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This dissertation analyzes the planning discourse of a fragmented state and the 

local resistance to the expansion of genetically modified (GM) soybean production, 

focusing on the case of Barrio Ituazaingó Anexo in the province of Córdoba, Argentina. 

It illustrates how fragmentary forms of governance produce spaces for insurgent 

maneuvering through disjunctions in state practices. I focus on the gender-based 

strategies and representations that allowed a women’s group, the Grupo de Madres de 

Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo, to attain a degree of visibility unavailable to other groups and 

achieve political gains in the struggle against GM soybean. As a small, women-led 

community organization, the Grupo de Madres emerged more than 10 years ago when 15 

women from the neighborhood grew alarmed by the great number of children and adults 

who were ill with cancer. Their struggle with different levels of government and the 

state’s vision for the planning and development of the agrarian sector as an important 

revenue generator is an example of the tensions between localized productions of 

knowledge vis-à-vis rational visions of planning.  

This dissertation discusses the consequences of top-down planning strategies and 

examines the steps needed to ameliorate negative impacts of development projects at the 

local level. It also presents a poignant example of gender-based organizing: despite the 
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numerous groups that had formed in Argentina, it was this small group of women who 

finally was able to demonstrate how the production of genetically modified crops was 

literally poisoning people. The national and international visibility they gained through 

their struggle served to legitimize their experiences and daily routines as a valid source of 

knowledge. This examination of a fragmented state also reveals the opportunities bottom-

up groups have when maneuvering through the system to gain access to political spaces 

not usually available to them. Additionally, this analysis points to the complexity of such 

fragmented state practices, as tensions arise when some state governmental agencies 

accept the situated knowledge presented by communities, while other still push against it. 

Lastly, this dissertation contributes to discussions on knowledge production in planning, 

particularly the disconnection between formal, institutionalized and science-based 

rationalities in planning versus informal, situated knowledge.  
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Preface 

Four weeks after moving to Córdoba I learned that Desierto Verde was going to 

premiere at the Radio Nacional building. Desierto Verde, which literally means ‘green 

desert,’ is a 2013 documentary about the social impacts of the expansion of the 

production of genetically modified (GM) soybeans.  Friends and people I had interviewed 

had mentioned the film to me and suggested that I see it. The film portrays the Grupo de 

Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo1 as the protagonists and also covers the famous 2012 

Córdoba trial against soybean producers who carried out illegal fumigations in fields 

adjacent to Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo.   

As I walked to Radio Nacional at the corner of Santa Rosa and General Paz, I was 

excited about the screening and the Questions-and-Answers (Q&A) session that would 

take place afterwards with the judge and the district attorney who had participated in the 

trial. This would be a great opportunity to meet key actors who had first-hand knowledge 

of the problems with the production of soybeans in Córdoba. Little did I know that the 

members of the Grupo de Madres also would be in attendance. The flyer announcing the 

event did not list them as panelists for the Q&A discussion, like it did the judge and 

district attorney. When I arrived, though, I saw some of the Madres members quietly 

sitting in the back of the room. Once the documentary ended and after several exchanges 

among members of the public and the panelists, one of the women from the group spoke: 
 
I wanted to say that for us it was very important that fumigations were 
considered a crime. Because we have been denouncing [this] for many 
years and the Justice [system] was deaf to our claims. We’ve seen our 
neighbors die, get sick. When I joined the group I didn’t have anyone sick. 

                                                
1 Grupo de Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo can be translated to English as “Mothers of 
Ituzaingó Anexo Neighborhood.” Members of this group will be referred to as Grupo de Madres 
or Madres herein. 
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Why did I join? For my family, for my neighbors, and because I like to be 
involved. Then it happened to my granddaughter, the person you love the 
most. Someone asked, how is the situation today [in the barrio]? Today we 
buried another neighbor. So we see this happening, we are in the Barrio 
and we are living this every day. The doctors are not prepared for these 
problems, because they tell you that [the illnesses] have nothing to do with 
the fumigations. The [Department of] Justice doesn’t make the effort 
either! Because they do not believe that exposed barrios [to fumigations] 
have particular problems, and they don’t realize that it [affects] all of us! 
That Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo is everyone! This is a lethal weapon that 
does not respect names or surnames. It arrives and kills us. It’s a silent 
weapon that kills us slowly. How do you explain [to a sick child] that it 
took 10 years for [the Department of] Justice to act? How do we explain 
that those who have to do things, that have to research, that have to set 
controls, do not? How do we explain it to them? How do we do it? Can 
you tell me? (Grupo de Madres member, May 9, 2014). 

 
Yo quería decir que para nosotros fue muy importante que se considerara 
delito el fumigar. Porque pasamos muchos años denunciando y nunca la 
justicia nos hizo… porque pasamos muchos años, vimos morir nuestros 
vecinos, enfermarse […] Cuando yo entre en el Grupo de Madres no tenia 
a nadie enfermo. Entré por qué, por mi familia, entre por un vecino, y 
porque me gusta participar. Luego me tocó con una nieta que creo que es 
lo que uno mas quiere. Y en este momento, alguien preguntó cómo estaba 
la situación hoy. Hoy terminamos de sepultar una vecina más. Entonces 
uno va viendo, esta en el barrio y lo está viviendo todos los dias. Porque 
el medico no esta preparado para estos problemas, porque te dicen que no 
tiene nada que ver con las fumigaciones... no se preparan! En la Justicia 
tampoco hacen rl esfuerzo! Porque no creen en el problema de los barrios 
que estan expuestos, y no se dan cuenta que somos todos! Que Barrio 
Ituzaingó Anexo somos todos! Que esto es un arma mortal, que no nos 
respeta por nombre, ni apellido. Nos llega y nos mata. Es un arma 
silenciosa que nos va matando de a poquito. Es lo mas doloroso cuando 
un niño te dice ‘¿por qué me tuvieron que sacar parte de mi cuerpo?'. Es 
lo mas triste! ¿Cómo le explica uno que la justicia tardó 10 años en 
actuar? ¿Cómo explicamos que los que tienen que hacer las cosas, que los 
que tienen que investigar, los que tienen que controlar no lo hacen? 
¿Cómo le explicamos eso? ¿Cómo lo hacemos? ¿Usted me puede decir?  

I was struck by the woman’s statement. So was everyone else, as a wave of 

silence spread throughout the room. After a long pause, the panelists resumed the 

discussion, but her questions were not answered. I had yet to meet the mothers, and after 
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hearing this brief and powerful statement about their daily struggle, the idea of 

introducing myself and explaining my interest in working with them for my dissertation 

seemed unimportant. However, once I did so, I learned that their life-long struggle has 

made them some of the most approachable and caring people I have ever met. This 

encounter marked the beginning of my journey with the Madres. Here I will tell their 

story. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 
The thing is… what would a mother do for her children? And more so when 
you have already lost one! One will do her very best, and gather strength, a 
desire to keep fighting, for your children. I don’t just say this, any women 
would! 

 
Lo que pasa es que... ¿que haría una mama por sus hijos? y más cuando vos 
perdés a uno... Uno va a hacer todo lo mejor, y va a sacar toda esa fuerza, 
esas ganas para seguir luchando por sus hijos. No lo digo yo, cualquier 
mujer lo haría! (Madres member, November 29, 2014).  

 

This is a study of resistance to state-led expansion of GM soybean production, 

focusing on the case of Barrio Ituazaingó Anexo in the province of Córdoba, Argentina. 

It analyzes the planning discourse of a post-neoliberal2 state, which, while pursuing 

centralized development strategies driven by industrial agriculture, is nevertheless 

characterized by a fragmented (Gupta, 1995; Yang, 2005) governance regime. Because of 

the contradictions stemming from these fragmentary forms of post-neoliberal governance, 

spaces for insurgent maneuvering become available through disjunctions in state 

practices. 

My research focuses, in particular, on the gender-based strategies and 

representations that allowed the women’s group Grupo de Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó 

Anexo to attain a degree of visibility unavailable to other groups and achieve 

unprecedented political gains in the struggle against GM soybean. The Grupo de Madres 

is a small, women-led community organization that gained visibility in early 2002. The 

group emerged when 15 women from the barrio3 grew alarmed by the great number of 

                                                
2 The post-neoliberal state, a term commonly used to described Latin American governments, distances 
itself from its neoliberal counterpart of the 1990s (Bebbington and Bebbington, 2012; Grugel and 
Riggirozzi, 2012).  
3 The Spanish word “barrio” is translated here as “neighborhood.” 
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children and adults who were ill with cancer. Every day they saw children wearing 

facemasks in an effort to protect their fragile immune systems that were compromised 

from battling cancer, and women wearing headbands to decorate their heads after 

chemotherapy. Little did the women know that after decades of struggle, most of their 

questions and claims would remain unresolved many years later.  

An important theme that runs throughout this work, then, is the use of gender and 

“motherhood” as qualifiers to gain legitimacy when presenting their claims to the state. 

That the Madres use their gender and identity as mothers in their struggle is not new. In 

fact, women’s movements, particularly in Latin America, have long focused on ‘the right 

to have rights’, as many of these countries have undergone periods of military 

dictatorship that undermine basic human rights (Molyneux and Craske, 2002). 

Furthermore, Molyneux and Craske explain that “[w]omen’s movements contributed to 

the development of an autonomous civil society and helped foster the spread of 

democratic and humanitarian values” (2002: 4).  

Argentina has seen the development of numerous women’s organizations 

throughout the years, including communal kitchens, movements against mining, and 

women in agriculture (Borland and Sutton, 2007; Di Marco, 2007; Felitti, 1991; Fisher, 

2000; Giarraca, 2001; Giarraca and Teubal, 2008; González, 2009; Sutton, 2007, 2010). 

In fact, women have been politically active in Argentina since the early 19th century, with 

feminist movements consolidating between 1898 and 1920 with the National Council of 

Women and the Argentinean Association of University of Women (Sierra, 2011). In the 

early 20th century motherhood was an important element of discourses of the identity of 

modern women, seen as a “moving plurality of potential behaviors” and “a script that can 

be socialized and politicized” (Taylor, 1997, in Sierra 2011: 90). By that time, the state’s 

focus on the formation of a modern Argentina placed women in the forefront as the 
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principal agents for the building of a new country. Women were constructed as the 

national bearers of life during a period of intense immigration and racial mixing: 

“women’s bodies were seen as the laboratory where the formation of the modern state 

would take place” (Sierra, 2011: 93). Motherhood, then, was a patriotic act. In more 

recent times, socially constructed gendered divisions still place women as the primary 

caregivers within their families (Borland and Sutton, 2007).  In the famous case of the 

Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo, Di Marco uses the concept of social 

maternity to refer to the “political practice starting from maternity […]. With the 

discourse and practices of the mothers for a demand of justice, a politicized maternity is 

constructed as the opposite to private maternity, which is limited to the privacy of the 

home and subordinate to male authority” (2007: 252). As such, ‘motherhood’ is 

politicized thorough practices and actions that develop as a result of their socially 

constructed role of women and mothers. 

The Madres, then, have been able to draw on these histories of women’s 

organizing and gendered constructions to more effectively press their claims to justice in 

Ituzaingó Anexo, a barrio of about 5,000 residents located in the outskirts of Córdoba, the 

capital of the province with the same name. In the early 1950s, the region served as a 

residential area for people who worked in the nearby auto-manufacturing industries 

(Carrizo and Berger, 2009). As those industries closed, Ituzaingó Anexo became a ghost 

town in need of governmental infrastructure and public services. Unpaved roads, poor 

public transportation, the absence of a health clinic, limited connections to the public 

water system, and high unemployment rates characterized Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo for 

decades (Depetris, 2010). However, in the 1980s, farmers began to produce soybeans in 

fields east of the barrio. The production intensified even further in the mid-1990s with the 
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introduction of RoundUp Ready (RR) soybean seed by the giant, multi-national agro-

corporation Monsanto.  

The new seed represented a breakthrough in agricultural production in Argentina. 

RR soybeans are genetically modified to resist glyphosate, the principal component of the 

RoundUp pesticide which is also produced by Monsanto. The acceptance and adoption of 

the seed and pesticide as ‘a technological package’ was a great economic success. 

Currently, Argentina ranks third in the world in the production and export of GM 

soybeans with a total of 19.8 million hectares under production with an output of 56 

million metric tons during the 2014/15 season4, of which 8,000 metric tons5 were 

exported. The high prices of the crop on the global market have made soybeans a 

preferred crop. The government has also benefited through export taxes on agricultural 

products, with soybeans accounting for millions of dollars in tax revenues (Leguizamón, 

2014). It is estimated that by 2012, agricultural exports accounted for approximately 

US$22.9 billion dollars, from which US$7.5 billion came from soybean products (beans 

and oil)6.  

The people in Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo felt the impacts of the soybean production 

boom directly. Because of the proximity of the soybean fields to residences – fields are 

located less than 30 meters away from homes along the eastern edge of the barrio – aerial 

fumigations used to control pests also harmed residents. But despite this evidence that 

fumigations were causing life-threatening illnesses, the government or producers were 

                                                
4 USDA: Product, Supply and Distribution online database. Accessed 4/29/15 from 
https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/psdReport.aspx?hidReportRetrievalName=Table+11+Soybean+Area%
2c+Yield%2c+and+Production&hidReportRetrievalID=906&hidReportRetrievalTemplateID=1  
5 USDA: Product, Supply and Distribution online database. Accessed 4/29/15 from 
https://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/psdReport.aspx?hidReportRetrievalName=Table+07%3a+Soybeans%3
a+World+Supply+and+Distribution&hidReportRetrievalID=706&hidReportRetrievalTemplateID=8 
6 The Atlas of Economic Complexity, Center for International Development at Harvard University, 
http://www.atlas.cid.harvard.edu 
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reluctant provide information or take actions to protect residents. Based on their everyday 

experiences with strange illnesses such as skin rashes, malformations in newborns, and 

immune thrombocytopenic purpura, the Madres began to ask the local government: what 

is making us so sick? As more than 10 years of struggle ensued, numerous reports, 

studies, and rigorous scientific research would give more and more credence to the 

negative impacts of pesticides on public health and the environment.  

The climatic point for the Madres came during the winter of 2012 (June-August), 

when three men were brought to trial and found guilty for illegally fumigating the fields 

close to Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo despite ordinances that prohibited such actions7. This 

was the first trial in Latin America involving agricultural fumigations, and the first trial to 

take place in a country that has no national laws regulating the use of pesticides and little 

to no official records of pesticide use. Unfortunately, despite the arduous efforts to 

provide national and international visibility to the Barrio and the victory at the trial, the 

current situation is bleak: large numbers of people still die from cancer, the government 

did not follow up on residents health problems like they had promised, and the barrio’s 

local health clinic lacks the funding and personnel to assist the population’s health 

conditions.  

Why is this case important? First, as a planner it is essential to understand the 

consequences of top-down planning strategies and pursue the steps needed to ameliorate 

negative impacts of development projects at the local level. Second, this case represented 

a particularly poignant example of gender-based organizing: despite the numerous groups 

that had formed in Argentina, it was this small group of women who finally was able to 

demonstrate how the production of genetically modified crops was literally poisoning 

                                                
7 “Condenas sin prisión efectiva por contaminación a partir de fumigaciones en Ituzaingó Anexo”. La Voz 
del Interior, August 21st, 2012. Digital archive. 
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people. They gained national and international visibility through a prominent trial which 

served to legitimize their experiences and daily routines. Third, the role of the state was 

particularly puzzling: as a main actor driving the country’s development of industrial 

agriculture based in GM soybean production, the state seemed to be in a constant tension 

between responding to the market demands of the production of soybeans and providing 

responses to the residents of Ituzaingó Anexo and the claims of the Grupo de Madres, 

who were being affected by the agrarian production process. Lastly, this case presented 

an opportunity to contribute to discussions of knowledge production in planning, 

particularly the disconnection between formal, institutionalized and science-based 

rationalities in planning versus informal, situated knowledge. Formal knowledge, in this 

case, is understood as knowledge production favored by the state, which is premised on 

technical rationality and Western science-based epistemologies that function in support of 

capitalist expansion. Informal knowledge, on the other hand, refers to alternative forms of 

knowing based in lived experiences.  

The case brought up many questions for me: Why has nothing been done for 

Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo? Why, to this day, have the Grupo de Madres or the residents 

received no real answers? Why has the state not taken the barrio’s claims seriously? 

Why, given vast amounts of evidence, have state agencies not passed stricter enforcement 

regulations to control fumigations? How can we, as planners, come to terms with what 

seems to be a confrontation between two different forms of knowledge production: 

formal/scientific versus informal/lived experiences? What strategies have the Madres 

used to move forward with their demands? And, are there particular openings available to 

them because of their gender and positioning as “mothers?”  
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THE SOYBEAN BOOM IN ARGENTINA AND THE LOCAL RESPONSES 

Politics and economics can begin to explain the success of soybean and its rapid 

acceptance in Argentina. The 1990s brought a new set of rules with the implementation 

of the Washington Consensus and its objective to align political and economic goals with 

the principles of the free market (Chudnovsky and Lopez, 2001; Goldman, 2006; Harvey, 

2005). The restructuring of this period helped set the stage for increases in agricultural 

exports through specialization in certain commodities, with countries implementing 

highly mechanized techniques in order to become more competitive in global markets 

(Leguizamón, 2014). In order to increase incomes from commodities exports, the 

agricultural sector was opened up to the market through elimination of regulatory entities 

and elimination of reduction of import barriers on agricultural technologies (such as 

machinery, seeds, and fertilizers and other agro-chemicals) (Teubal, 2008). By 1996, this 

had given way to the introduction of GM soybean in Argentina and prompted its 

subsequent, rapid expansion. 

The GM soybean seed, known as RoundUp Ready (RR) and produced by 

Monsanto, contains a gene resistant to the glyphosate herbicide, also produced and 

distributed by the same, US-based company (Benbrook, 2005; Newell, 2009). When the 

seed and herbicide ‘technological package’ was introduced in 1996, it promised to 

transform the arduous and time-consuming plantation process through its ease of use 

(Benbrook, 2005; Joensen et al., 2005). By 1999, soybean produced from RR seeds had 

become the dominant soybean crop in the country, growing from 19% to 90% of total 

soybean production. Recent estimates show that in the 2009/2010 season, there were 

more than 18 million hectares of GM soybean produced through no-tillage techniques. 

This number represents more than 50% of the total agricultural land of the country 

(Vicente, 2010:207). Of the current 32 million hectares planted with agricultural crops in 



 11 

the country, 18.5 million (57.8%) are soybean (Ambito, 2011; Bravo, 2010; Brown 

2014). 

Strong state support facilitated the adoption of GM soybean and continued 

expansion. The Kirchners’ presidency (Néstor Kirchner from 2003 – 2007 and Cristina 

Kirchner from 2007 – 2015) depended on the revenues of soybean for social spending 

(Leguizamón, 2014). Cristina Kirchner’s administration firmly supported GM soybean 

and biotechnology in general, as expressed through various national plans8. The current 

president, Mauricio Macri, is likely to continue promoting the production of soybean as 

he plans to maintain its export taxes9. Additionally, the participation of the private sector 

in the politics of agriculture has ushered in a type of transnational governance guided by 

market demands of agricultural commodities (Newell, 2009). Meanwhile, the 

environmental and social impacts resulting from the restructuring of the agricultural 

sector and the intensification of the production of soybeans have been severe. Soybean 

production is a principal driver of land-cover change in the country (Cáceres et al., 2010; 

Gasparri and Grau, 2009; Hoyos et al., 2013; Seghezzo et al., 2011; Zak et al., 2008), 

resulting in a number of social and environmental consequences including deforestation 

(Barri, 2009; Grau et al., 2008), soil and water pollution due to the high reliance on 

pesticides (Benbrook, 2005; Jergentz et al., 2004; Jergentz et al., 2005; Pengue, 2000;  

Vicente, 2010), and land consolidation caused by a decrease in small and medium 

farmers to large-scale farming (Cáceres, 2015). More relevant for the purpose of this 

work, during the past decade a number of rural towns have organized to call attention to 

                                                
8 Plan Estratégico Territorial, with various versions, the latest being from 201; and the Plan 
Estratégico Agroalimentario y Agroindustrial (2010-2020).   
9 Confirmado: Macri anunció retenciones cero, salvo para la soja”. La Nación, December 14, 
2015. Digital archive. 
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the health impacts caused by fumigations. The Grupo de Madres is just one many such 

groups in Argentina.  

