereignty via domestic IPRs that at once protect farmers and adhere 

to international standards set forth in the TRIPS Agreement and the UPOV. Defending 

Argentine farmers’ rights to save seeds is a hugely symbolic move and demonstrates a 

state willing to stand up for some of its citizens.  
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Once again, however, Argentine exceptionalism in the international sphere may 

come at a cost for Argentine citizens back home—even though this point is shrouded by 

the UPOV’s “pro-farmer” reputation. Just as a strong IPR regime protects investors by 

ensuring they are compensated for their inventions, a weak IPR system, just as Argentina 

is alleged to have, allows for the unfettered proliferation of the invention. Given the 

discussion of risk in Chapter 4, the amount of harm to which rural Argentines are 

exposed is unsettled, just as the loss of so many rural labor jobs goes unanswered.   
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

This has been a preliminary investigation into the historical constitution of 

Argentine exceptionalism and the impact that transitions to agricultural biotechnology 

have had in a contemporary context. Argentine exceptionalism is rooted to a time before 

the inception of the Argentine nation-state but has consistently adapted to extant 

conditions and resurged after the most troubling periods in Argentine history. It is not, 

however, a force independent of Argentines themselves. Instead, it seems always 

intertwined with political and economic projects of the time. This report argues that 

Argentina’s history as a resource-rich country seemingly constituted by a white citizenry 

of European descent has tied it to nations of the Global North rather than its immediate 

neighbors within South America with more recognizable indigenous populations.  

While this narrative certainly has myriad effects on domestic experiences of being 

Argentine, this report has instead focused on how a right-leaning Argentine state 

articulated exceptionalism in an international context, followed by a focus on how a left-

leaning state deployed an alternative exceptionalism. In both cases, it turns out to be a 

hybrid formation capable of adjusting to meet demands. During the 1990s, Argentine 

exceptionalism was embodied in a close collaboration with the United States, whereas in 

the 2000s, this relationship with the Global North was more muddied.  

Increasingly, agricultural biotechnology has provided the economic means to get 

Argentina a seat at the international regulatory table, which remains incomplete and 
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whose reach is at times unclear. As a world leader in GM soybean cultivation and 

exports, its growing practices, IPRs, and export taxes matter. In the Biotech Products 

Case, Argentina drew on more traditional articulations of Argentine exceptionalism when 

it collaborated with the United States and Canada to reduce barriers to trade of 

genetically engineered crops. The ruling that favored the complainants promoted 

increased production for GMOs in Argentina. In Monsanto Technologies LLC v. Cefetra 

BV and Others, the Argentine state asserted its ability to determine its own IPR regime 

and place limits on what a multinational corporation could get away with regarding 

domestic farming practices. This ruling, that again favored Argentina via Cefetra BV, 

allowed for increased production for GMOs in Argentina. These cases are oppositional 

expressions of Argentine exceptionalism, yet both create the conditions for higher yields 

and fewer regulations regarding domestic production of agricultural biotechnology. 

Given that the jury is still out on the long-term effects of agricultural biotechnology 

production on soil quality, health and human safety, and rural job opportunities, the 

domestic effect of Argentine exceptionalism deployed for international purposes is 

troublingly unclear.  

This account of Argentine exceptionalism and the dominance of agricultural 

biotechnology likely pose more questions than answers. Looking ahead, a deeper 

exploration of ways that Argentines in multiple sectors conceive of risks to their own 

person but also at the national level would be intriguing. Similarly, detailed archival 

analyses of regulatory proceedings at the Argentine national level would be help 

empirically ground such an analysis. Together, these dual paths of analysis may clarify 
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the relationship between national and international-level articulations of risk and 

regulation associated with agricultural biotechnology. Just as Nikolas Rose detailed when 

discussing “contemporary logics of control” as an iteration of “pastoral power” 

emphasizing the relational aspect: “it takes place in a plural and contested field traversed 

by the codes pronounced by ethics committees and professional associations, by the 

empirical findings generated by researchers, the attitudes and criteria used by employers 

and insurers, the tests developed and promoted by psychologists and biotech companies, 

the advice offered by self-help organizations, and even, one might add, the critical 

perspectives contributed by religious organizations and sociological critics.”151 The many 

actors, “guiders” and “guided,” must be consulted in order to triangulate the ongoing 

construction of risk and regulation ascribed to agricultural biotechnology product. 

  

                                                
151 Nikolas Rose, “The Politics of Life Itself,” Theory, Culture & Society 18, no. 6 (December 1, 2001): 1–
30.  
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