The main goal of this study is to present the struggles surrounding the production 

of GM soybeans, focusing on the case of the Grupo de Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó 

Anexo. First, I analyze the state discourse driving the expansion and production of 

soybeans and the practices and actors produced by this discourse. The crop is a central 

element of the state’s development strategy, but because of the fragmented nature of the 

post-neoliberal state, the Grupo de Madres has been able to take advantage of openings in 

state planning practice to forge alliances and press their claims. Second, I examine the 

Grupo de Madres and their actions, focusing on their organizational methods and 

maneuvering tactics that allow them to navigate through the fragmented state with a 

certain level of success. My work uncovers the points of tension of a particular neoliberal 

state practice, demonstrating how the expansion of production of GM soybean has 

pushed and pulled state actors in different directions: on the one hand, certain state actors 

foster the expansion of soybean production because of its revenue generating potential; 

on the other hand, other state actors seek to protect the public health of Barrio Ituzaingó 

Anexo and mitigate the negative impacts of industrial agricultural practices. In turn, these 

actors provide opportunities that can be appropriated by local groups in their quest for 

justice. Ultimately, this case study is essential for planners who are concerned about the 

unequal power relations that are potentially reproduced by state-driven planning 

processes. 
 
The study addresses three main interrelated questions: 
 

1. First, what discursive strategies and planning practices have been used by the 
state to further the expansion of GM soybean in Argentina? 

 
2. Second, what have been the impacts of these planning practices at the local level, 
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especially in communities around Córdoba?  
 

3. Lastly, what strategies and everyday practices have the Grupo de Madres used to 
take advantage of the fragmented nature of the post-neoliberal state in their 
struggle against GM soybean production in Córdoba?  

In answering these questions I spent a total of 13 months in Argentina, distributed 

across four years (2011-2014) following exploratory research in 2008. After conducting 

informal and formal interviews with government officials, academics, activists, the 

Grupo the Madres, and observing and participating in various community activities and 

meetings in the Barrio, I conducted a literature review of environmental governance, 

insurgent planning, and gender-based mobilizing to develop my theoretical framework.  

THEORETICAL FRAMING OF THE STUDY 

Scholars have long debated the role of nature in political and economic struggles 

(Bridge and Jonas, 2002; Himley, 2008; McCarthy, 2004). In an era of globalization, 

where market trends drive the production of certain commodities instead of others, it is 

essential to understand the local impacts of resource management (Himley, 2008). The 

conditions that drive environmental governance emerged as an area of concern (Bridge 

and Perreault, 2009) after the emergence of the neoliberal era and the reorganization of 

the political and economic state frameworks, especially in the Global South (Goldman, 

2005; Peet and Hatwick, 1999; Zack-Williams et al., 2000). The new set of rules 

implemented through the Washington Consensus, mainly state fiscal austerity, market 

liberalization, and privatization have led scholars to conclude that neoliberal governance 

“entails the construction of new scales (‘the global market’), shifting relationships 

between scales (‘glocalization’; i.e. the alleged hollowing out of the nation-state), and 

engagement with many scale-specific dynamics, all of which take shape and become 
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tangible in the context of particular cultural, political and institutional settings” 

(McCarthy and Prudham, 2004: 279).  

Many writers have now started to focus on the connections between neoliberalism 

and nature, or, as they term it, the process of ‘neoliberalization of nature’ (Castree 2008a, 

2008b; McCarthy and Prudham, 2004). From this perspective, neoliberalism is viewed as 

inherently an environmental project (Castree, 2008a: 140) since the initial expansion of 

capitalism and market oriented processes depended on the “enclosure, ownership, and 

commodification of land, forests, water courses, and other natural resources” (McCarthy 

and Prudham, 2004). Within a neoliberal economic and political framework, nature and 

resources – and, with them, the processes of management, access, appropriation, control, 

international agreements for resource exports, and more – become subject to the invisible 

hand of the market. Hence, neoliberal environmental governance “involves the 

reconfiguration of the institutional arrangements involved in managing nature and natural 

resources in such a way as to favor market-based actors and practices” (Bridge and 

Perreault, 2009).  

This body of literature is essential for understanding the ways in which GM 

soybean has entered the terrain of political and economic governance, and, conversely, 

how this has led to openings for organized resistance. Specifically, I will argue that the 

new set of relationships established under neoliberal environmental governance serve to 

pull state actors in different directions, creating tensions and openings for opposition and 

counterhegemonic planning practices. In the case of Argentina, the state is torn between 

protecting the economic benefits of GM soybean while balancing power relations with 

transnational actors, and, at the same time, attending to the local impacts of this particular 

path of regional, agriculture-based development. This paradoxical situation has provided 
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openings for bottom-up “insurgent planning” (Miraftab, 2009) that sheds light on the 

ways in which hegemonic planning strategies can harm local communities.  

To understand these local responses to regional development planning, then, I 

draw on the literature on insurgent planning and gender-based mobilizing. Insurgent 

planning has been defined as “those radical planning practices that respond to neoliberal 

specifics of dominance through inclusion. It highlights the hegemonic drive of neoliberal 

capitalism to stabilize state-citizen relations by implicating civil society in governance, 

and it stresses the importance to radical planning of the contested terrains of inclusion 

and dominance” (Miraftab, 2009:32; see also Friedmann, 1987). Insurgent planning 

practices can be characterized as counter-hegemonic, transgressive, and imaginative, 

making us reconsider the way we conceptualize participation in the planning process 

(Miraftab, 2009). The main role of these insurgent actions, Miraftab contends, is to 

promote social transformation by uncovering the ways in which neoliberal governance 

normalize oppressive relationships of inclusion. From her perspective, planners should 

not constrain themselves to the ‘permitted’ spaces of participation but rather should 

“support and promote not only the coping mechanisms of the grassroots exercised in 

invited spaces of citizenship, but also the oppositional practices of the grassroots as they 

innovate their own terms of engagement” (Miraftab, 2009:41). In so doing there are 

opportunities for the creation of alternative rules for understanding cities and their 

processes that distance themselves from Western forms of urban imaginaries (Watson, 

2002, 2003).  

In terms of the Córdoba case, the gender dimension adds complexity to the 

insurgent actions carried out by the Grupo de Madres. Women-based organization and 

mobilization has been a widely studied academic topic. Cases are increasingly coming to 

light where women have organized to make claims for justice, attaining political voice 
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and international recognition and support in the process (Åhäll, 2012; Bosco, 2006; 

Bryson et al., 2001; Peper-Mooney; Safa, 1990). To explain the success of these groups, 

scholars suggest that certain strategies, meanings and symbols are uniquely available to 

women’s groups, helping them mobilize and maneuver more effectively than other 

groups.  

The naturalization of women’s role as live-giving ‘mothers,’ specifically, 

becomes an important, contradictory component of their identity as activists (Åhäll, 

2012). Women have historically been naturalized with a fixed identity that attaches them 

to the private space of the household where she can perform a ‘good mother’ role, which 

includes “cultivating their connection and accountability to their social group” (Boor 

Tonn: 1996:4). Hence, any disruption in their duties as mothers leads them to step out of 

their private space and pursue “motherhood activism,” which becomes a way to reclaim 

their role in societies and “defend their rights as wives and mothers, rights which 

traditional gender systems assured them in theory, but which current economic and 

political realities denied them in practice” (Pieper Mooney, 2007:979). Women have 

been particularly successful in employing their motherhood identity when fighting 

against environmental contamination and environmental injustices, making connections 

between “their child’s illnesses, other people’s illnesses and industry in the community” 

(Peeples and DeLuca 2006, 68). Their lack of education or access to scientific data does 

not play an important role when the situation calls for active participation and action 

against practices that threaten their homes, families and communities. Instead, women in 

such movements argue that their personal experience and “knowledge gained from the 

community and their bodies” (Peeples and DeLuca 2006, 62) are sufficient for setting 

forth claims. I argue that not only does the Grupo de Madres’ actions represent a form of 

insurgent organizing, but that their lived experiences as mothers and women give them a 
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stronger argument as advocates for the health of their community. It should be noted, 

however, that the Madres had a complicated relationship with the community: some 

residents supported them, while others did not, for various reasons – political, 

ideological, economic, and so on. Nonetheless, my objective was not to analyze these 

differences and tensions between the groups but focus on the actions and initiatives of the 

Grupo de Madres.  

Lastly, I want to briefly expand on a theme that runs throughout the entire study: 

the appropriation and deployment of different types of knowledge by different actors. 

Planning theory has long been concerned with the production of knowledge, the way 

different types of knowledge can affects plans, and how planners should engage with 

different types of knowing  (Friedmann, 1987; Sandercock, 1998; Rydin, 2007). One 

important debate concerns which knowledge formations carry more weight and validity: 

expert knowledge vs. lay knowledge (Tironi, 2015). Early approaches to planning, which 

emerged from the challenges of the 20th century and the development of the industrial 

city, argued for a positivist and rational analysis of cities and social behavior. This 

‘scientific’ and rational approach to planning (Altschuler, 1965; Park and Burgess, 1984) 

defined the profession as “a generic activity that could be applied to any situation where 

rational procedures for decision-making were appropriate” (Allmendinger, 2002:42). 

Planning was seen as a tool for social management that could be used to influence and 

predict urban development through modeling techniques, and the planner was conceived 

as the expert who can use his/her knowledge to obtain desirable outcomes (Allmendinger, 

2002).   

Rational planning has come under significant critique, with scholars searching for 

other ways to understand the relationship between planning and knowledge production. 

From the perspective of radical planning as presented by John Friedmann (1987), 
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planning is understood as a process that transforms knowledge to action with the final 

goal of social transformation. Radical planning promotes and celebrates different types of 

knowledge, especially that coming from the marginalized and often invisible 

communities that are affected by the planning process but that are rarely included 

(Sandercock, 1998, 2004). The more recent perspectives in insurgent planning take a 

similar position as Friedmann, positing a tension between “the modernist – legalist, 

rationalist, science-based – state” and insurgent citizens, whose political role lays in 

disrupting and uncovering the plans of a neoliberal state that does not recognize or 

include them (Tironi, 2015:73). Thus the “right to difference” (Holston, 2008) as 

expressed through different ways of knowing lies at the center of the insurgent planning 

move.  

As the rational, radical and insurgent conceptualizations of planning illustrate, 

knowledge production is at the core of the planning profession both from the perspective 

of theory and practice. An important challenge for planners is “how to handle the 

multiple sources of knowledge, how to engage different knowledges with each other and 

how to change decision-making as a result” (Rydin, 2007). The case of the Grupo de 

Madres reflects such a conflict in regards to appropriation of particular knowledges and 

ways of knowing, and the lessons from this case add more nuances to discussions on the 

role of knowledge in planning and/or planning as a practice of knowing (Davoudi, 2015).  

The Argentine state, through the development of regional plans that advance 

rationalist-based visions for the advancement of the country, favors scientific knowledge 

based in positivist and technical assumptions, such as the presumed value of adopting 

biotechnology in agriculture. On the other hand, through bottom-up mobilizing, the 

Grupo de Madres appropriates alternative knowledge formations available to them, such 

as those learned through lived experiences and their positions as women, to present their 
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demands for change. This case, then, raises the question of how to highlight and 

problematize the differences between rational planning and radical and insurgent 

approaches in terms of their conceptualization of knowledge production (Tironi, 2015). 

Here I should clarify that I do not seek to reproduce a simple dualism between the types 

of knowledge production that are at play in this case; i.e. between “local” and “scientific” 

knowledge. Instead, I see the tensions that emerged in this case between the knowledge 

formations presented by the Madres and those of the state as reflective of a broader 

politics of knowledge production. Scholars have characterized planning as a “practice of 

knowing” (Davoudi, 2015), thus foregrounding the ways in which scientific and planner 

knowledge is socially constructed, which means that knowledge production will always 

be political and contested. In this particular case, the politics of knowledge production 

revolved around the determination of “legitimacy.” As I will show in the following 

pages, agents of the state and the soybean industry sought to define what was 

“legitimate” knowledge and who are considered to be legitimate knowledge producers 

(Fenster and Yacobi, 2005; Rydin, 2007; Tironi, 2015; Whatmore, 2009). These state and 

industry actors used the tropes of scientific knowledge but also deployed social 

constructions of rationality and irrationality, while the Madres appropriated scientific 

data while at the same time constructing narratives of gendered knowledge. By drawing 

on this perspective of knowledge production as contested and socially constructed, I 

highlight the politics of knowedge production rather than reproduce an overly simplistic 

and essentialized dualism between oppositional forms of knowing,   

CHAPTER ORGANIZATION 

I begin my presentation of the case of the Grupo de Madres with a description of 

the research design and methods in Chapter 2, followed by a discussion of my theoretical 
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framework in Chapter 3.  In Chapter 3 I review the literature in neoliberal production of 

nature in order to better understand the connections between a fractured state, 

neoliberalism, and environmental governance that have driven agricultural expansion in 

Argentina. Next, I critically assess the role of bottom-up organization strategies and 

insurgent planning in the face of state-led planning initiatives, especially practices that 

produce inequality and invisibility at the local level. This leads to a discussion of gender-

based organizing and tactics premised on identity formation and representation as 

mothers, before I integrate these three bodies of literature into a broader discussion of 

knowledge production. I suggest that the appropriation and production of different 

knowledge formations are central to this struggle between dominant and insurgent forms 

of planning.  In Chapter 4 I present the history of the expansion of GM soybean in 

Argentina, which leads to an analysis in Chapter 5 of the political and economic factors 

that drove this agricultural-based, regional planning and development strategy, and how 

this strategy was driven by a specific form of science and technology-based knowledge 

production. Chapter 6 presents the local responses to the scientific and technological 

planning paradigm that supports GM soybean production. These responses reflect the 

lived experience in Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo and are represented through the stories of the 

people who directly suffer the consequences of rational planning knowledge production. 

Following this, in Chapter 7 I present the 2012 trial and discuss its significance in terms 

of a confrontation between these two types of knowing, i.e. between community 

organizers and state actors that pursue a rational vision of development. This chapter 

complicates the role of the fragmented, post-neoliberal state in terms of regional 

planning, showing that state practices reflect the tension between economic growth and 

the imperative of protecting the well-being of the population. Chapter 8 analyzes the 

tactics and maneuvering of the Madres, as they appropriated both scientific and situated 
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knowledge formations and leveraged gendered identities to press their claims. Lastly, I 

conclude in Chapter 9 with some final reflections.   
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Chapter 2. Research Design & Methods 

INTRODUCTION 

The research design is an essential component of any project. Its main purpose is 

to guide how the research questions will be answered and to make sure that the 

techniques, processes, and steps taken to answer the questions are appropriate based on 

the type of study (de Vaus, 2001). The work presented here follows a descriptive research 

design, drawing on qualitative research approaches which foreground constructivist 

perspectives on knowledge claims; advocacy, collaborative, and participatory 

perspectives; the use of inquiry strategies such as storytelling, phenomenology, and 

ethnography; and the collection of open-ended and emerging data (Creswell, 2002). The 

underlying assumptions of this qualitative work are: (a) ontological, meaning that there is 

not one reality/truth but that there are multiple and subjective truths; (b) epistemological, 

where there is a desire to get as close as possible to the ‘subject’ under study; (c) 

axiological, since the qualitative researcher is aware of the fact that she brings her values 

into the study and that these need to be made explicit; (d) rhetorical, acknowledging that 

a qualitative project is personal and based on definitions that evolve during the study 

period; and (e) methodological, meaning that a qualitative perspective is characterized as 

emerging, inductive, and non-rigid (Creswell, 2007:16-19; see also Creswell, 2002, and 

Creswell and Plano, 2007).  

In other words, qualitative approaches to research seek to provide information and 

insights into the human condition, answering questions related to culture, interpretations, 

and power, and to capture the struggles inherent in everyday life (Atkinson et al., 2003; 

Lindlof and Taylor, 2011). Qualitative approaches are particularly useful when the 

information needed resides in the explanations, narratives, and accounts of people. 
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Within the planning field, qualitative research approaches have been used to provide 

information about the interrelationships between human and social systems (Dandekar, 

1986), giving voice to marginalized or underrepresented groups in order to empower 

these communities and make their stories visible (Creswell, 2007).  

Conducting a rigorous qualitative study, nonetheless, is contingent on meeting a 

set of commitments. These include extensive time spent in the field; complex and time-

consuming data analysis; extensive explanations to show and support the argument of 

multiple perspectives; and being willing to engage in a type of research that has flexible 

guidelines and can be described as ever-changing and evolving (Creswell, 2007). 

Furthermore, Creswell (2007) differentiates between 5 different research approaches 

within qualitative studies: narrative, phenomenological, grounded theory, ethnographic, 

and case study. Because of the nature of the Madres’ situation and the type of work they 

do – protests, educational talks, community activities, and meetings with government 

officials to mention some – it was essential for me to be present and help in as many of 

their activities as possible. I was able to develop a close relationship with the Grupo de 

Madres members. As a result, my research design integrates ethnographic research 

methods within a case study approach.  

Emerson et al. (2011) have described ethnographic research as “the study of a 

group of people as they go about their lives” (1; see also Silverman, 2001). The 1960s, in 

particular, started to see an increase in ethnographic work, with scholars actively 

advocating for marginal groups and critiquing modern society and its institutions (Foley, 

2005). An ethnographer is motivated to study the patterns of behaviors, beliefs and 

language of a group. In order to do this, an ethnographer immerses herself in the day-to-

day lives of the group being analyzed and observes and participates in these daily 

activities (Emerson et al., 2011). She is also cognizant that differences, distance and 
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divisions will always be present between her and the people who are part of the study, but 

tries to be critically aware of these differences, minimizing them if at all possible (Foley, 

2005).  

In addition to engaging in participant observation, interviews and detailed note-

taking are also common methods in ethnographic work. In ethnographic research, as with 

any other qualitative approach, the researcher becomes the tool for data collection and 

his/her main goal is not to determine one particular ‘truth’ about the group under study, 

but to reveal the multiplicity of truths present in others’ lives (Emerson et al., 2011). 

More recently, the concept of ‘critical ethnography’ has emerged, referring to 

perspectives that reject positivism and work to break the divide between the powerful and 

powerless (Foley, 2005). Similarly, collaborative ethnographies center on the concept of 

collaboration, where the researcher invites comments from the group being studied and 

attempts to make those comments part of the final work. Hence, this approach focuses on 

doing and writing ethnographies (Lassiter, 2005). Scholars have also referred to engaged 

ethnographies as a form of ethnographic work that highlights the coproduction of 

knowledge that results from encounters and active participation with community groups, 

scholars, civic actors, and authorities (Sletto and Nygren, 2015). It should be noted that, 

as Sletto and Nygren (2015) explain, there is no clear categorical distinction between 

these types of ethnographies since researcher tend to get involved in different and varied 

collaborative work. In the end, ethnographies should reflect the community or group’s 

concerns and needs.  

While ethnography seeks to understand a culture and/or social processes within a 

social group, the case study involves the study of persons or groups in the context of an 

issue (Gillham, 2000). Like ethnography, the case study approach typically assumes the 

possibility of various knowledge claims and the goal of such work is often to understand 
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different perspectives. One of the main characteristics of a case study is that it analyzes a 

bounded system or a set of bounded systems for a period of time through in-depth 

collection of different types of data. The collection of multiple types of information can 

be achieved through a variety of methods, but most common methods include participant 

observations, interviews, and the collection of documents and secondary data (Creswell, 

2007).  In my own qualitative, case-study research in Argentina, I used all these methods 

to address my research questions. In the following section, I present the methods I used 

during exploratory research in 2008 followed by 15 months of field research from 2011 

to 2014 in Argentina10.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
Question 1:  What strategies and practices have been used by the state to further the 
expansion of GM soybean roduction in Argentina? 
 
Sub-questions: What is the state’s involvement in this process? Is soybean 

production part of a planning strategy of the country? In what ways 
does the continued expansion of the production of soybean 
benefitting the state? What discursive strategies have the state and 
government agencies used to further or hamper the expansion of 
GM soybean production? 

  
Methods used: My first research question regarding state strategies and actions in support 
of GM expansion was answered through:  
a) formal interviews with government officials, academics and researchers, and social 
movement representatives and activists, and  
b) collection and review of state documents and documents sponsored by the soybean 
industry and agricultural sector more broadly.  
 
 
Question 2: What have been the impacts of this planning agricultural practice 

at the local level, especially in communities around Córdoba?  

                                                
10 The breakdown of the fieldwork period is as follow: two months (June-July) during 2011 and 
2012, followed by a period of 9 months (March – December) during 2014. Additinally, two 
months of exploratory work were conducted during the months of June and July, in 2008. 
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Sub-questions: In what ways has the environment been affected? Have there been 

any implications for farmers, producers, and other people related to 
the agricultural sector? Have local populations (people not linked 
to the agricultural sector) been affected by the soy boom, directly 
or indirectly? 

 
Methods used: My second research question regarding the impact of GM soybean 
expansion was answered through:  
a) secondary data collection, including environmental impact reports and research, and 
data on agricultural production,  
b) interviews with state officials, Grupo de Madres members, and representatives of the 
corporate sector, and 
c) participant observation with Madres group members and other communities also 
affected by soybean expansion. 

 
Question 3: What strategies and everyday practices have the Grupo de 

Madres used to take advantage of the fractures of the state, 
setting forth their claims against development plans associated 
with the expansion of GM soybean in Córdoba?   

 
Sub-questions:   What strategies, actions and/or everyday practices has the group 

used to navigate the system? What gender-specific strategies has 
the group used to develop stronger arguments against the 
agricultural expansion?   

 
Methods used: My third research question regarding the strategies and the practices of 
the Madres was answered through: 
a) interviews with Madres group members and community members, 
b) participant observation with Madres group members, and  
c) active participation in activities, presentations, and meetings prepared by the group. 

RESEARCH METHODS AND ANALYSIS 

A. Interviews 

Interviews are “one of the most powerful ways of understanding fellow human 

beings” (Fontana and Frey, 1998:47) and perhaps the most common method used in 

qualitative research (Dowling et al., 2015). The purpose of the interview is to allow the 

interviewees to share their experience and perspective, and then to interpret their stories. 
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Three types of interviews predominate: structured (there are pre-established questions 

with a set of responses the interviewee chooses from); unstructured (an open-ended 

conversation that lets the interviewee express him/herself without much limitation); and 

semi-structured interviews (a combination of open-ended questions with other more 

rigorous questions) (Fontana and Frey, 1998). Information obtained from interviews can 

be used to validate, verify and comment on information that has been obtained from other 

sources and/or methods (Lindlof and Taylor, 2011). Typically, interviews are voice 

recorded with prior consent of the participants to later be transcribed and analyzed for 

emerging topics and themes (Ryan and Russell, 2003; Silverman, 2001)11. 

To answer the first and second research questions I compiled a total of 64 audio 

files that include formal and informal interviews with government officials, academics, 

and journalists from Buenos Aires12 and Córdoba, and audio recording from talks and 

conferences. In Buenos Aires I interviewed researchers and officials from the INTA, 

specifically the branch associated with agriculture and/or the impacts of the expansion of 

the agricultural frontier13; the Ministry of Environmental and Sustainable Development14; 

the MAGyP (currently the MAI), specifically the agricultural office, the Subsecretaría de 

Agricultura; and the SENASA. Additionally, I was able to interview journalists who 

specialize in agricultural issues from Clarín and Página 12, two major national 

newspapers; academics and researchers from the UBA and UNSM; and the Sociedad 

Rural Argentina (SRA), the oldest agrarian union in the country. In Cordoba, I 

                                                
11 Practical problems have also been found when conducting interviews and observations, which have been 
discussed by Jackson (1983), Silverman (2001) and Roulston et al. (2003) 
12 Many of the governmental agencies that deal with topics and policies involving the environment and 
agriculture have their main offices in the Federal District of Buenos Aires, the capital. 
13 The CIRN (Centro de Investigación de Recursos Naturales) is a branch of the INTA that works on the 
ecological impacts resulting from the current expansion of the agricultural frontier. 
14 Specifically the now former Director of the Environmental Ordinance and Biodiversity Conservation, 
Pablo Mesa.  
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interviewed regional government officials from the Secretary of Agriculture; the INTA’s 

headquarters in Córdoba, specifically the Agricultural Experimental Station; the 

provincial SENASA station; planners from the Environmental Impact Management office 

at the Municipality of Córdoba; large-scale agrarian producers; political journalists from 

major local newspapers, including La Voz del Interior; academics from the UNC and 

NRC; and environmental lawyers, judges, and district attorneys. The interviews were 

semi-structured, covering themes from the involvement and positioning of the particular 

office (if relevant) in regards to the agricultural expansion, specifically soybean; views on 

the position of the state in the expansion; some of the actions/plans (policies, programs) 

that the state, public and private used to further or hinder the expansion; the perceived 

impacts of the expansion; and opinions on the future of the agricultural model of the 

country. Most of the interviews were arranged via email or by phone, and were conducted 

in the place of preference of the interviewee, mainly offices or coffee shops. Most of the 

interviews were voice recorded with the prior consent of the interviewee. In addition to 

the interviews, I was able to attend conferences, talks and groups discussions that were 

conducted throughout the city of Buenos Aires about topics that included: the health 

impacts of pesticide use for soybean fields in rural communities, the environmental 

degradation taking place in rural areas due to the use of high volumes of chemicals, and 

the agrarian expansion and the economy of the country. These presentations were voice 

recorded and transcribed.    

To answer the second and third research question I conducted both formal and 

informal interviews with the founders of the group Madres de Ituzaingó, government 

officials from Córdoba, researchers, doctors, and other community organizations. 

Interviews were arranged in person and were conducted in the household of the person 

interviewed. The interviews were voice recorded with previous consent and I also took 
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notes throughout. The interviews varied between semi-structured and open-ended and 

covered the following themes: 1) the motives behind the formation of the group; 2) the 

group’s main concerns regarding the expansion of soybean; 3) the activities/initiatives the 

group undertakes and why; 4) major obstacles in this struggle and how have they been 

overcome; 5) the goals of the group; 6) how decisions are made regarding organizing and 

strategies and tactics for action; and 7) how members see their social roles as women 

within this struggle. Additionally, interviews with key informants from Córdoba, such as 

the judge of the 2012 trial, district attorney, journalists, doctors, and researchers, also 

shed light on the formation of the group and how they have evolved throughout the 

struggle. These interviews were also recorded. 

The recordings were transcribed using an online transcription program15. I myself 

completed all of the transcriptions; some during my fieldwork period and others upon my 

return to Austin in late 2014. For my analysis, I code and categorized the information 

from the recordings (Lindlof and Taylor, 2011; Weston el at., 2001). First, I organized 

the transcribed texts by the question they were answering or by their main focus (i.e. 

transcripts coming out of interviews with government officials about the state of soybean 

farming would be grouped with similar transcripts, targeted to answer the first research 

question). Second, I read the transcribed text and made notes of any emerging themes or 

concepts that would repeat through the different interviews and/or events (Borland and 

Sutton, 2007; Weston, 2001). For example, comments around the concept of motherhood 

or women were common when interviewing the members of the Grupo de Madres when 

asked why they started to organize. Lastly, these concepts and/or themes were brought 

together and analyzed in light of the relevant literature.          
 

                                                
15 Program can be accessed here: https://transcribe.wreally.com/ 
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B. Collection of documents and secondary data 

Studies have shown that compilation and analysis of documents and other texts 

help reveal much about the political, economic, and social context of the issue under 

study (Silverman, 2001). I engaged in the collection of both documents and empirical 

data in order to answer the first two research questions. First, I collected primary data 

documents such as agricultural statistics, census data, and legal proceedings of the 2012 

court case, and second, I gathered secondary data including official proceedings, 

ordinances, newspaper articles, and research papers. I obtained these documents in 

governmental offices in Buenos Aires and Córdoba, as well as in university libraries and 

research centers (UBA, UNSM, IDAES, UNC, and Centro Humboldt), and newspapers 

headquarters (La Voz del Interior, Clarín). Statistical data about the expansion of 

soybean, including agricultural censuses, were gathered online from the Instituto de 

Estadística y Censos (INDEC, Institute of Statistics and Census); MGAyP, specifically 

the Sistema Integrado de Información Agropecuaria (SIIA, Integrated System of 

Agricultural Information); and the Dirección de Estadísticas y Censo (Statistics and 

Census Office) in Córdoba. 

The information was categorized by research question. Most of the documents 

collected helped to provide a better context for the historical trend of the expansion of the 

production of soybean in the country and in Córdoba (first and second research 

questions). For the planning documents, I searched for codes or themes that would arise 

from the text (Lindlof and Taylor, 2011; Weston el al., 2001). I also completed a 

thorough search of the newspaper La Voz del Interior in Córdoba. I chose this newspaper 

after asking various local people (researchers, students, government officials, and the 

Madres members) what was the most widely read newspaper in the city. Additionally, a 

local library had the collection of this newspaper available for use, free of charge. For the 
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search I looked for any news article that would focus on Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo or the 

Grupo de Madres, from 2002 to 2014. I wrote down the name of the article, date and 

page, also noting if the report was on the front page. Following the search, I classified the 

article in one of four categories: local/grassroots actions, research conducted by 

universities or other non-governmental entities, responses from the provincial 

government, or responses from the national government. I constructed an historical 

timeline on Microsoft Power Point to place each of the news articles, which provided a 

visual representation of the local actions and the following responses. This information 

was useful to understand the history of the struggle in Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo and the 

early actions of the Grupo de Madres.  

C. Participant observation and note-taking 

Participant observation not only involves the observation of a group but also 

active engagement with the activities, routines, and daily chores of the community or 

group being analyzed: As Emerson et al. suggest, “high participant observation 

encourages appreciation of social life as constituted by ongoing, fluid processes of 

interaction and interpretation. Through participation the researcher sees first hand and up 

close how people grapple with uncertainty and ambiguity, how meanings emerge through 

talk and collective action, how understandings and interpretation change over time, and 

how these changes shape subsequent actions” (2005: 5; see also Jackson, 1983).  

The act of observing goes hand in hand with that of note taking. In fact, note-

taking reflects the multiple roles of the researcher as a participant, as an observer, as an 

‘outsider’ or an ‘insider,’ and a combination of all these (Creswell, 2007). The 

importance of the field notes cannot be stressed enough, since these become the raw 

material for analysis. A systemic and regular note-taking schedule improves the accuracy 



 32 

of the events experienced and/or observed (Emerson et al., 2005). Lindlof and Taylor 

(2011) distinguish between scratch notes (condensed accounts written immediately after 

an activity or event), headnotes (when scratch notes are not possible, then memory will 

have to suffice), field notes (the extensive notes taken after an event, activity, or day in 

the field), and journals or diaries (to record personal reactions to events or situations). All 

the note-taking processes provide information about situations taking place in the daily 

lives of the participants. Information and notes from observations can be transcribed and 

later analyzed to uncover themes and topics (Jorgensen, 1989; Lindlof and Taylor, 2011; 

Ryan and Russell, 2003).   

I relied primarily on participant observation to answer the second and third 

research questions. During my fieldwork I was able to spend much time with the Grupo 

de Madres and participate in many of their activities, including meetings (the group’s 

weekly meeting, appointments with legislators, meetings with doctors from the barrio’s 

health clinic), the barbijos (facemask’s) demonstration, presentations or activism 

(schools, universities, academic congresses, marches), and barrio activities (bazaars, 

talks). I traveled to the barrio frequently (2-3 times a week) to work on a pre-determined 

topic or activity, or simply to spend time with them over mates and facturas (pastries).  

The weekly meetings of the Madres took place on Saturdays at one of the 

members’ houses. The meetings were not tightly structured and topics that were 

discussed including preparing for upcoming social events, planning marches, preparing 

products to sell in the barrio’s bazaar, and conducting future research. For the most part, 

the meetings would begin once all of the members had arrived so that all could listen to 

and participate in the conversation. The main topics discussed during the meeting were 

written down in the group’s notebook. By participating in the meetings and providing my 

opinions when asked, I was better able to understand their decision-making processes and 
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mobilization strategies, and particularly, their gendered conceptualizations and 

strategizing. I commuted to the barrio every weekend, spending from three to six hours 

with them either in meetings or just talking informally. I would later take notes of the 

events of the day.  
 

 

Illustration 2.1. Grupo de Madres and friends, after weekly meeting (August 30, 2014). 

In late winter 2014, the Grupo de Madres began organizing ferias in the Barrio, 

which are events where people sell arts and crafts and other products, including food, at 

low prices. They went house by house letting people know about the feria and that they 

could add their own table to sell things and earn some money, and I volunteered in any 

way I could to assist. I also used my professional skills to help the group, such as taking 

pictures when they gave presentations in area schools talks and taking notes during their 

meetings with government officials. In this way, I was able to stay closely connected with 
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the group and consistently participated in their conversations. As I participated with the 

group in their activities, I also consistently engaged in note-taking. I was able to 

document deliberations regarding strategy and specifically, document prevailing imagery, 

tropes, and narratives associated with the (contested) construction of the group’s identity, 

their strategies, and the meanings they applied unto different actions.  

Field notes were coded for relevant themes and/or concepts, following the same 

methodology of the transcribed text from the interviews. The information obtained 

through my active participation in the different activities mentioned above were collected 

in a research diary. These were also coded to obtain important themes and concepts, and 

analyzed together with the other texts.  

POSITIONALITY 

As feminist researchers have discussed, embodiment affects the information that a 

researcher collects and can potentially provide productive vantage points (Haraway, 

1997; Sutton, 2010). It is inevitable that my position as a Latin American woman affected 

the development of my own study because of biases and/or access to some information 

more than other. In many instances throughout my fieldwork I found myself juggling 

different roles, and I want to devote some time to explaining these instances and 

reflecting on them. Note-taking and reflections were useful in making me aware of the 

biases I brought with me into the field and my research (Creswell, 2007; Lindlof and 

Taylor, 2011), forcing me to appreciate ways of thinking other than my own.  

First, there was the common insider-outsider struggle, through which one needs to 

learn to navigate (Corbin-Dwayer and Buckle, 2009; Gair, 2012). Being an outsider, in 

certain instances, gave me the opportunity to ask or talk about controversial issues 

without being shut down – such as asking government officials about the links between  
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Illustration 2.2. Participating in one of the Grupo de Madres marches, in Plaza San 

Martín (2014). 

pesticides and illnesses. With the Grupo de Madres, the struggle was more complex. I 

had a good connection with the mothers from the beginning. Maybe they just pitied me – 

a Puertorrican girl in Córdoba, alone, who traveled a long way to study them. Or maybe, 

genuinely, we just got along well. Whatever the reason, we clicked in our first meeting. 

They would sometimes comment on this connection, saying “Marlita, you know how we 

are, very direct. If we don’t like someone, they will know. But you, you were different. 

We liked you from the beginning”16. Regardless, I was sensitive about the fact that I had 

                                                
16 Grupo de Madres member, field notes October 2014. 
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to talk with people who did not share the mothers’ views, even people the mothers did 

not get along with. It turned out that the Madres understood and respected my position as 

a researcher who needed to hear different perspectives, and in fact they encouraged me to 

talk to those with different views. Nonetheless, even after speaking with their opponents I 

maintained my connection and sympathy to the Madres and their struggle. With time I 

became like another member of their family, and they would even call me their adopted 

daughter. In fact, they often asked for my opinion as if I was another member of the 

group. The following excerpt from my field notes highlights this: 
 

Saturday November 8th, 2014 
Today [member 1] invited me to go have lunch at her house. Her daughter 
and mom were also there. We ate and chatted for a while. After a while, at 
about 16:00hrs we moved to [member 2] house, for the meeting. Two of the 
kids stayed in the kitchen, preparing some of the crafts they would sell at the 
coming bazaar. We started to draft a letter for the doctors of the Barrio’s 
Health Clinic. Afterwards we discussed the party they wanted to do, to 
celebrate their civil association status. We made a list of guests, but soon they 
realized it was going to be a lot of people and it was going to cost them a lot 
of money. [member 3] mentioned that, maybe, they could tell some of their 
closest friends to bring some food, refreshments, etc. But [member 1] 
disagreed, saying that it was supposed to be a party and that they shouldn’t 
ask people to bring/give anything. She was even ready to take out a small 
loan for the party’s expenses. They asked for my opinion. I suggested leaving 
the party for early next year (2015), after they have some time to collect some 
money and plan better, since there were so many things happening already 
before the year ended. When [member 2] came back from the kitchen, she 
was informed of the different ideas that were being discussed. She thought 
that it was better to wait. Then [member 4] arrived to the house, and she also 
thought it was better to wait. She did add though, that they could do a smaller 
gathering by the end of the year, with just a few people. They all talked about 
it a bit more, and then decided to wait, and have a smaller close-knit 
celebration by the end of the year (Field notes, 2014).  

Because of the nature of the research and the questions I was asking, I also got to 

know their stories very well. This, inevitably, creates a special bond. I could not ignore 

their feelings, and I tried to comfort them whenever they seemed visibly affected by 
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certain topics or activities. I knew that I would have to juggle between my role as a 

researcher and a woman. And I was put to the test once when we worked on the health 

map of the barrio. One of my initial research objectives was to update the health map of 

the barrio the mothers had created more than 10 years ago (Illustration 2.3). I thought it 

was a good idea to produce a more recent version. I had discussed this with them during 

my first visit, and they had agreed. However, with time, I realized that this was not going 

to happen – at least not during the time I was in Córdoba. The following excerpt from my 

field notes captures some of the reasons why I started to think that updating the maps was 

not going to work: 
 

Today we worked on the map. It was visible how sad they get when we work 
on these maps. They get depressed. Some of them had commented before that 
they don’t like working on the map or even looking at it, cause inevitably 
they start thinking ‘which one of us will be next, to get sick?’ I can totally 
understand this, it even makes me feel sad, and I don’t live here! It is 
amazing and overwhelming to see the list of people who are sick… cancer, 
cancer, cancer, cancer!! Of course they are overwhelmed and feel so sad 
when doing this! [member 1] said that she didn’t want to continue, that she 
felt too sad. I agreed, this is a hard activity. It might happen, some day. 
Probably not during my time here (Field notes, September 14, 2014). 
 

Because of the closeness that I was able to develop with the members, I have 

chosen to not disclose their individual names when sharing their stories. This reflects my 

respect for their organization and the close-knit relationship between the members: they 

see the Grupo de Madres as a group effort, not the effort of one individual. The work they 

have completed has been a collaborative effort and I want to convey that by referring to 

their struggle as one. 
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Illustration 2.3. Madres and family members work on the Barrio’s health map 

(September, 2014).  

There were other instances when my ‘scholarly’ self struggled with my non-

academic side. This happened, for example, when I participated in a conference on 

October 30th of 2014, the Congreso Latinomaericano de Conflictos Ambientales 

(COLCA, Latin American Congress of Environmental Conflicts). I was there with a 

friend to present a paper on environmental governance in Argentina, while the Madres 

were invited by the organizers to share their struggle with the academic community in 

attendance. During the first day of the conference, we all attended a session together, 

where the presenters would discuss topics concerning environemtal struggles and 

community organizing. One of the presenters for that session was, in fact, talking about 

the case of Ituzaingó Anexo and the struggle of the Grupo de Madres. The Madres, who 
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had never seen the presenter or talked to her before, were not very fond of the exposition 

since to them it presented a very narrow perspective of their struggle. At the end of the 

presentation they made their feelings known. Below is an excerpt from my field notes 

about the incident: 
 

I don’t know if it was appropriate that they called out the woman in the 
presentation for having a different point of view of the struggle. I’m not sure 
that it was the right place to do that, felt very out of place. I feel like this 
reflects the big gap between academia/research and reality. To me their 
intervention sounded gossipy, out of place, like a high-school fight, that it 
had nothing to do with this presentation. But did it really have nothing to do? 
Were they supposed to not say anything, to be quiet? I talked about it with 
Lucilda afterwards, and she didn’t think it was out of place. On the contrary, 
she thinks it revealed the way that some academics don’t try to find out the 
whole truth of a struggle, and just go with the information that is more readily 
available, out of laziness. Maybe she is right. At the same time, it made me 
feel very uncomfortable, when the Madres started to argue with the 
presenter…” (October 30, 2014, field notes).  

Being close to the Madres probably made other actors that were also very 

involved in the struggle of the expansion of the production of soybeans distance 

themselves from me. Nonetheless, I did talk to these groups and even participated in their 

activities because I was aware that their opinions and actions were also valid and that 

they would help me better understand the struggle in Córdoba.  

It was also difficult to analyze the stories of the Madres because they are filled 

with emotions, hardship, death, suffering and family. The stories I present here are their 

lives. This makes it very strange for me to have to analyze them through a scholarly 

theoretical framework. I do not feel that any theoretical framework will do justice to their 

stories or would be able to characterize their actions or positioning within a particular 

academic theory. However, I was open to reading different bodies of literature and 

analyzed their cases to the best of my ability.     
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I have always been passionate about helping communities in their struggles. I 

enjoy working with those who, while clearly having important knowledge about a 

situation, don’t have the necessary resources or access to make their claims be heard. My 

previous academic and professional experiences speak to this interest, and involved 

research that was ultimately used by local communities in their struggles, or that aimed at 

providing important environmental and social information that might be hard to obtain 

through non-academic means. This position evolved throughout my undergraduate 

studies in Environmental Sciences, as a Geography masters student, and currently at the 

program in Community and Regional Planning at The University of Texas-Austin. I do 

sympathize with the mothers’ group and the claims they make, and I am aware of my 

bias. Nonetheless, I was very reflexive about my position throughout my fieldwork and 

analysis, and pursued a research approach that allowed me to listen to different voices, 

both in favor of and against soybean.  

CONCLUSION 

Understanding the local impacts of national planning strategies is an important 

endeavor that merits close and thorough attention to the methods that will let us answer 

such questions. In order to fully grasp the tensions between the fragmented state’s 

approach to the development of industrial agricultural practices vis-à-vis the claims of 

residents and the Grupo de Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo, I developed a qualitative 

research design that integrated ethnographic and case study methodologies. Through 

formal and informal interviews with key actors, participant observation, and active 

participation I was able to unpack the complexities of a fragmented state that follows a 

rational planning perspective rooted in the production of objective and scientific 

knowledge, providing openings for oppositional practices based in alternative forms of 
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knowledge production. These methods allowed me to document residents’ and the 

Madres’ maneuvering through the openings of the fragmented state, illuminating their 

deployment of situated knowledge based in lived experience as a means of countering the 

rational knowledge production of the state. Additionally, through my engaged 

interactions with the Madres, I was better able to document and analyze the importance 

of a gendered identity rooted in motherhood. Equally important was the use of personal 

reflections and note taking: these exercises reminded me of my positionality and the pre-

conceived notions I inevitably brought with me to the field.     
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Chapter 3. Planning, Environmental Governance and Radical 
Gendered Mobilization 

INTRODUCTION 

The rapid expansion of GM foods has provided foreign exchange earnings for 

producing countries and, at the same time, jeopardized local livelihoods and 

environments, provoking mobilization against local and national planning strategies that 

favor the expansion and development of industrial agricultural practices. In the case of 

the Grupo de Madres in Córdoba, I suggest that GM soybeans serves as the fulcrum for 

the negotiation of identities and knowledges between state entities and local 

communities17. I initially conceptualized the conflict in Córdoba as a top-down vs. 

bottom-up struggle, with the state at the top exerting its development plans and the 

communities pushing against the expansion of GM soybeans ‘from the ground’ through 

their mobilization (Figure 3.1).  

 

Figure 3.1. Initial conceptual/theoretical framework. 

                                                
17 The use of the term ‘state’ here refers to the Argentine state, comprised by the National, Provincial and 
Municipal levels as well as its government agencies.  
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While this model is useful to describe the principal actors in this case, it 

ultimately renders the situation too simplistic. Instead, I revised the conceptual diagram 

to better reflect the nuances of the case, integrating the principal bodies of literature to 

illustrate the fluid interaction between actors (Figure 3.2). First, following authors who 

caution against a monolithic and hence simplistic understanding of the state (Gupta, 

1995; Yang, 2005), I represent the state as a set of fragmented figures, or actors, that 

work together. These state actors are in tension with one another, but still work together 

as a unity that constitutes the state. The state-sponsored production and expansion of the 

production of soybeans is linked to neoliberal and economic policies, which, in turn, are 

associated with international markets. These three actors – the state, market and the 

soybean industry– share a form of knowledge production (+) that is calculated and 

technical, premised on scientific methods, and hence construed as “objective.” At the 

same time, however, 
 

 
Figure 3.2. Revised conceptual/theoretical framework. 

 

local communities that are impacted by the production and expansion of soybeans 

communicate their claims to the state which, in turn, finds it necessary to respond to 
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residents’ demands. The local residents, however, draw on a different type of grounded, 

experiential knowledge (*) based on their lived experiences, their bodies, and their 

perceptions of selves as mothers and fathers. Their claims are not merely based on 

scientific measures but also derive from what they see and experience. The model, then, 

reflects a struggle between knowledge formations: while communities demand attention 

and resolution from the state based on their situated understanding of the conflict, 

represented through their local knowledge (*), the state responds from a position based 

on technical, scientifically based knowledge production (+). In turn, this model illustrates 

the contradictory pressures on the state and the resulting fractures in governance 

practices: while responding to the production of soybean as dictated by globalized 

markets, the state must also attend to the claims of populations that oppose the intensive 

agricultural model. Ultimately, the struggle surrounding the expansion of soybeans can 

be understood, in part, as contestation between knowledge claims: between the ‘official’ 

and scientific view promoted and reflected through state, public, private and international 

actors (based on knowledge*), and the view emerging from local communities based on 

local observations and lived experiences (knowledge +).  

In order to explain the relationships that are generated in this struggle, I develop a 

theoretical framework drawing on the following bodies of literature. First, critical 

literature on rational planning, specifically regional and environmental planning, helps 

me understand the role of dominant knowledge formations in supporting the market-

oriented expansion of soybean on such a large, national scale in Argentina. I couple this 

critical perspective on hegemonic knowledge production with literature on neoliberal 

environmental governance, which serves to conceptualize the political-economic 

relations that produce what I call a “rational planner state”, by which I mean the forms or 
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roles of knowledge production used by state authorities regardless its particular approach 

to governance, whether this is developmentalist, neoliberal or post-neoliberal. 

Second, I draw on the literature in radical and insurgent planning in order to better 

understand the forms of “planning” that emerge through the mobilization against GM 

soybean, and the ways in which these alternative forms of planning can be understood as 

alternative knowledge formations. This literature helps me conceptualize the local 

knowledge production of the Grupo de Madres and other groups as counter-hegemonic to 

state planning as it refers to the vision and emphasis of a rational base of knowledge 

production, rooted in facts, science, and objectivity. However, in order to better 

understand the explicitly gendered dimensions of these alternative forms of knowledge 

production, I draw on literature in gender studies to develop a more nuanced 

understanding of gendered activism in the case of the Grupo de Madres. While the 

literature on radical and insurgent planning provides the theoretical foundations to 

understand their knowledge production as planning action, the literature in gender studies 

allows me to better explain how this organization finds a political voice through 

motherhood activism. Ultimately, I suggest that the conflict surrounding GM expansion 

is not merely an outcome of uneven relations of power rooted in neoliberal market forces, 

but, more broadly, a struggle for justice grounded in contested understandings of truth 

and knowledge.  

KNOWLEDGE (+): RATIONALITY, PLANNING AND THE MARKET UNDER NEOLIBERAL 
ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE 

The role of knowledge production in rational planning has been a well-debated 

topic (Alexander, 2005; Davoudi, 2015; James, 2003; Rydin, 2007; Sandercock, 1998, 
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1999a, 2003). Since the discipline’s development in the 20th century18, a rational 

approach to planning was predominant (Altschuler, 1965; Park and Burgess, 1984 

[1925]), particularly in the 1950s and 1960s. Highly influenced by the Chicago School, 

this perspective “saw planning as a general societal management process” (Healey, 

McDougall and Thomas, 1982, in Allmendinger, 2002: 41). Also influenced by the 

natural sciences approach, cities and social behaviors were theorized and modeled as a 

way to predict change (Allmendinger, 2002; Brooks, 2002; Park and Burgess, 

1984[1925]), and cities were understood as objects to be fixed, changed and modernized 

through the application of scientific, “rational” and objective forms of knowledge.   

As Alexander contends, “[r]ationality has become a bad word” in planning, but at 

the same time he believes that “[planning] cannot be other than rational” (2000: 242). 

Alexander argues that a rational perspective not only includes the common notion of 

instrumental rationality but a number of different rationalities, such as communicative, 

dialectic, ethical, epistemic, and evaluative, that coalesce in practice and theory and make 

‘the rational’ an essential part of planning. Scholars have also questioned to what extent 

rationality guides planning, asking whether “planning shapes rationality” in that 

“[r]ational theory discerns the truth, but not what to do with it” (Hoch, 2007:17). Indeed, 

the rational vision, as Innes and Booher (2015) explain, still provides a platform useful to 

show, account for, and explain change by focusing on those attributes that are measurable 

and that can be verified. Rationality is still used to signify reasoning behind decision-

making; i.e. “rational planning is not good planning because it produces better decisions: 

It is good planning because it can account for the proposed course of action” (Alexander, 

                                                
18 While Campbell and Fainstein (2003) roughly assign this period to the birth of planning, they do 
acknowledge that to point to a particular ‘birth’ of the profession is problematic. Understanding that such 
divisions are not fixed and only helpful for organizational purposes, it is useful for the chronological 
sequence of this essay. 
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2000: 243). Thus the planner is seen as a neutral and objective analyst, able to distance 

herself from “[emotions and feelings which] confuse professional judgment, and [which] 

should (and can) be ignored or suppressed” (Baum (1996: 128).  While pure rationality is 

unattainable (Braum, 1996), it is still a desirable ideal.  

The influence of the rational planning approach is still prevalent through the 

emphasis on the modelling of cities, towns, and regions, especially when dealing with 

studies on retail, economic growth, transportation, the environment, and policy 

(Allmendinger, 2002; Davoudi, 2015; Innes and Booher, 2015; Potts et al., 2014; Wang 

and Hoch, 2013). In particular, regional planning continues to favor rational and technical 

forms of knowledge (Brooks, 2002; Campbell and Fainstein, 2003; Fainstein, 2005). 

Regional planning “must be thought of as a scientific undertaking of a special kind. 

Primarily oriented to the future, it looks to the relation between social purposes and 

spatial arrangements. […] regional planning is concerned with the ordering of human 

activities in supra-urban space – that is, in any area which is larger than a single city” 

(Friedmann, 1963: 170, emphasis in original). Planning for such a large scale means that 

planners need to negotiate different variables, factors, and processes in order to make 

decisions. Rational models provide an objective platform where different issues can be 

brought together and analyzed (Potts et al., 2014; Wang and Hoch, 2013).  

In defining how we delimit, understand and use space, regional planning has 

helped reproduce the values and the logic of the neoliberal economic agenda (Gunder, 

2010). Gunder explains that planning “acts as a key state apparatus in facilitating this 

ideological task [neoliberalism] by harmoniously articulating how populations should 

enjoyably use their settlements, spaces and environments when seeking a better future”, 

concluding that “planning is the ideology of contemporary neoliberal space” (2010:306, 

208). Allmendinger (2002) calls this critical perspective ‘new right planning;’ i.e. 
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planning approaches that serve neoliberalism or conservatism. The knowledges favored 

in new right planning are premised on “primacy of the market and its mechanisms, 

individual freedom, and the role of the state” (Allmendinger, 2002:95). That is to say, 

from this perspective planning is seen as integral to neoliberal restructuring starting in the 

1980s, including its focus on deregulation, emphasis on private property and free trade, 

and privileging of the invisible hand of the market (Harvey, 2005; see also Flyvbjerg, 

1998a; Forester, 1989; Fox-Rogers and Murphy, 2014; Goonewardena and Rankin, 2004; 

Harvey, 1985, 2007; Olesen, 2014).  

Environmental planning also pays particular attention to the role of science and 

technology as a way to resolve planning problems, including pollution reduction and 

prevention, and resource protection (Swearingen White and Mayo, 2004). Daniels (2009), 

looking at the evolution of environmental planning from the progressive era to the current 

period of sustainability, suggests that environmental planning has “developed and used 

scientific knowledge and planning technology to manage the environment” (178). For 

example, Innes and Booher (2015) suggest that environmental impact assessments 

reproduce a rational model perspective that favors scientific, expert, and technical 

knowledge over ‘soft’ knowledge emerging from local communities. In the case of Latin 

America, by the 1950s countries in the region devoted more attention and efforts to the 

development of planning referred to as planificación or planeamiento (Almandoz, 2010).  

While planning in Latin American countries presents different challenges than 

those commonly found in developed nations, including those related to the role of the 

state and private capital (Browder and Borello, 1992), critics suggest that global political-

economic structures have skewed regional planning towards a more neoliberal 

management of resources (Escobedo et al., 2008; Goldfrank and Schrank, 2009; Hibbard 

et al., 2008; Kohl, 2004; Osland, 2010; Warner and Gerbasi, 2004), or what is referred to 
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as “neoliberal environmental governance.” The literature in neoliberal environmental 

governance is particularly relevant in terms of understanding the drivers behind the 

expansion of GM soybean in Argentina, since it allows us to conceptualize how nature is 

commodified to favor particular actors and ideologies within neoliberal governance 

structures, with significant implications for regional planning and the daily lives of 

citizens.  

The work in neoliberal environmental governance draws on analytical and 

theoretical insights from political ecology and political economy to describe the ways in 

which resources are ‘governed’ (Himley, 2008; see also Bridge and Jonas, 2002; 

McCarthy, 2004) under neoliberal conditions (Bridge and Perreault, 2009). 

Environmental governance has been defined as an  
 

analytical category with which to examine the multiple and overlapping 
organizational, institutional, and epistemological systems through which 
access to natural resources is now structured/negotiated and decisions 
regarding resource use and environment management are now taken (Himley, 
2008: 3). 
 

From this perspective, it is argued that neoliberalism is inherently an 

environmental project (McCarthy and Prudham, 2004), based on the assumption that the 

initial expansion of capitalism and market oriented processes depended on the “enclosure, 

ownership, and commodification of land, forests, water courses, and other natural 

resources” (Castree, 2008a: 140). In addition, recent neoliberal projects have been aimed 

at the natural environment, such as ecotourism and carbon emission offsets (McCarthy 

and Prudham, 2004; see also Castree, 2008a). As a result, the ‘environmental space’ has 

become an important and essential component of current neoliberal practices.     

In delineating more clearly the relation between neoliberalism and environmental 

governance, Bridge and Perreault (2009) explain that because neoliberal reforms involve 
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a set of re-structuring from ‘the public’ (state-owned) to ‘the private’ (market-based) 

realm, a new set of regulations and power relations emerge in the environmental realm as 

well. As a result, nature and resources – and with them the processes of management, 

access, appropriation, control, international agreements for resource exports, and more – 

become subject to the invisible hand of the market. Hence, neoliberal environmental 

governance “involves the reconfiguration of the institutional arrangements involved in 

managing nature and natural resources in such a way as to favor market-based actors and 

practices” (Bridge and Perreault, 2009). 

Recently, scholars have started to pay attention to the ways in which agricultural 

economic activities and food politics can be analyzed as processes that involve neoliberal 

environmental governance (Gareau, 2008; Guthman, 2007, 2008; Higgins et al., 2008; 

Jepson, 2002; Jepson et al., 2005). More specifically, the development of GM agricultural 

products provides an opportunity to analyze the ways in which nature becomes a site of 

market-oriented alteration, to the extent that its biology and genetics are changed to meet 

higher demands and obtain higher profitability, ultimately altering environmental 

governance in different regions of the world (Higgins et al., 2008; Marsden, 2008) and 

leading to the dominance of particular actors (Jansen and Roquas, 2008). In terms of 

knowledge production, most regulations related to GM crops, such as biosafety and other 

security measures, rely on scientific knowledge (the language of ‘truth’) that for the most 

part emerges from the private sector and/or transnational companies. This situation puts 

developing countries in the uncomfortable position of having to rely on outside expertise 

that is not necessarily in touch with local circumstances.  

While this scenario can be detrimental in some places, Jepson (2002) argues that 

it can also create local positive outcomes. Focusing on the political and economic 

processes behind biotechnology and the debates around GM soybean in Brazil, Jepson 
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argues that while GM conflicts have become ‘global’ (or at least people see them as so) 

because of the generalized regulations, market standards and restrictions that follow these 

food commodities, local re-definitions of power relations also become a possibility that 

has been ignored in many instances. Hence, not only are certain ‘global’ actors such as 

transnational corporations part of the GM biotechnology governance regime, but site-

specific negotiations regarding power relations also take place (see also Jepson et al., 

2008). Returning to Jansen and Roquas’ (2008) discussion about knowledge production 

surrounding GM crops, McAfee (2008) adds that, in many instances, rules and norms 

used in developed countries are applied to developing countries that start to grow GM 

crops. However, this discussion does not take into account local realities and 

circumstances that could be negatively affected by GM food production.  

These bodies of literature have shown that rational approaches to planning are still 

pervasive within regional and environmental planning, and, in Latin America as 

elsewhere, these planning strategies privilege powerful actors connected to the market. 

These critiques shed light on the ways in which the expansion of GM soybean in 

Argentina can be understood as a project of rational knowledge production furthered 

through neoliberal governance. But as the second diagram at the beginning of the chapter 

illustrated, local populations feel the impacts of this type of planning, and respond to it. 

However, their responses emerge from lived experiences rather than rational planning 

knowledge. In the following section, therefore, I will discuss the literature on radical and 

insurgent planning and gendered forms of activism in order to better understand the 

potential of such situated knowledge for alternative planning action. 
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KNOWLEDGE (*): RADICAL PLANNING AND GENDERED ACTIVISM 

Turning away from rationalism: radical/insurgent planning  

The planning field has seen an increase in studies that challenge the rational 

perspective. Advocacy, communicative, and radical planning paradigms have criticized 

the apolitical and detached approach of rational planning because of its lack of attention 

to power, and critical scholars have advocated for greater attention to other types of 

knowledge production. Advocacy planning, beginning in the 1960s as a direct critique of 

rational planning, suggested that planners should be advocates for the poor and 

marginalized (Checkoway, 1994; Davidoff, 2007[1965]) by incorporating subjugated 

forms of knowledge. This school of thought reflected a departure from the ‘planner as an 

expert’ view predominant in rational planning19 and the profession as a whole. Although 

advocacy planning was soon critiqued (Clavel, 1994; Forester, 1994; Marris, 1994; 

Peattie, 1994) for oversimplifying communities’ interests and failing to ‘translate’ 

(MacCallum, 2008) plural plans, the planning field has continued to search for 

approaches that facilitate community participation and pluralism,20 including 

communicative action, normative, radical, and insurgent approaches to planning.  

The communicative turn, gaining attention in the 1990s (Fischler, 2000; Healey, 

2008; Huxley and Yiftachel, 2000), believes in the power of communication to achieve 

consensus by providing spaces where planners can facilitate effective dialogue where 

citizens can participate, act, and organize successfully (Bolton, 2005). However, although 

communicative planning calls for listening to differences in ways of knowing (Healey, 

                                                
19 It is true that, while departing from rational planning, advocacy still holds the perspective of 
the planner as having a privileged position. Nonetheless, it begins to move away, ever so slightly, 
from this perspective, and it is the beginning of a series of new approaches to planning theory and 
practice.  
20 Though also moving away from his conception of advocacy.  
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1992, 1993, 2003), this approach is premised on the pragmatic assumption that consensus 

and hence just planning outcomes can be attained through fair communication21. From 

the communicative perspective, two types of knowledge will always be in constant 

tension: the ‘official’ form of knowledge (scientific, verifiable, sound, rational) and the 

experiential (exposure, daily routines, etc). Those who hold the official form of 

knowledge will have more power than, say, community members who just know what 

they see or experience. The communicative planner needs to make sure that the power 

relations will be in check so that agreement and consensus can be attained22. Similarly, 

the “normative” approach to planning has also been critical of scientific rationality and 

open to alternative forms of knowledge. Normative planning’s main goal, exemplified by 

the work of Susan Fainstein, is to plan for a just city (Brooks, 2002; Fainstien, 2005, 

2010; Watson, 2002) achieved thorough redistribution, equity, and justice. Contrary to 

the communicative perspective, the normative turn in planning theory contends that a just 

process does not necessarily result in just outcomes (Fainstein, 2005).   

From the perspective of “radical” planning, theory, meanwhile, the planner should 

serve as mediator between theory and practice, thus serving to generate social 

                                                
21 Sandercock, who is associated with the communicative turn in planning (Watson, 2003), 
departs somewhat from the norm of this theorizing venue. She, like Healey, believes that 
difference exists and that it is imperative to bring to light the different opinions and perspectives. 
Nonetheless, she contends that these differences should not be homogenized through consensus, 
but that in some cases, understanding difference will be reflected through resistance (Sandercock, 
1998, 2000, 2003). 
22 While definitely a progressive stance and a big departure from some of the tenants of the 
rational model, the communicative turn has been strongly criticized since it still holds rationality 
as a primal value. Building on pragmatism, they assume that through a rational model of 
communication that leads to reason, consensus can be attained through agreed-upon processes. 
Planners, thus, become the facilitators of this rational communication that includes different 
groups as a means to achieve consensus. See Alexander (2001), Fainstein (2010), Flyvbjerg 
(1998a, 2003), Huxley and Yiftachel, (2000), McCallum (2008) and Yiftachel (1998, 2001) for 
further critiques.  
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transformation (Friedmann, 1987). The planner enables emancipatory practices, where 

knowledge directs actions towards collective self-empowerment and self-reliance. Unlike 

in the communicative action school, the planner is not a neutral agent but a source of 

information for alternative practices, providing the necessary tools (theory, knowledge) 

so that change can be attained. The radical planning perspective calls for a new 

understanding of knowledge as emerging from local values and needs and constituting a 

source for action. In contrast with communicative and advocacy planning, in “radical 

practice, the elaboration of a realistic vision concerns a future for which the people are 

themselves responsible; their vision is a commitment to its realization through practice” 

(Friedmann, 2011: 398). Radical planning, in essence, looks to change existing relations 

of power in direct opposition to the state (Friedmann, 2011). The radical planning 

paradigm, then, pays particular attention to the local knowledge and actions of 

communities, and calls for planners to facilitate radical actions by making information 

available, but not necessarily guiding the process.    

Other planning scholars have supported radical perspectives, accounting for the 

importance of a knowledge production process that is situated at the local level and 

emerging from the bottom up. Leonie Sandercock, while working within a 

communicative action planning approach, could also be characterized as a more ‘radical’ 

scholar, since her work pays attention to different forms of knowing in the planning 

process. She foregrounds the importance of local knowledge in planning practice, 

insisting that local stories and narratives are not sufficiently valued but nevertheless are 

essential tools for deconstruction of the official/state knowledge. Storytelling is a way to 

open the space for other ‘truths’ to emerge and be able to achieve a ‘higher ground’ for 

the good of the community as a whole (Sandercock, 2003; see also Throgmorton, 2003).  
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From this radical perspective on planning and storytelling emerges insurgent 

planning, which Miraftab defines as “those radical planning practices that respond to 

neoliberal specifics of dominance through inclusion. It highlights the hegemonic drive of 

neoliberal capitalism to stabilize state-citizen relations by implicating civil society in 

governance, and it stresses the importance to radical planning of the contested terrains of 

inclusion and dominance” (Miraftab, 2009:32). Although insurgent planning is still being 

defined23 (Watson 2012), insurgent planning practices can be characterized as counter-

hegemonic, transgressive, and imaginative, making us reconsider the way we 

conceptualize participation within the planning process (Miraftab, 2009). The main role 

of a radical planner, Miraftab contends, is to promote social transformation by 

uncovering the ways in which neoliberal governance normalizes oppressive relationships 

of inclusion. From this perspective, planners should not constrain themselves to the 

‘permitted’ spaces of participation but rather should “support and promote not only the 

coping mechanisms of the grassroots exercised in invited spaces of citizenship, but also 

the oppositional practices of the grassroots as they innovate their own terms of 

engagement” (Miraftab, 2009:41). In so doing, there is a detachment from the Western 

urban imaginary and a new look towards other ‘rules’ (See also Watson, 2002, 2003). 

Insurgent planning also draws on James Holston’s concepts of insurgency and 

insurgent citizenship, which he develops to “emphasize an opposition to the modernist 

political project that absorbs citizenship into a plan of state building and that, in the 

process, generates a certain concept and practice of planning itself” (Holston, 1998: 39). 

Holston contends that understanding planning through a lens of insurgent citizenship 
                                                
23 Watson (2012) traces the beginnings of the insurgency turn within planning after Holston’s 
analysis of insurgent citizenship (1995), with Sandercock following with her work on 
multiculturalism (1995), to then move into more complex landscapes that involve economix and 
cultural dimensions (1999a). 
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provides visions of alternative futures that are not necessarily aligned with those of the 

modernist state, but which instead build on alternative and imaginative actions to subvert 

oppressive agendas. Insurgent citizenship, then, “aims to understand a society as a 

continual reinvention of the social, the present, and the modern and their modes of 

narrative and communication. What planners need to look for are the emergent sources of 

citizenship – and their repression – that indicate this invention” (Holston, 1998: 49).    

Ultimately, planning conceived of as “insurgency” has helped situate the field in a 

developing world/international context (Watson, 2012; see also Roy, 2005, 2009, 2010) 

and decentered the US perspective, thus ‘unmasking’ the planning process as a 

hegemonic activity that often fails to translate to justice on the ground.  By focusing on 

the knowledge and lived experiences of local residents in support of insurgent actions to 

contest state planning processes, insurgent planning draws attention to problems and 

injustices stemming from rational, regional and environment planning strategies, such as 

those surrounding GM soybean expansion in Argentina (Bayat, 1997; Miraftab and Wills, 

2005; North, 2001; Sandercock, 1995, 1998, 2003; Watson, 2003). Although radical and 

insurgent planning has been criticized for sharpening the divide between the state and 

communities, naturalizing a radical or ‘otherness’ identity that could be misread and 

actually undesired by the local groups (Tironi, 2015), and failing to develop planning 

practices that can be applied on the ground (Harrison, 2014), this radical and insurgent 

wave is nevertheless useful as a way to bring new forms of knowledge and ‘insurgencies’ 

into planning (Watson 2012), such as the gendered knowledge production and actions of 

the Grupo de Madres.   
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Gendered and feminist development, activism and knowledge production 

The conceptualization of the role of women in planning and development has 

undergone several changes. In the 1970s, ‘women in development research’ (WID) 

emphasized that women were more affected by poverty than men since “neoliberal 

restructuring transferred costs onto the private sector, and it was women who largely 

‘footed the bill’” by increasing the time women had to spend in income generating 

activities and away from the home (Chant, 2006:89). WID research, nonetheless, was 

criticized because even though it brought visibility to the unequal burden that economic 

restructuring and development had on women, it tended to represent women as an 

untapped resource that can provide income and therefore contribute to development 

(Moser, 1993). While projects were developed to provide opportunities for women to 

enter the labor force, this approach did not solve deeper problems of oppression and 

domination. The 1980s saw a shift away from WID research and the way it had feminized 

poverty to a gender and development approach (GAD) that addressed women’s problems 

in terms of their sex rather than in terms of gender (Moser, 1993).  GAD focused on 

women’s empowerment processes, favoring the advancement of women’s organizations 

“with commitments to goals beyond the narrow economic concerns ascribed to interest 

groups in capitalist democracies” (Jaquette and Staudt, 2006: 35). Additionally, around 

the same time work relating transportation and gender was being completed, exposing 

gender differences in travel patterns (Wachs, 1991, in Fainstein and Servon, 2005). 

Studies looking at housing issues and their relationship with gender were also gaining 

more attention. This work analyzed the relationship between housing and what was 

considered to be the idealized image of women, i.e. the space of the household and 

housework was naturalized as women’s work, away from the city life (Fainstein and 

Servon, 2005).  
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More critical, theoretical contributions emerged by the 1990s, when planning 

scholars began to explore links between planning, the city, and gender relations. Fainstein 

and Servon (2005) suggest that topics such as sexuality (Wilson, 1991) and difference 

(Sandercock and Forsyth, [1992] 2005) became particularly important during this period. 

Additionally, the rise of advocacy planning provided for a recognition of difference and 

marginality that began to include a gendered perspective within the field, mainly centered 

in issues around equity. Gender scholars have also noted an increase of work on 

masculinities, sexuality, and the body (Longhurst and Johnston, 2014), while discussion 

and challenges to what constitutes sources of ‘official’ vs lay knowledge are still central 

in the field of gender studies (Longhurst and Johnston, 2014; Sharp, 2009; Wright, 2008). 

Today, gender analysis is essential for the planning profession, as Fainstein and 

Servon explain: 
 
Planners and policy makers are public servants. Their job, broadly 
conceived, is to serve the public interest. […] But what process do we 
determine what the public interest is? Perhaps it is by stating the obvious 
to point out that there is no single, unified public interest. […] Equity 
planners press for decisions and processes that create space for the voices 
and needs of groups that have historically said less. […] And yet… 
planning and policy making have historically been the province of white 
upper-middleclass men, and the decisions that have been made reflect the 
interests and experiences of this group. […] How might the solution we 
arrive at look different if we take gender into account? (2005:2-3). 

Gender perspectives, Fainstein and Servon continue, inevitably modify the 

inherent assumptions of the planning field. A gender perspective exposes gendered, 

disempowering social systems, thus serving to unpack “the assumptions underlying 

planning theory and practice. As a result, we can question and modify these assumptions 

and alter the way that theory, decisions, and policies get made to take a broader range of 

knowledge into account” (Fainstein and Servon, 2005: 3). A gender perspective would 
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enrich planning research in studies looking at economic and social relations, language 

and communication, methodology and epistemology, ethics, and the public domain 

(Sandercock and Forsyth [1992] 2005).  

A central theme of feminist research in planning and development, therefore, is 

the politics of knowledge production. As Sandercock and Forsyth (2005) suggest, the 

social sciences have been biased in favor of scientific and technical knowledge, and this 

bias has dismissed alternative ways of knowing and produced dualisms such as 

reason/passion, rationality/politics. A feminist view, they continue, would rather exhort a 

form of ‘connected knowing’, which “emphasizes relationship rather than separation 

between the self and the object of research” (Sandercock and Forsyth, [1992] 2005:72). 

Sandercock and Forsyth argue that a feminist approach would de-center planning’s 

preferred attention to scientific and technical knowledge and open possibilities to other 

ways of knowing: 
  
First, planners would accept that knowledge is gained through talking, 
especially though oral traditions and gossip, […]. Second, knowledge is 
gained through listening, […]. Third, knowing is also tacit or intuitive 
(Polanyi, 1958). […] Forth, creating symbolic forms through painting, 
music or poetry is a more important way of knowing and communicating 
than planners have yet been prepared to contemplate. […] And, acting and 
reflecting on the meaning of action yields information about the world in a 
way that is unavailable through technical books and reports ([1992] 2005: 
72-73). 

Here, however, I turn to literature on gendered social movements and community-

based organizing to better understand the role of alternative forms of knowledge 

production in women’s activism and mobilization, such as in the case of the Grupo de 

Madres. As Fainstein and Servon (2005) observe, taking Castells (1983) as a reference, it 

is in fact mostly women’s group who have successfully attained change to hegemonic, 

regional planning strategies.  
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There is no consensus on how to define a women’s movement. While some use 

the word feminist and women interchangeably when referring to such movements, some 

Latin American scholars tend to differentiate between the two (Beckwith, 2005). 

Following Beckwith, I see women’s movements as “a subset of social movements 

generally. As such, they are social networks that mount sustained political challenges, 

through collective action, to advance their interests” (2005: 583). Another important 

observation made by Beckwith is that women’s movements conduct transgressive 

collective action; i.e. ‘what makes women’s movements move’ differentiates them from 

conventional political organizing and interest groups. Equally important, especially in 

terms of the research presented here, are the “gendered identity claims that serve as the 

basis for activism where women explicitly organize as, for example, mothers or 

daughters. The primacy and decision making of women – “the common thread of which 

[is] the politicization of their lived experiences as women” (Alvarez, 1990:56) – is what 

makes such a movement a women’s movement” (Beckwith, 2005:585, emphasis in 

original).  

To explain the formation, development and success of these groups, some 

scholars suggest that certain strategies, meanings and symbols are uniquely available to 

women’s groups, helping them mobilize and maneuver more effectively than other 

groups (Åhäll, 2012; Bosco, 2006; Bryson et al., 2001; Pieper-Mooney; Safa, 1990). 

While some feminist approaches have shown interest in the role emotions play as a form 

of knowledge and even empowerment (Bosco, 2007; Sharp, 2009; Wright, 2010), others 

have looked at the ‘body’ as a space of difference and contestation (Longhurst and 

Johnston, 2014). Sutton (2007, 2010), for example, has analyzed how women bodies 

became entangled in the economic crisis that took place in Argentina in 2001, specifically 

how their bodies became sites of resistance against the government’s neoliberal policies.  
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Generally, women have been depicted as ‘agents of peace,’ a characterization 

related to their identity as life-givers (Skjelsbaek, 2006: 59, in Åhäll, 2012: 290; see also 

Knudson, 2009). Women are associated with the private household space, partner caring, 

children bearing and nurturing (Boor Tonn, 1996; Peeples and DeLuca, 2006). It has been 

argued that women’s socially constructed association with the private space of the house 

is one of the reasons why they have been excluded from political and decision-making 

circles, constructed as male spaces within Western, gendered role-playing processes. 

However, the common association of women with the private-household sphere has, 

simultaneously, helped legitimize their shift to a more politically active identity:  
 

Today, [women] community activists use what appears to be a liability, their 
gender – especially their roles as mothers and housewives – as potent 
rhetorical resources to enlist others in the fight against practices that threaten 
their homes, families, and communities. The rhetorical situation they face 
requires the activists to use these resources to rhetorically construct the 
‘truth’ of the matter, one not necessarily based on scientific statistical facts, 
but one based on personal experiences as mothers and though knowledge 
gained from the community and their bodies” (Peeples and DeLuca, 2006: 
62).  
 

The naturalization of women’s role as live-giving ‘mothers,’ more specifically, 

becomes an important component of their identity as activists (Åhäll, 2012). The state 

through its planning entities has given women a fixed identity that attaches them to the 

private space of the household where she can perform a ‘good mother’ role, which 

includes “cultivating their connection and accountability to their social group” (Boor 

Tonn: 1996:4). Hence, the process of stepping out of their private space is a result of a 

disruption in their duties as mothers by forces they cannot control. Motherhood activism 

becomes a way to reclaim their role in societies and “defend their rights as wives and 

mothers, rights which traditional gender systems assured them in theory, but which 
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current economic and political realities denied them in practice” (Pieper Mooney, 

2007:979). However, this process has enabled women to create a lasting political voice 

embedded in maternal militancy (Boor Tonn, 1996).  

Women have been particularly successful in employing their motherhood identity 

when faced with environmental justice issues (Angeles and Tarbotton, 2001; Doss et al., 

2014; Hawkins and Ojeda, 2011; Jacobs, 2014; Veuthey and Gerber, 2012). Over the last 

four decades, working class women and women of color across the United States have 

voiced their concerns about the unequal distribution of waste and pollutants among poor 

and minority neighborhoods. By 1994 it was estimated that 70% of the leaders of local 

environmental justice groups were women, and they were described by journalists as “a 

new class of activists – the angry mother” (Peeples and DeLuca 2006, 59). The 

Environmental Justice movement, emerging from the Civil Rights movement, is animated 

mainly by working-class housewives who challenge corporate practices that directly 

affect their household space, particularly their children. Peeples and DeLuca describe 

how the women in this movement were the first to highlight the connections between 

“their child’s illnesses, other people’s illnesses and industry in the community” (2006, 

68).  

Lack of education or scientific data does not play an important role when the 

situation calls for active participation and action against practices that threaten their 

homes, families and communities. Instead, women in this movement show that their 

personal experience as mothers is enough to make important gains, through the 

“knowledge gained from the community and their bodies” (Peeples and DeLuca 2006, 

62). Similarly, Bryson et al. (2001) describe women mobilizing against the state in 

Australia because of led contamination due to smelter industries near their communities. 

Just like in the Environmental Movement case described before, it was seen as women’s 
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responsibility to protect their ‘space’ – home and family – against industrial pollution; i.e. 

their position as mothers strengthened the legitimacy of their claims. The strategic 

positioning of the Grupo de Madres, then, can be understood as a gender-based approach 

to knowledge production, revealing environmental injustices from their embodied 

positions as mothers. 

CONCLUSION 

The objective of this chapter was to provide a theoretical framework that can help 

understand the expansion of soybean production in Argentina and in Córdoba, and the 

subsequent, locally based organizing prompted by the negative impacts of state-led 

regional development planning. As a form of regional planning, the restructuring of the 

agrarian sector under a development planning vision based on the exploitation of natural 

resources gave way to neoliberal environmental governance with the prominent role of 

the private sector. However, the existing tensions present in a post-neoliberal state still 

privileges neoliberal politics but also tries to acknowledge local voices, provide the space 

for insurgent and radical processes. Ultimately, this theoretical framework allows me to 

conceptualize the conflict surrounding soybean expansion as a contestation over ways of 

knowing. While the Argentinian state draws on scientific knowledge in its pursuit of a 

rational, regional planning approach within the context of neoliberal environmental 

governance, the Grupo de Madres base its activism in their lived-experiences as an 

important way of knowing, and pursue gender-based organizing strategies to reflect their 

alternative forms of knowledge production. 
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Chapter 4. Neo- and post- liberal state and planning: Genetically 
modified soybean production in Argentina 

INTRODUCTION  

Soybeans have been cultivated in Argentina since the early 20th century in rotation 

with other plantations crops such as corn, wheat, sunflower and rice (Reboratti, 1992; 

Rulli, 2007).  However, the explosive expansion of the production of soybeans starting in 

the 1990s illustrates a fundamental contradiction of the Argentinean state: on the one 

hand, the state facilitates capitalist production of agricultural exports; on the other, it 

attempts to mitigate the negative effects of the expansion of GM soybean at local, 

regional and national levels. GM soybean production, then, provides a window into the 

coalescing political, economic and social processes that are made visible through the 

contradictory discourses and practices of state actors that favor and continue to support 

an agrarian expansion and other actors that are ambivalent about the local repercussions 

of such decisions.  

The objective of this chapter is to describe the discourses and practices of 

Argentine state actors that facilitated the initial expansion of soybean production and that 

continue to support it. These state practices draw on planning and political initiatives 

buttressed by rational forms of knowledge production, and, in so doing, they reflect the 

interests of a “planner state,” i.e. a state that favors a modern, technical and scientifically 

based type of regional development. I suggest that the state’s support of this particular 

agricultural technology reifies certain forms of knowledge production while rendering 

other knowledge formations obsolete and antiquated.  

The chapter is organized as follows: the first section provides a political-

economic theoretical framework that explains the neoliberal and post-neoliberal turns of 
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Argentina and the ways in which the production and expansion of soybean has been 

implicated in each. The second section traces the expansion of soybean at the national 

level and describes the political and economic openings that led to its intensive 

production. The third second section describes three principal implications of the 

expansion of GM soybean: (a) the restructuring of the agrarian sector; (b) localized 

impacts, in terms of the environment, local livelihoods, and health; and (c) grassroots 

organizing. 

AGRICULTURE, NEOLIBERAL AND POST-NEOLIBERAL RESTRUCTURING IN ARGENTINA 

Argentina has historically been recognized worldwide for its agrarian production 

capacity. Technological changes taking place between 1970 and 1985, closely linked to 

the Green Revolution, transformed the agrarian sector from one of subsistence to a highly 

rentable activity (Barsky, 2008; Chudnovsky and López, 2007). The 1990s saw further 

change in the view of agriculture among national policy makers towards greater 

production intensity and geographical expansion of rentable crops (Bisang, 2003).  

 The 1990s also represented an important break in the political and economic 

history of Argentina. The implementation of the Washington Consensus and its objective 

to align political and economic goals with the principles of the free market needs to be 

recognized as an important catalyst for the expansion of agriculture, in particular 

soybeans (Chudnovsky and Lopez, 2007; Goldman, 2006; Harvey, 2005). The 

Convertibility Plan of 1991 brought a quasi-fixed exchange rate that provided relief for 

several years but was insufficient to prevent economic stagnation (Cherny, 2015; 

Grimson and Kessler, 2005). Structural reform programs were also implemented in the 

1990s under the guidance of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund policies. 

These reforms reduced tariffs; removed export taxes (particularly important for the 
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agricultural sector); induced a massive privatization program, especially of companies 

previously owned by the state24; brought down trade barriers; and led to changes in patent 

regulation, deregulation of various goods and services, and greater flexibility in labor 

relations. It also increased import of foreign goods and destruction of national industry 

(Chudnovsky and Lopez, 2007; Lapegna, 2011; Trigo et al., 2002).  

During this reform period specialization in a few commodities became 

increasingly common. In particular, the Non-Traditional Agro-Export production 

program (Leguizamón, 2014) provided funds to support the reorganization of the 

agricultural sector into one that was highly mechanized and modern, with changes that 

included the elimination of important structures such as the Juntas Nacionales de Granos 

y de Carne (National Board of Grains and Meat) and the Instituto Forestal Nacional 

(National Forest Institute)25. This resulted in the elimination of fixed production quotas, 

guaranteed minimum prices to agricultural producers, and other important market-

controlling regulations in the agricultural sector (Rodriguez and Seain, 2007). At the 

same time, the agricultural sector was opened up to the market through reduction and/or 

elimination of regulatory entities and the dissolution of agricultural products import 

barriers (such as machinery, seeds, and fertilizers and other agro-chemicals) (Teubal, 

2008). Ultimately, during the 1990s, agriculture emerged as one of the most dynamic 

sectors in the Argentinean economy. Through the production of primary goods such as oil 

and grains, agriculture provided an increasing percentage of national income from 

commodities exports, including soybean.  

                                                
24 Privatization included the sale of the telephone company (ENTEL), airlines (Aerolíneas Argentinas), 
petroleum companies, media companies, railways and transportation, toll stations, electric, gas, and water 
services, and national manufacturing companies, to mention a few (Trigo et al., 2002; see also Chudnovsky 
and López, 2007).  
25 This was a result of the elimination of the decree 2248 (Rodríguez and Seain, 2007). 



 67 

Currently, Argentina exemplifies the post-neoliberal turn in Latin America. Post-

neoliberalism should not be understood as a break from neoliberalism. Rather, post-

neoliberalism exhibits continuities with the previous model “predominantly in the realm 

of macroeconomic policy where most countries […] continue to adhere to the well-

known macroeconomic core of neoliberal prescriptions,” whereas the discontinuities of 

neoliberalism are seen through “governments’ willingness to use state power to stimulate 

the economy and correct widespread market failures, to substantially deepen democracy 

by engaging citizens more directly, to use state institutions to reduce social inequalities 

through distributive measures, and to renationalize some part of the economy” 

(Macdonald and Ruckert, 2009:7). One of the main continuities of neoliberalism, as can 

be seen in Argentina, is the focus on agrarian exports that enable governments to secure 

more funds for public spending (Grugel and Riggirozzi, 2012). Hence, ‘post-

neoliberalism’ in the Argentinean case is characterized by the prominent role of the state 

in pursuing socioeconomic strategies favoring the neoliberal agenda (Roberts, 2009), 

including maintaining state support for the production of GM soybeans.  

The rise of post-neoliberalism in Argentina began in 2003 with the presidency of 

Néstor Kirchner, who positioned himself far from the previous neoliberal model and 

promised development and economic growth through strong state intervention 

(Leguizamon, 2014). His National-Popular government implemented policy reforms that 

included debt restructuring, re-nationalization, new regulatory institutions, and a new 

emphasis on worker’s rights including creation of small businesses. Important social 

programs were also established26 to promote social inclusion and development (Almeida 

and Galasso 2010; Yates and Bakker 2014). Interestingly, Leguizamón (2014) explains 

                                                
26 Some of the programs are: Programa Familias, Plan Jefes y Jefas de Hogar Desocupados, and 
Microemprendimientos Productivos.  
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that a large part of the funds for these social programs came from soy exports27. Because 

of this reliance on the export crop, the government found it difficult to oppose the 

expansion and export of soybeans. Instead, “Néstor Kirchner’s administration (2003-

2007) heavily promoted the expansion of the agro-export development model based on 

GM soy monocropping” (Leguizamón 2014, 8), illustrating the continuity of 

neoliberalism despite the ostensible post-neoliberal turn.  

The administration of President Cristina Fernández continued the policies of 

Néstor Kirchner’s government, firmly supporting a soybean-based export expansion. In 

2009, after several months of dispute and strikes in the agricultural sector, the 

government created a Federal Solidarity Fund specifically oriented towards the soybean 

sector. The Fund retained 30% of revenues generated from soybean exports, which are to 

be redistributed to provinces and municipalities in order to finance works that contribute 

to the betterment of sanitary, educational, hospitable, dwelling, or transportation 

infrastructure in rural or urban areas (Leguizamón, 2014). Leguizamón (2014) rightly 

suggests that this fund becomes a way for the state to show how citizens also benefit from 

the earnings of soybeans. Moreover, it becomes more difficult to offer alternatives to the 

GM and transgenic model since the money is used for key institutional and infrastructural 

projects, and also because soybean is so firmly incorporated into a complex network of 

governance.  

THE EXPANSION OF THE PRODUCTION OF SOYBEANS, 1996 TO PRESENT 

The year 1996 marks an important moment for the agricultural sector with the 

introduction of GM soybeans seeds, known as RoundUp Ready (RR). Produced and 

                                                
27 In 2011 the government collected around US$8.1 billion dollars from soybeans exports that 
were used to fund social projects (Grugel and Riggirozzi 2012).  
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distributed by the US-based company Monsanto, the seed contains a gene resistant to the 

herbicide glyphosate, which is also produced and distributed by the same company 

(Benbrook, 2005; Newell, 2009). The seed and herbicide combination was presented as a 

so-called “technological package” that promised to transform the arduous and time-

consuming plantation process: first, producers could adopt a no-tillage plantation method, 

allowing them to spend less time in the field28. Second, the seed’s tolerance to glyphosate 

reduced concerns of crop damage due to excessive use of chemicals (Benbrook, 2005).  

The benefits of the technological package led it to spread rapidly. Already by 

1999, soybeans produced from RR seeds had become the dominant crop in the country. 

By 2006, RR soybeans occupied 99% of the total acreage of soybeans planted in the 

country. Soybean planted with GM seeds occupied 17 million hectares in 2007 with a 

production of 48 million tons per year (Bravo, 2010). In the 2009/2010 growing season 

there were more than 18 million hectares of GM soybeans produced through no-tillage 

techniques. This number represents more than 50% of the total agricultural land of the 

country (Vicente, 2010:207): of the current 32 million hectares planted with agricultural 

crops in the country, 18.5 million (57.8%) are soybeans (Ambito, 2011). The latest 

estimates from MAGyP (2014-2015 growing season) still show soybean in the lead, with 

a sown surface of 19.8 million hectares, a harvest of 19.2 million hectares, and an output 

of 53.4 tons. These figures are double the amounts of other commonly grown crops (see 

Figures 4.1 – 4.3)29. In terms of worldwide production, Argentina ranks as the third 

                                                
28 It is estimated that around 9 million hectares of GM soybean by 2001 were being planted through a no-
tillage process (Benbrook,  2005; Domínguez and Sabatino, 2010; Joensen et al., 2005). 
29 Information source for the graphs comes from SIIA, Sistema Integrado de Información 
Agropecuaria, Programa de Servicios Agrícolas Provinciales, Ministerio de Agricultura, Ganadería y Pesca. 
http://www.siia.gov.ar/. 
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largest producer of soybeans behind the United Sates and Brazil, representing 25% of 

total global production30.   

One of the main reasons behind the expansion of soybeans in Argentina has been 

its high exchange value in international markets. In fact, the majority of the soybeans 

produced in the country is exported, with China as one of the main destinations31 (Table 

4.1). During the 2010/11 seasons, it was reported that only 5.4% of the soybean produced 

stayed in the country while the remaining was exported (Leguizamón, 2014). As  

 
 

 
Figure 4.1. Historical statistics on soybean’s sown surface. 

Source: SIIA6 
 

                                                
30 USDA, World Agricultural Supply and Demand Estimates. WASDE #543 – July 10, 2015. 
http://www.usda.gov/oce/commodity/wasde/latest.pdf 
31 The Atlas of Economic Complexity, Center for International Development at Harvard University, 
http://www.atlas.cid.harvard.edu. 
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Figure 4.2. Historical statistics on soybean’s harvested surface. 

Source: SIIA6 
 

 
Figure 4.3. Historical statistics on soybean’s output. 

Source: SIIA6 
 

Leguizamón (2014) describes, there are several soy-related products that have been 

important export commodities, including the raw beans, soybean oil, or soybean oil  
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cake32.  In 2000 Argentina, out of the total agrarian exports of the country, raw soybeans 

accounted for $814 million US dollars, soybean oil for $840 million US dollars, and 

soybean oil cake for $2.22 billion US dollars. By 2013 soybean-related products as a 

share of total exports had increased significantly, as had their earnings: raw soybeans 

accounted for $4.13 billion US dollars, soybean oil for $4.34 billion US dollars, and 

soybean oil cakes for $10.7 billion US dollars33.      

Table 4.1. Destination of Argentina’s soybean-products, 2000 and 2003.  
Source: The Atlas of Economic Complexity, Center for International Development at 
Harvard University. 

It is expected that the international market for soybean will keep growing. 

Estimates for the 2014/15 growing season still show Argentina as the third largest global 

exporter, as do the 2015/16 season projections34. These estimates could very well be met 

if the country follows various strategic planning documents that explicitly refer to 

                                                
32 Soybean cake is the product after most of the oil is extracted from whole soybeans by pressure 
or solvents from soybeans. 
33 All information concerning export quantities and values, if not otherwise specified, come from 
The Atlas of Economic Complexity, Center for International Development at Harvard University, 
http://www.atlas.cid.harvard.edu. 
34 USDA, World Agricultural Supply and Demand Estimates. WASDE #543 – July 10, 2015. 
http://www.usda.gov/oce/commodity/wasde/latest.pdf 
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continued expansion and production of soybeans, as discussed in the final section of this 

chapter. 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE AGRARIAN PRODUCTION AND EXPANSION OF SOYBEANS:  

(a) Restructuring of the Agrarian Sector 

The 1990s brought important structural changes to the agrarian sector in 

Argentina. These changes have been associated with a shift towards an agribusiness 

model that transformed the rural economy (Gras and Hernández, 2013a). The acceptance 

of transgenic soybeans meant approving a new set of agrarian knowledge rooted in 

science and techonolgy. The resulting agribusiness model, or what Barri and Wahren 

(2013) refer to as scientific-technological paradigm, “naturalizes scientific knowledge as 

the sole viable and universal knowledge” (83). In so doing, this paradigm provides 

rhetorical support for the development and expansion of biotechnology and serves to 

buttress public policies that benefit powerful groups associated with the agribusiness 

sector.  

Gras and Hernández (2013a) suggests that the changes in the agrarian sector took 

place in two arenas: one in the production process through the adoption of direct sowing 

and precision technologies; and another one in management through the incorporation of 

new communication and information technologies, the professionalization of 

management, the organization of agrarian businesses through networks, integration with 

industries, new grain storage techniques, and marketing of inputs (comercialización de 

insumos). Additionally, Albadejo (2013) suggests that the agribusiness mentality 

produced new spatial and geographical relations between the city and the countryside, 

resulting in the development of agrarian-cities. The agrarian-cities, Albadejo argues, 

become the “centers of a new agrarian and rural bourgeoisie that have the capacity to 
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organize public life and establish small centers of political space” (2013:81). The farm 

town is now replaced by the agrarian-city where the residential, political, and economic 

needs of residents are met.        

The presence of new actors in the agricultural sector has been another implication 

of the agribusiness model and the expansion of soybean, including the “globalized 

businessman,” territorialized producers, contractors or agrarian-services lender, and the 

land lender (rentista) (Gras and Hernández, 2013b). The globalized businessmen who run 

national and transnational agrarian companies work to ensure that GM soybean 

production is independent of “localized relations;” in other words, they will stay in a 

location as long as regulatory and social contexts are beneficial for their business. The 

second actor according to Gras and Hernández (2013b) is the territorialized producer, 

who follows the new rules and structures set up by the agribuiseness model but still 

produces for his/her own consumption; in other words, the producer is very dependent to 

his/her land. The contractor or agrarian-services lenders tend to be former producers who 

had to abandon their business due to failure to keep up with competition, in most cases 

because they did not possess large extensions of land. Lastly, the rentista is a landowner 

who does not work his/her land but instead rents it to others, in many cases living from 

the rent income (Gras and Herández, 2013b). An agrarian journalist from the Clarín 

newspaper clearly explains the land renting process, which is now a very common 

activity:  
Now there is a process where many farmers (productores) […] are not 
living in the countryside (campo), they left to live in the town, and they 
rented their fields, their hectares, to an agri-business, to another farmer or 
to a sowing corporation. And with the earnings of the rent of the land they 
can live calmly without having to work. It’s a new social class […] He/she 
stops being a productive actor, to be a rentista. So now you have a 
structure of multiple earnings.  
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Lo que ha habido es un proceso de que muchos productores se 
transformaron en, dejaron de vivir en el campo, se fueron a vivir a su 
pueblo, y alquilaron su campo, sus hectareas a una empresa agrícola o a 
otro productor, a su vecino quizas, o a una gran empresa de siembra. Y 
con la renta que le dejaba el alquiler del campo vivian tranquilamente en 
el pueblo sin trabajar. Entonces esa es la nueva clase social. […] Deja de 
ser un sujeto productivo, para convertirse en un sujeto rentista, con una 
estructura de multiples ganancias. 
(Matías Longoni, personal interview, April 2, 2014).  
 

 Grosso et al. (2010) identifies an additional figure, the investor. Investors include 

banks, traders, collectors or middle-men (acopiadores), landowners (rentistas), and others 

who previously had no connection to the agricultural sector, including lawyers, doctors, 

architects, athletes, and retired people.  

The earnings are distributed amongst the different actors that now work together 

in the production process. Consequently, the risks associated with this process are 

distributed as well, including the high costs of production and farm inputs. At the same 

time, efforts to be competitive have placed many farmers in debt, and the agrarian census 

showed a decrease in small and medium-size famers, by 21% between 1998 and 2002. 

About 85% of ‘traditional farmers’ had to quit farming (Cáceres, 2015: 120), leading to a 

disarticulation of the traditional, family-based agricultural pattern to one focused on the 

production of commodity crops. The numbers prove this trend: an overall decrease in 

farms with fewer than 100 hectares as they have been absorbed by larger farms, and a 

shift from 421 to 539 hectares as the national average of farm size (Domínguez and 

Sabatino, 2010).  

The sowing pools (pooles de siembra), which allow lands to be controlled by 

large-scale farmers, companies or even a group of rentistas, is another common and 

important actor within the agribusiness model (Bustamante and Maldonado, 2008; de 

Martinelli, 2008; Gras, 2012; Grosso et al., 2010). The sowing pools, which are 
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coordinated by Agricultural Funds of Direct Inverstment (Fondos Agrícolas de Inversión 

Directa) or agricultural trusts, makes it possible for investors to lend funds for land 

rentals. A new market has emerged where firms run these pools with the help of banks, 

agricultural and financial consultants, and private investors (Coppi, 2010; Hernández et 

al., 2013) seeking short-term profit maximization. This activity, together with foreign 

investment in local soy production, accounts for a total of 17% of cultivated soybeans, a 

process termed the “foreignization” of Argentine lands by Rulli (2007).  

Beyond benefiting foreign investors, the pools have also facilitated the 

concentration of land in a few local hands. The case of Gustavo Grobocopatel, in 

particular, serves as a perfect example of the transformation from food production to 

export-oriented agribusiness. In an interview with the Spanish newspaper El País, 

Grobocopatel reflects on his nickname as the Soy King as the owner of Los Grobo, a 

family business started by Gustavo’s father, which he inherited with his other sisters. His 

land renting began in the mid-1980s, and, with the introduction of GM soybean, she was 

able to turn to no-tillage cultivation processes and acquire more land. By the early 1990s, 

Los Grobos controlled a sowing pool of 70,000 hectares in Argentina, and by 2008, Los 

Grobo controlled 255,000 hectares in Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay and Paraguay. Today 

the company generates $800 million dollars per year and 60% of its crops are GM 

soybeans (Guerriero, 2015). Despite his enormous control and influence, Grobocopatel 

suggests that land-renting strengthens the democratic process in Argentina:  
 
Before, to have access to agrarian production you had to be the 
son/daughter of a rancher. It is not like this anymore. You can be the 
daughter/son of a barber [peluquero] and still devote to agriculture, 
because you don’t need land [tierras], or capital or to work. This business 
model democratizes access. Society does not segment between small and 
big [farmers], but between those who adapt and those who do not. Those 
who do not adapt, lose. 
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[…] 
We learned to do agriculture outside of our fields as a consequence of the 
flood, and I realized that it made no sense to own land. That you could 
grow enormously in surface with little money, and very fast. I think there 
you have the conceptual point of our business model: you can do 
agriculture without land, without capital and without work. Without land, 
because you rent it; without work, because you outsource it, and without 
capital, because you borrow it. I don’t know if we are the creators [of this 
model], but we are the ones that have taken this idea very far (Guerriero, 
2015). 

	  	  

In addition to being the president of Los Grobos, Grobocopatel is also a member 

of the Economic and Social Council of a private university located in Buenos Aires, 

serves on the International Council of the Don Cabral Foundation in Brazil, and is 

member of the International Council of the EGADE-TEC, a business school, in 

Monterrey, México, among many other prominent advisory roles. In sum, he is described 

as one of the most visible and energetic faces of agribusiness in Argentina (Guerriero, 

2015), expecting to control up to 750,000 hectares throughout South America in the 

future (Vicente, 2010).  

Multinational corporations are also important actors. Titled “Argentina, the 

second country with the most agribusiness investments in Latin America”, a newspaper 

article from La Voz del Interior described how between 2010 and 2015 agribusiness 

activities in the country generated $8 billion dollars, and it is expected to double by 

203035. These corporations have developed an export conglomerate. By 2013 ten 

companies controlled 75% of the grain, flour and oil exports of the country, accounting 

for 70.3 million tons of exports (Longoni, 2014). Breaking down this numbers, only for 

soybean (flour and oil) exports, the same trend can be found: in 2000, 75% of soybean 

                                                
35 “Argentina, el segundo país con más inversions en agronegocios de Latinoamérica”. La Voz 
Del Interior, Córdoba, Argentina; September 9 2015. Digital archive. 
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flour and oil export was in the hands of 15 and 21 companies respectively. By 2013 that 

number was reduced to 7 and 12 companies respectively36.  

The multinational corporations which constitute the seed and export conglomerate 

have come to constitute a “bio-hegemony” (Newell, 2009); i.e. a form of control that is 

“produced and sustained by an alliance of interests which includes powerful agribusiness 

producers and traders, export oriented elements of national Argentine capital, 

multinational biotechnology firms, large commercial banks, and supportive elements 

within the Argentine state itself. This block has been highly successful in promoting 

GMOs as a critical element of an accumulation strategy and advancing their own role in 

delivering it” (35). More broadly, because of the significant political power by the 

agricultural sector, Argentina is exhibiting a form of “agro-hegemony,” i.e. an “effect of 

power that derives from an arrangement of material and political power that is heavily 

reliant on agricultural production” (Newell, 2009: 36).  

(b) Localized impacts: The environment, livelihoods, and health 

The environmental impacts of agricultural expansion have been both severe and 

well documented. In Argentina and elsewhere in South America, extensive agricultural 

practices have been declared one of the main sources of deforestation (Grau et al., 

2005b). Soybean has been one of the fastest expanding crops since the 1970s (Food and 

Agricultural Organization of the United Nations, 2002, in Grau et al., 2005b: 140), and in 

Argentina one of the most visible environmental impacts of the expansion of GM 

soybean has been deforestation. The crop has moved away from the preferred agricultural 

lands in the Pampas region to forested areas, which include sensitive ecosystems such as 

the Chaco dry forest and areas previously considered unsuitable for agricultural purposes 

                                                
36 Information obtained from the Cámara de la Industria Aceitera de la República Argentina’s website. 
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(Barri, 2009; Grau et al., 2005a; Grau et al., 2005b; Grau et al., 2008). It has been 

estimated that every year, at least 200,000 hectares are deforested so that more soybean 

can be produced (Vicente, 2010). In the northern region of the country, approximately 

70% of native forests have been lost to agriculture (Barri, 2009). Moreover, recent major 

flooding in early 2015 in the province of Córdoba, which left millions of pesos in 

damage, have been traced to the expansion of soybean and the intensive agricultural 

practices used, which leave the soil with little absorption capacity (Barri, 2015).  

In addition to deforestation, sensitive flora and fauna have started to be affected 

and displaced, and the government has installed research groups within one of its main 

agricultural offices (INTA, Instituto Nacional de Tecnología Agropecuaria) to analyze 

the impacts on nearby ecosystems of soybean expansion37. Studies have estimated that 

around 250 animal species and 100 species of plants are now in danger of extinction 

(Barri, 2009). 

Soil deterioration follows. Because of the high profits earned from soybean, many 

farmers have discontinued rotating practices and now plant soy continuously. As a result, 

the soil is left with high concentrations of nitrogen but deficient in many other essential 

components such as organic matter, ultimately weakening the soil structure and leading 

to a higher use and dependency on artificial fertilizers (Barri, 2009). Problems related to 

soil compaction and erosion have also emerged (Pengue, 2000), making many consider 

soybean’s monoculture a type of agricultural mining. 

The increasing use of agrochemicals, including pesticides and herbicides, has led 

to contamination of nearby water bodies and soil (Jergentz et al., 2004; Jergentz et al., 

2005). The use of glyphosate increased by 145% from 1999 to 2003 (Benbrook, 2005). 

                                                
37 Personal communication with INTA researcher, July 2011. 
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Vicente (2010) calculates that in 2010 approximately 200 million liters of glyphosate 

were used only for soybean production, whereas Guerriero (2015) estimates that 370 

million liters were used in 2014. However, many plant species as well as pests have 

become tolerant of glyphosate because of the high reliance on its use. This has led 

farmers to use other herbicides that are highly toxic, such as 2-4-D, Dicamba and 

Imazethapyr (Benbrook, 2005; Guerriero, 2015; Joensen et al., 2005; Vicente, 2010). 

Longoni, a rural journalist for the Buenos Aires newspaper Clarín, explains this chain of 

impacts: 
 
In reality one of the externalities of this model is that you have resistance 
to the technology, to glyphosate. The weeds that would die after one round 
of spraying [with the pesticide] do not die anymore, and then what do you 
have? An exponential growth in the use of glyphosate. […] And you start 
to mix, to use the recipe that the glyphosate had replaced. A ‘cocktails’, a 
mix of agrochemicals. And now the 2-4D is back . […] Argentina, 
urgently, needs to regulate in terms of use [of grochemicals] […] So far, 
there are municipal laws, provincial laws [on the use of agrochemicals], 
but we need a national law  
 
En realidad una de las externalidades del modelo es que te aparecieron 
resistencias a la tecnologia, al glifosato. Las malezas que antes se morían 
con el glifosato dejaron de morirse, ¿entonces qué tenes? Un crecimiento 
exponencial de la aplicación de glifosato. […] Empezás a volver a 
mezclar, a usar la receta que el glifosato habia reemplazado. Que es 
hacer cocteles, mezcas de agroquimicos. Que ahora estamos viendo si 
entra el 2-4-D de vuelta, bueno. […] Argentina, urgente, tendría que 
regular en terminos de aplicaciones. […] Hasta ahora hay leyes 
municipales, provinviales, y falta una ley nacional. 
(Longoni, personal interview 2014).  

 

Many social impacts have also been associated with the expansion of soybean, 

such as changes to rural livelihoods and threats to public health. In terms of rural 

livelihoods, one of the first claims against the current soybeans boom, or sojización, of 

Argentina was driven by concerns for small and medium-scale farmers, many of whom 
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have been displaced by large-scale farmers or who have rented their lands (Bravo, 2010; 

Joensen et al., 2005; Rulli, 2007). Lapegna (2013), using information from national 

agrarian censuses, reports that nearly 88,000 farmers were driven out of business during 

the 1990s, leading to fewer farms occupying larger extensions of land. This displacement, 

in turn, has led to higher levels of poverty in some provinces (Joensen et al., 2005). 

Domínguez and Sabatino (2010) characterize this process of displacement as a 

disarticulation of the traditional family agriculture pattern to one focused on the 

production of commodity crops. The numbers seem to prove this trend: there has been an 

overall decrease in farms fewer than 100 hectares, which have been absorbed by larger 

farms; a 25% decrease in production establishment; and a shift from 421 to 539 hectares 

as the national average of farm size. Moreover, from 1991 to 2001 there was a 7% 

reduction in the rural population (Neiman, 2008).  

Displacement of other crops and agricultural production has also resulted in 

important impacts to rural livelihoods. Rodríguez (2010) describes how the production of 

food and staple crops, including sunflower, corn, sorghum, fruits, peanuts, lentils, peas, 

cotton and rice, has decreased. Moreover, cattle raising has also been impacted and 

pushed to other areas (Domínguez y Sabatino, 2010). Consequences of these reductions 

and crop displacements for rural livelihoods are complex, but may include dietary 

changes as well as reduction in the rate of employment of workers in the agricultural 

sector. Violent events have also been reported in the northern provinces of the country 

due to the expansion of the agrarian frontier, resulting in significant land tenure struggles, 

many with indigenous farmer communities (Lapegna, 2015a, 2015b, 2014, 2013). The 

pressures exerted by agribusinesses in these northern regions have culminated in forced 

displacements, attacks and even murders of indigenous peasant farmers and activists. 
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Furthermore, health concerns have emerged because of the high use of pesticides 

needed for the production of GM soybean. Rural communities surrounded by soybean 

have witnessed increases in cancer-related deaths, skin and respiratory diseases, 

miscarriages, and neurological problems in children (Avila and Nota, 2011; Barri and 

Wahren, 2013; Cortés, 2012; Joensen, 2007; Kaczewer, 2009; Rulli, 2007, 2009). 

Increasingly, residents demand a halt to terrestrial and aerial fumigations close to rural 

schools. For example, it is estimated that in Córdoba alone, more than 1,500 rural schools 

are affected by fumigations, meaning that more than 700 thousand children are impacted 

(Maina, 2012; Renace, 2012). Scientific peer-reviewed studies have linked exposure of 

chemicals, including glyphosate specifically, with the appearance of various illnesses 

including various types of cancer and tumors, Alzheimer, and kidney and liver problems 

(Campbell, 2014; Krüger et al, 2014; Paganelli et al, 2010; Samsel and Seneff, 2015; 

Mesnage et al., 2015; Séralini et al., 2011).  

(c) Grassroots organizing against the expansion of soybeans 

Many organizations have formed in response to the impacts of the expansion of 

GM soybean. One of the first groups to raise awareness of the expansion of soybean and 

the resulting, negative impacts of pesticide use was the Grupo de Reflexión Rural (GRR, 

Rural Reflection Group). Based in Buenos Aires, this group calls for the elimination of 

the soybean model and is commonly viewed as too philosophical, dogmatic and hence 

ineffectual, as other organizations have pointed out. The GRR’s uncompromising stance 

towards agribusiness forecloses more pragmatic approaches to the industry, such as 

pushing for limits on the use of agrochemicals or increasing buffer zones between 

plantation sites and communities in order to lessen health impacts. In the 2000s, the 

group initiated a campaign called “Paren de Fumigar” (Stop Fumigating) to support 
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communities and towns impacted by the use of pesticides in fields close to their homes. 

However, in the eyes of many members of the GRR, this campaign failed to represent the 

core goals of the group. Even though the campaign gained national attention and was 

appropriated by many local communities, the GRR ultimately distanced itself from it. 

Jorge Rulli, a Peronist exiled during the country’s dictatorship and an active political 

activist who heads the group, explained the goals of the GRR as follows during the 

presentation of a book in Buenos Aires: 
 

No one challenges it [the agrarian production model]… none of the 
[presidential] candidates have had serious comments about […] the 
destiny of Argentina, which is to make soybeans and biofuels. […] The 
campaign against fumigations turned into a campaign against glyphosate. 
The campaign stopped talking about the productive model and the 
sojización, and started talking about the need to regulate soybean in such a 
way that people would find some type of protection against it. So now we 
are discussing the meters [allowed] between fumigations and houses. This 
is a very hard reality for those of us who imagined other objectives, no? 
[…] Of course, as these fundamental issues are not discussed, those of us 
who continue to talk about them turn into fundamentalists... and maybe we 
are, no? […] We insist in dreaming of another type of country and another 
destiny for Argentina that is not soybeans  
 
Nadie lo impugna... ninguno de los candidatos ha tenido serios 
comentarios sobre algo que se da por sentado, que es el destino 
manifiesto de la Argentina para hacer soja y biocombustibles. […] La 
campaña en contra de las fumigaciones pasó a ser una campaña contra el 
glifosato. Dejó de hablarse del modelo productivo de la sojización y se 
habló de la necesidad de regular la soja de tal manera que la gente 
encontrara algún tipo de defensa o de prevensión. Osea, estamos 
discutiendo los metros que separan la fumigación de las líneas de 
vivienda. Esta es una realidad muy dura para los que imaginabamos otros 
objetivos, ¿no? […] por supuesto que a medida que se deja de hablar de 
estas cuestiones fundamentales, aquellos que seguimos hablando de ellas 
pasamos naturalmente a ser fundamentalistas.. y quiza lo seamos, ¿no? 
[…] nosotros persistimos en seguir soñando con otro pais y otro destino 
para la argentina que no sea el de la soja. 
(Jorge Rulli, GRR Book presentation, July 21, 2011). 
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The GRR’s objective is to discuss and critique the new agrarian model that solely 

focuses on economic gains. They believe that the way to fight the model is to question its 

capitalist roots and its unsustainability, both environmentally and socially. Their solution 

is to present a new model outside of capitalism that is more focused on subsistence.   

On the national level, the Médicos de Pueblos Fumigados (Doctors of Fumigated 

Towns) has been another important group bringing attention to the negative health 

impacts of GM soybean. This group is composed of doctors and health care professionals 

who have organized to assist community members in addressing GM soybean related 

health impacts and also to legitimize local claims with empirical data (Ávila and Nota, 

2010). Based in the province of Córdoba, the group has created a network of 

professionals who present on the health impacts of pesticides in national congresses. 

However, it has not been easy for scientists to speak out about these issues. Many of the 

scientists who have conducted research concerning the negative health impacts caused by 

the agricultural expansion (mostly pesticide exposure) have been attacked and discredited 

by agrarian lobbyists, the press, and also government officials (Minoldo, 2014; 

Verbitsky, 2009).  

In addition to these national organizations, however, numerous groups contesting 

the expansion of GM soybean can be found all around the country, especially in 

communities located close to plantation sites (Rulli, 2009). Most of these groups are 

community groups that emerged out of concern for the sudden health problems people 

started to develop, especially children, and can be found in the provinces of Buenos 

Aires, Córdoba, Formosa, Jujuy, Santiago del Estero, Río Negro, and many others. In the 

following chapters I present the story of The Grupo de Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo 

(Grupo de Madres or the Madres herein). In the beginning, the Grupo de Madres was 

composed of around 13 members. As time went by, the membership shrank, as some 
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families moved due to the barrio’s health situation and differences arose among the 

members regarding organizing strategies. Today, four of the founding members remain 

and continue to work weekly for the group. Immediate families of the four women also 

actively participate in the group activities, but the main decision-making process and 

discussions for actions take place amongst the four. Although small, the group has had 

outsized impacts for the struggle against pesticides, soybean production and the intensive 

agrarian model followed by the country.  

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has discussed the historical expansion of soybean production in 

Argentina as well as the role the crop played during the period of neoliberal restructuring 

and the subsequent post-neoliberal turn. The state’s reliance on GM agriculture helps 

foster strong support for a highly mechanized, technical and scientific perspective of 

agricultural development and expansion. The technological package constituted by the 

RR seed and attendant pesticide led to stronger government intervention in the economy, 

demonstrating that the Argentine government still supports a neoliberal agenda despite its 

ostensible post-neoliberal turn (Leguizamón 2014, Yates and Bakker 2014). Ultimately, 

while post-neoliberal governments claim to chart a different path, they keep reproducing 

the neoliberal agenda through practices oriented towards social goals. In the case of 

Argentina, soybean production has become an important asset for the post-neoliberal 

government by providing exchange earnings, which in turn can be used to finance public 

services. Nonetheless, the increasingly negative impacts on the natural environment and 

local communities have revealed the fragmented nature of the post-neoliberal state, which 

now also has to respond and attend to the negative impacts caused by the planner state. 

The following chapter will delve deeper into the ways in which the state follows a 
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planning agenda that supports a continued expansion of the production of soybeans, 

reproducing a planner state that favors scientific, technical and revenue-generating 

knowledge over others.    
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Chapter 5. The role of planning and hegemonic knowledge production 
in the expansion of soybean production	  

INTRODUCTION 

In addition to institutional support and the influence of private market actors, the 

Argentinean state and agribusiness has facilitated the expansion of the production of GM 

soybeans through specific forms of knowledge. This knowledge production is reflected in 

national planning documents that reproduce a particular, scientific rationality that 

underpins regional planning strategies and furthers neoliberal environmental governance. 

These plans, which include the Plan Estratégico Territorial (PET), the Plan Estratégico 

Agroalimentario y Agroindustrial (PEAA) and the Plan Estratégico para el Desarrollo de 

la Biotecnología Agropecuaria (PEDBA), illustrate the state’s support for export-

commodity oriented development, but they also reflect the privileging of highly technical 

and scientific knowledge as a means of supporting the interests of the state. It should be 

mentioned that revealing the exat relationships and divisions of power among the 

different actors and entities that support soybean development is a challenging task, given 

that decision-making processes are not transparent and relations of power among actors 

are unstable and shifting and often dependent on personal relationships and opaque 

interests. However, here I try to characterize the system to the best of my understanding 

and given the data available to do so.    

This chapter reviews these official plans and analyzes the ways in which they 

have favored specific views of development, which I later will contrast with local 

knowledge formations that have been leveraged through local mobilization against GM 

soybean production. This chapter will show one part of the politics of knowledge 

production by describing what has been considered to be legitimate knowledge by the 
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state. The first section discusses the tropes used to valorize scientifically based 

knowledge production in support of GM soybean production, while the second section 

analyzes the three plans mentioned above.     

THE PRODUCTION OF A SOYBEAN-DRIVEN MENTALITY 

The previous chapter traced the expansion of soybean in Argentina and discussed 

how a new form of hegemony was developing throughout the agrarian sector. Newell 

(2009) refers to bio-hegemony as a form of control that is sustained by powerful 

businesses of the agrarian sector in alliance with the Argentine state. Additionally, he 

introduces the term agro-hegemony, which describes the political power that is reliant on 

agricultural production. I would add to Newell’s (2009) analysis that the agro-hegemony 

exhibited in Argentina is also accompanied by a particular form of knowledge production 

that is encapsulated, I would argue, in a rhetoric of irrationality encapsulated in the 

phrase “changing fear with knowledge”. This phrase has commonly been used to counter 

the criticism of the intensive production process used for the development of transgenic 

soybeans. The “fear” referenced in this phrase serves to depoliticize any concerns, doubts 

or indecisiveness regarding the production process, such as the impacts of agrochemicals 

on the environment and human health.  

Defenders of this discourse contend that it is essential that people replace these 

emotionally based fears with objective facts to assuage their concerns. The “facts” are 

that agrochemicals are safe and, therefore, there is no need to worry. Replacing fear with 

knowledge, proponents claim, means to simply trust science and follow ‘best practices’ 

for the application of pesticides, for example. An agronomy professor from the 

Universidad Nacional de Córdoba explains this necessary shift from fear to knowledge in 

an interview with a local newspaper:  
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For Alicia Cavallo, professor of the Department of Plant Protection […], 
the debate on the input of pesticides to the efficiency and quality of food, 
and its impact on the environment and the population, is a pending subject 
in Argentina.  
She believes that the controversy on the use of pesticides comes from 
‘people who are not specialists on the matter and who construct theories 
that are far from being scientific, many times influenced by ideological 
positions that end up demonizing the topic’. To this is added the lack of 
credibility of control organisms such as the World Health Organization or 
the FAO, who lead to the ‘belief that everything that is chemical is toxic 
and everything that is natural is saint. That dichotomy scares people and 
this is where the anti-pesticides movement is created, which is just 
serious’, affirmed [Cavallo]. Cavallo, then, proposes to change fear with 
knowledge. […] (López, 2014). 

The same interview presented above was published as a note on the website of the 

Argentine Association of Direct Sowing Producers (Aapresid), a large non-profit 

organization highly supportive of biotechnology. On the website, the newspaper article 

was given the new title, “Pesticides: changing fear with knowledge”38. In addition, the 

dean of the Agriculture and Livestock Sciences of the Universidad Nacional de Córdoba, 

Marcelo Conrero, disclosed in an interview with a Córdoba newspaper that any type of 

debate concerning pesticides and human health has to take place within the scientific 

realm in order to avoid “bringing fear to society” (Rollán, 2014).  “We propose”, he 

continues, “to change fear with knowledge. Faced with particular situations, people tend 

to get scared and that is only natural. But we should promote a scientific debate that 

would bring certainty to that situation. That is why from our faculty we will disclose all 

the necessary information […] in any topics that involve society” (Rollán, 2015).  

Other important players in the soybean industry also reproduce the ‘changing fear 

with knowledge’ rhetoric. Gustavo Grobocopatel, the owner of one of the biggest sowing 

                                                
38 Accessed September 10 2015, http://www.aapresid.org.ar/blog/fitosanitarios-cambiar-el-
temor-por-el-conocimiento/. 
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pools (pools de siembra) in the country39, is very vocal about the importance of 

understanding the difference between facts and emotions. Facts, in his view, are valid 

sources of knowledge, while anything that falls within the realm of emotions should be 

replaced or discredited. When I asked him about his thoughts on the current rate of 

expansion of soybean in the country and the number of negative impacts that have been 

voiced, particularly those coming from rural communities living in close proximity to 

plantation sites, he commented: 
 
First, soybean has been in constant expansion for 20 years, and it still is. I 
think that, for various reasons, there are fears, there is resistance, and in some 
cases it is a result of ignorance (desconocimiento), in others it’s a matter of 
ideology […]. Anyway, soybean is a crop that is expanding throughout the 
world, and there isn’t, so far, proof that there is any health-related issue with 
it. And I think this is one of the most studied and analyzed products in 
history. […] Actually, I think that the problem we face now is not the 
transgenic soybean, but all the new changes that are about to happen. 
Soybeans is just an anecdote, at this point  
 
Primero que la soja viene expandiendose hace 20 años, y sigue 
expandiendose. Yo creo que si hay, por distintos motivos, hay temores, hay 
resistencia y demás, en algunos casos es por desconocimiento, en otros casos 
es por ideologia […]. Ahora la soja es un cultivo que se expande en el mundo 
y que avanza, y que  no hay, hasta ahora, ninguna prueba de que haya 
habido algun problema de salud vinculado con eso, y creo que debe ser el 
producto más analizado y mas buscado de la historia. […] Creo que 
inclusive el problema que tenemos ahora dejó de ser la soja transgénica, es 
todo lo que viene por delante. La soja es una anécdota a esta altura.  
 
(Gustavo Grobocopatel, personal interview, July 14th, 2014). 

In this quote Grobocopatel equates fear with ignorance, discrediting those who do 

not believe in the technology that supports genetic modifications in the agrarian sector 

that can generate greater yields. He, on the other hand, places much hope in the role of 

technology for the future of agriculture. In saying that soybeans are just the beginning, 
                                                
39 See chapter 4. 
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and that the real changes are about to begin he foresees agrarian revolution guided by 

science and facts, with no room for other forms of knowing. The technological revolution 

that is coming will alter the way we see and think about nature and the production of 

food: 
 
We believe there is a profound technological change. It has to do with the 
convergence of a number of technologies. […] A plant – corn, soybean, 
eucalyptus, or a sugar cane – in reality is a sort of biological reactor that 
transform light into clean energy, that is, solar energy, into different products. 
[…] Many of these products, of those processes, used to be conducted in 
factories. Now they are done within a plant! […] A plant of corn, we have to 
start looking at it like a factory, a small factory… that does not have a 
chimney, that doesn’t emit carbon dioxide. But they are factories that use 
renewable energy… The previous industrial revolution took place in the 
cities, with people migrating from the countryside to the cities, because it was 
here where industries and factories would settle and where the work was. 
This [new] revolution will take place in the countryside […] In other words, 
the center of development will be in rural regions  
 
Creemos que hay un cambio tecnologico profundo, profundamente 
transformador. Está vinculado con la convergencia de varias tecnologías 
[…] Una planta, de maiz, de soja, de eucalipto, o una planta de caña de 
azucar, en realidad es una especie de rector biologico que transforma luz en 
energía limpia, la energía solar, en distintos productos. […] Muchos de esos 
productos, esos procesos, se hacían en industrias. Ahora se hacen adentro de 
las plantas! […] Una planta de maíz hay que empezar a verla como una 
fábrica, una pequeña fábrica… que no tiene chimenea, que no emite dioxido 
de carbono. Pero son fábricas que usan energia removable… La revolución 
industrial anterior fue una revolución que se hizo en la ciudades, donde la 
gente migro del campo a la ciudad, porque era en la ciudad donde se 
asentaban las fábricas, y el trabajo de escala y el trabajo automatizado. Esta 
revolución industrial va a ocurrir en el campo. […] Es decir, revierte el foco 
del desarrollo hacia areas rurales.  
(Gustavo Grobocopatel, July 14th, 2014). 

Lastly, Grobocopatel expands on the role of the state to ensure the success of this 

revolution. The state needs to be present and actively participate in the process of 

implementation of the new technologies, and respond to any negative consequences that 
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could arise. In short, in his view, any negative problems that could potentially deter the 

advancement of the new agrarian revolution reflect the failure of the state to manage 

political and economic change: 
 

This technological revolution requires high quality state institutions. We need 
a SENASA of high quality, or a CONABIA…, who are the institutions that 
tell us what we can and can’t do. So the state needs to strengthen through 
these institutions. […] The revolution will come, just like the industrial 
revolution did. And people used to say that China was better equipped [for 
the revolution] than England to be the epicentre of the industrial revolution. 
But China was not the epicentre, it was England. And not only was China 
excluded from being the epicentre, but they had 200 years of darkness, of 
backwardness (retraso). The question is, are we ready to be China or 
England?  
 
Hay un tema, de que esta revolución tecnológica requiere de institutos del 
estado de alta calidad, tenemos que tener una CONABIA de alta calidad, 
SENASA de alta calidad... que son los institutos que dicen qué se puede 
hacer y qué no se puede hacer. Entonces hay que fortalecer el estado con 
esos institutos […] Porque la revolucion va a existir, como existio la otra 
revolucion industrial. Donde todo el mundo decía que China estaba mejor 
preparado que Inglaterra para ser el centro o epicentro de esa revolucion 
industrial. China no fue el epicentro, fue Inglaterra. Y no solamente China no 
fue el epicentro por más que estaba mejor preparada, sino que China tuvo 
200 años de oscuridad, de retraso. La pregunta es, ¿estamos preparados 
para ser China, o estamos preparados para ser Inglaterra? 
(Gustavo Grobocopatel, July 14th, 2014). 

As these quotes illustrate, those who favor the expansion of the production of 

soybeans in the country also to support the technological advances of the new agrarian 

revolution. Science and technology are at the centre of this knowledge production, 

highlighting the importance of scientific facts, and subjugating other ways of thinking 

that do not support the rigour of science. This last excerpt, taken from my notes during a 

conference where Grobocopatel was one of the panelists, illustrates the assumption of the 

superiority of scientific knowledge over everyday, lived knowledge,  
 

Person from audience: Do you believe that the different crops that are being 
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grown today are the answer to eliminate world hunger? More and more we 
start seeing the increasing numbers of malformations and cancer because of 
the high use of pesticides […] that are being used to fumigate… 
 
Gustavo Grobocopatel – […] I believe in technology and its potential effect 
of improving quality of life. I also believe that if it is not managed properly it 
can cause problems. Of the other topics you refer to, of the impacts of 
pesticides and such, I believe that we can’t have a debate that is not rooted in 
scientific facts… I mean, you can later tell me if you like or not Monsanto or 
Syngenta. Those are opinions and everyone has an opinion… 
 
Person from audience – But I do have facts [he waives what seems to be 
journal papers in one of his hands]. I thought this was supposed to be a 
conversation… 
 
Gustavo Grobocopatel – Correct. You bring that data. But I would like the 
Ministry of Health to tell me that glyphosate is harmful. That the state will 
tell me that it is harmful. And if it is, then we can’t use it anymore. I think, 
because of the facts I have, that glyphosate is the least harmful of all 
pesticides, that we in fact used for many years pesticides that were worse… 
But my point of view, which is based in facts that I get from the state and the 
technical information that I have… If you have other information, give it to 
them, suggest it to the state so they can review it. We, as producers, have to 
go with what they let us use. And honour the law. It’s that simple.  

 
Persona del público - ¿Usted cree que la soja y los diferentes alimentos que 
estan siendo cultivados hoy en día son la respuesta para acabar con el 
hambre del mundo? Que cada vez son más los casos de malformaciones, 
cáncer, por el uso de agroquimico, […] que se usan paa fumiga...  
 
Gustavo Grobocopatel -  […] Yo creo mucho en la tecnología, y en el efecto, 
el potencial efecto de la mejora en la calidad de vida que tiene la tecnología. 
Tambien creo que la tecnología que no esté bien controlada puede tener 
problemas, totalmente de acuerdo. Sobre las otras cuestiones que vos 
hablaste, sobre el tema de los agroquímicos y demas, yo creo que nosotros 
no podemos tener un debate que no esté fundado en hechos científicos y en 
datos y demás… Es decir, después podemos discutir si te gusta Monsanto, si 
te gusta Syngenta o no. Todos son temas opinables, y cada uno tendria que 
opinar... 
 
Persona del público - Pero tengo datos. Pensé que esto era un 
conversación… 
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Gustavo Grobocopatel - Correcto. Los datos son tuyos, pero a mi me 
gustaría que vengan datos, que el Ministerio de Salud diga que el glifosato es 
nocivo. Que el estado me diga que el glifosato es nocivo. Y si es nocivo, no 
habra que usar más el glifosato. Yo pienso, por los datos que tengo, que el 
glifosato es el menos nocivo de todos los herbicidas, y que por muchos años 
usamos cosas peores que fueron felizmente descatradas gracias a la ... Pero 
es mi punto de vista, que esta basado en la información que me dan los 
estados y la información técnica que tengo. Los Ministerios, los estados 
nacionales y los estados supra nacionales. Vos tenés otra información, 
plantéasela a la gente del estado para que la revisen y que vuelva a revisar si 
el glifosato es nocivo o no, y que se prohiba. Ahora, nosotros como 
productores tenemos que usar lo que nos permiten usar. Y cumplir con la ley. 
¿Entendés? Es así de simple. 
(Gustavo Grobocopatel during Q&A, July 14th, 2014).  

Defendants of the agrarian expansionist model, like Grobocopatel, are not the 

only ones who follow and support a production of knowledge based on science, facts, and 

objectivity. The state through its national and regional planning documents also 

emphasizes the importance of science and technology as a preferred means to 

successfully respond to the market demands of the crop. The following section describes 

these documents: the Strategic Territorial Plan (PET).  

PLANS AND A SCIENTIFIC APPROACH TO THE EXPANSION OF SOYBEANS 

PET (Plan Estratégico Territorial) 

The PET is a national plan situated within the National Policy of Development 

and Land Use (Política Nacional de Desarrollo y Ordenamiento Territorial), an official 

policy document created in 2004 to set the parameters for public spending. The main 

objective of this document is to provide strategic land use planning through an 

interdisciplinary process that brings together various state departments, ensuring that 

short and long-term development visions are pursued. 

Because the document is updated regularly, there are currently three versions of 

the PET: the first edition from 2008, the bicentennial 2010 edition, and its latest update of 
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201140.  In its initial pages, former president Cristina Fernández presents the vision of the 

planning document – a form of planning that takes into account the region as a whole as a 

way to plan for a more sustainable future for the country. In her own words:  
 

This plan […] will serve […] as a tool that will help build the country, with 
wide public representation. Like any plan, this one will anticipate the 
demands of each province [territorio], and we will work with those demands 
as they are related to the visions that we want to pursue, from the public or 
private sector, all within a cooperative and inclusive environment  
 
Este plan de desarrollo del territorio servirá como base de reflexión y como 
herramienta para la construcción de un proyecto de país sólido en el que nos 
veamos todos representados. Como todo plan, este servirá sin duda para 
anticiparnos a las demandas de inversion del territorio, las que irán 
ponderando y ajustando de acuerdo a las acciones concretas que cada uno 
de ustedes promueva, desde el sector público o privado, debatiendo y 
trabajando en conjunto.  
(Ministerio de Planificación Federal, Inversión Pública y Servicios, 2008:9).  

Throughout the document, the state is characterized as an active actor in the 

development of the country. This is one of the main characteristics of a post-neoliberal 

state as described by many scholars (Grugel and Riggirozzi, 2012; Macdonald and 

Ruckert, 2009; Yattes and Bakker, 2014), and represents a vision of the state that 

contrasts with the role of the state during the previous neoliberal era. Additionally, the 

PET calls for ‘creative economic politics’ to be implemented by regional governments, 

which will now be guiding their own development.  

The PET focuses on three main areas essential for regional development. The 

fiirst consists of exogenous and endogenous factors, including the logic of the global 

capital market and the capacity of the region to position itself as the protagonist of its 

own development. From this perspective, science and technology is essential for effective 

                                                
40 These documents can be found in the Subsecretaría de Planificación Territorial de la Inversión 
Pública’s webpage: http://www.planificacion.gob.ar/contenidos/2605. 
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development  (Ministerio de Planificación Federal, Inversión Pública y Servicios, 2008: 

22). The second area includes infrastructure and services, described as being the 

foundation for the development of regional policies. The country’s lack of appropriate 

technology, when compared to other nations, is considered to be a ‘first order obstacle’ to 

good rates of economic development. Lastly, the third area emphasizes a more active role 

of the state within the planning process, bringing together communities around common 

development objectives. Within this framework, a regional development plan (plan para 

el desarrollo del territorio) is defined as “a tool of a political collective project, for two 

fundamental reasons: a) because the word ‘development’ refers to the interactions of 

multiple dimensions […] and b) because planning is to do politics, be it explicitly or 

implicitly” (Ministerio de Planificación Federal, Inversión Pública y Servicios, 2008: 23).  

The Plan was created through a collective process, whereby technical teams from 

the national government and from each of the provinces discussed and analyzed their 

particular regional problems. These discussions were used to develop an assessment of 

the country’s current stage of development and a strategy for future development. The 

agricultural sector is not explicitly discussed, but it is depicted as an activity that needs to 

be maintained and encouraged, with particular attention to export economies. In the case 

of Córdoba, for example, the actions needed to reach the desired model of development 

include building new infrastructure in areas that currently lack them as a means to 

continue the agricultural development already in place, and to identify new areas for 

potential urban growth in the near future.      

The 2010 and 2011 PET updates41 present the same development vision as that 

found in the first 2008 edition. The PET of 2010 describes in depth the steps that have 

                                                
41 As mentioned before, these documents can be found in the Subsecretaría de Planificación 
Territorial de la Inversión Pública’s webpage: http://www.planificacion.gob.ar/contenidos/2605 
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been taken since the previous plan, including the creation of various institutional bodies 

in charge of implementing the visions of the 2008 PET. Some of the new proposed 

projects include the Argentina Urban Program, Argentina Rural Program, Program for 

National Disaster Risk Prevention, Program for the Optimization of the Argentina-Chile 

Physical Integration and the “EasyExport” Program. According to the plan, there are 

three stages of development for Argentina: the ‘inherited’ stage, referring to the historical 

role the country has played as a supplier of raw materials, the ‘transitional’ stage, and the 

‘desired’ stage, which presents the ideal development model for the country. The 

programs proposed in the PET 2010 would begin to move the country from the inherited 

stage into the desired stage.  

Finally, the 2011 PET is divided into three main parts: part one focuses on 

strategic territorial planning, part two discusses infrastructure, part three expands on 

development plans of urban areas, and lastly part four tackles international integration. In 

terms of agriculture, it is noted that a global food system has impacted the rural regions 

through an agrarian expansion heavily dependent on transnational markets. The 

Argentina Rural Program, first introduced in 2010, discusses how more technology will 

be introduced to the agrarian sector through a process of ‘technicalization’ 

(tecnicalización) of agriculture. The program aims to promote a more diverse rural 

economy that will attract people to the countryside after being displaced by the agro-

export model; strengthen smallholder agriculture as a means of achieving more 

sustainable and competitive regions; improve transportation infrastructure between rural 

areas and cities; promote land titling as a key component of development; and promote 

associations between small and family farmers, among others.  

Ultimately, the language used throughout the PET emphasizes the centrality of 

technology in agriculture as a way to move the country forward. Such an economic and 
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environmental form of planning resembles the rhetoric and vision of rational planning 

that favors a knowledge production that depends on scientific facts (Innes and Booher, 

2015; Daniels, 2009). In light of the political and economic processes present in 

neoliberal environmental governance (Bridge and Perreault, 2009; Himley, 2008), the 

PET follows a plan of agrarian governance that responds to the neoliberal market 

conditions as a necessary condition to continue planning for the expansion of the agrarian 

frontier.     

PEAA (Plan Estratégico Agroalimentario y Agroindustrial) 

Developed by the MAGyP, the PEAA is a plan for the food and agricultural 

sector from 2010 to 202042. Its full title, Participatory and Federal AgroFood and 

AgroBusiness Strategic Plan, gives a sense of public participation and inclusion not 

present in the PET. In fact, the list of participants that developed the document include 

producers, business owners, scientists, technicians, professionals, members of the 

Mujeres Agrarias group, members of the Agricultura Familiar program, consultants, 

business chambers, representatives from socio-economic sectors, international 

organizations, agro-technical schools, and representatives from chambers, producers, 

businessman, officials and technicians from the MAGyP (Ministerio de Agricultura, 

Ganadería y Pesca, 2010). The main vision of the plan reads as follow:  
 

Argentina will be a global leader in the production of food and agribusiness 
goods and services, of quality and value added from the place of origin, 
guaranteeing at the same time the national food supply and meeting the 
international demand in quantity and quality, within a framework of 
territorial equity, social inclusion and environmental sustainability, 
promoting in this way the development of the Nation and its regions.  
 

                                                
42 The document can be accessed and downloaded from 
http://www.minagri.gob.ar/site/areas/pea2/14=Publicaciones/index.php 
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Argentina sera líder mundial en la producción de bienes y servicios 
agroalimentarios y agroindustriales, de calidad y con valor agregado, en 
particular en origen, asegurando al mismo tiempo la provision alimentaria 
nacional y satisfaciendo la demanda internacional en cantidad y calidad, en 
un marco de equidad territorial, inclusión social y sustentabilidad ambiental, 
económica y social, promoviendo de esa forma el desarrollo de la Nación y 
sus regiones.  
(Ministerio de Agricultura, Ganadería y Pesca, 2010: 83). 

 

The first section of the PEAA provides a description of important rural actors 

through an historical account. The peasant (campesino) of the XX century is portrayed 

first, followed by the rural producer of the XXI century. Below is a citation from the 

plan, describing the campesino of the XX century: 
 
The rural subject of the XX century was the rural producer who owned his 
own land and machinery, possessed the capital to work through the growing 
seasons (or fall into debt), and was responsible for the management and 
business of his agrarian production.  
 
El sujeto agrario del sigo XX era el productor rural que concentraba en sí 
mismo la propiedad de la tierra y las maquinarias, poseía el capital para 
enfrentar las campañas de siembra (o bien asumía la deuda) y era el 
responsible de la gestión agrícola y empresarial de su producción.  
(Ministerio de Agricultura, Ganadería y Pesca, 2010:43-44). 

 

According to the plan, the peasant is a subject of the past, one that would take 

upon him/herself all of the economic responsibilities for his/her production, which could 

be more than s/he can manage. The peasant, then, has the potential to be part of one of 

two categories:  
  

By the early XXI century, this figure transforms into one of two new 
productive categories […] The first is located in the center of a complex 
network of agents, who are connected through agreements. Now risks are 
distributed and interdependence is increased as a result of decision-making 
processes that include all members of the network. There is a separation 
between the person who owns the land and who develops it […]; at the same 
time a substantial part of the activities are subcontracted. This new structure 
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validates the presence of the contractor and other economic agents. The new 
form of organization: i) blurs the boundaries between ‘primary’ industry and 
services; ii) expands the number of agents involved with production; iii) 
rebalances power relations in processes of income generation; iv) 
redistributes risks; v) increases economic ties to the rest of the economy.  
 
En los inicios del siglo XXI, este formato ha ido cediendo y dando lugar a la 
aparición de dos modelidades de organización productiva, […] La primera 
de ellas se encuentra centrada en una compleja red de agentes vinculados 
por una multiplicidad de contratos, donde los riesgos se reparten y se 
incrementa la interdependencia en la toma de decisiones. En ésta se separa 
la propiedad de la tierra de quienes desarrollan las actividades […], a la vez 
que se subcontrata pate sustantiva de las operaciones. Esto convalida la 
fuerte presencia de contratistas y proveedores de insumo como agentes 
económicos de la red productiva. La nueva forma de organización: i) 
desdibuja las fronteras entre ‘lo primario’, industria y servicios; ii) amplía el 
conjunto de agentes económicos involucrados en la producción; iii) 
rebalancea el poder en los procesos de generación y capacitación de rentas; 
iv) redistrbuye el riesgo; v) aumenta la vinculación de la actividad con el 
resto de la economía. 
(Ministerio de Agricultura, Ganadería y Pesca, 2010:43-44) 

 

The first modality appears to be a network of actors who work together to 

increase production and efficiency, while minimizing risk. The figure of the lone peasant 

who owns the land and machinery is now replaced with this complex network. The 

different activities the peasant would conduct in her/his field are now distributed amongst 

many. In other words, this new agrarian stage shows a capitalization of the countryside 

and the agricultural activities that take place in this area.  
  

The second modality is based on vertical integration of activities, and while 
the farmer continues to be the epicenter of the decision-making process, now 
[…] he generates value added, a process that integrates the various actors of 
the productive network through a cooperativism that reinforces bonds. At the 
same time, this cooperativism generates economies of scale that transform 
him: he is a producer that leads his agrarian establishment and while coming 
up with innovative ways for production with the use of appropriate 
technology, he also guarantees socio-cultural relations, employment and the 
occupation of territories.  
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La segunda modalidad de organización presentada se basó en la tradicional 
integración vertical de actividades, donde si bien el agricultor continua 
siendo el epicentro de la toma de decisions; también se ha transformado 
generando predominantemente valor agregado en origen, asociatividad que 
promueve una fuerte integración de los diversos eslabones y actors 
components dentro e un complejo productivo, cooperativismo que refuerza 
los lazos solidarios para generar al mismo tiempo economías de escala y 
permanencia del productor al frente de su establecimiento agropecuario que, 
produciendo de manera innovadora con tecnología apropiada, garantiza el 
arraigo, el sostén de las tendencias socioculturales, el empleo y la ocupación 
del territorio. 
(Ministerio de Agricultura, Ganadería y Pesca, 2010:43-44).  

 

The second modality, as the quote specifies, illustrates a peasant that has evolved 

into a producer immersed in capitalist production. This time, the farmer is still at the 

center of the decision-making, but s/he is not alone. A network of various actors works 

alongside him/her. Different from the first stage, now the peasant is a producer that 

manages all the interactions.   

The XXI century rural producer is defined in the PEAA as having five important 

characteristics: a positive attitude towards incorporating technology, a desire for 

increased productivity, capacity to take on risk, ability to incorporate new management 

knowledge, and a sense of entrepreneurial innovation and motivation. This XXI century 

producer, according to the plan, will generate a thriving rural sector. The campesino is 

now gone and replaced by an agrarian producer that is prepared and ready for the market 

demands. The technology and scientific rhetoric is evident in this new agrarian character.  

Two agrarian development models are presented in the PEAA: the Incremental 

Model (Model 1) and the ‘Value Added with Development’ Model (Model 2) (Illustration 

5.1). These two models represent different means of attaining sustainable production 

ceilings; i.e. the maximum production possible that also takes into account environmental 

and other restrictions in a specific area. The ceilings were estimated through a process 
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that “proposes to put technology and innovation at the service of development” 

(Ministerio de Agricultura, Ganadería y Pesca, 2010: 79) as a way to increase quality of 

life at the national, regional and local levels. 
 
 

 
Illustration 5.1. PEAA’s Agrarian Development Models. 
Bottom:	  Model	  1;	  Top:	  Model	  2.	  Source:	  PEAA	  

 

The Incremental Model, Model 1, is described as the historical agrarian expansion 

model, focusing on the production and export of raw materials with little value added. 

Model 2, on the other hand, focuses on adding value to the commodities that are to be 

exported. A clear preference to Model 2 is observed in the PEAA, as stated in the plan: 

“Argentina will keep growing even if Model 1 is followed. But in order to generate a 

significant change, Model 2 should be chosen. It is this model (Model 2) that lets us take 

maximum advantage of the opportunities that the world offers us” (Ministerio de 

Agricultura, Ganadería y Pesca, 2010: 80). Once again, the PEAA reinforces a 

development path based on the expansion of the agrarian frontier. This expansion calls 
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for scientific and technological innovations that can add more value to the products that 

are to be exported in the global markets. The state’s positioning is one of neoliberal 

environmental governance over the agricultural sector, interested in the revenue 

generation that results from the governance of raw materials.   

The main contribution of the PEAA is in its estimations of production ceilings, 

which are divided into various categories. For the purpose of this work, I will only focus 

on those that have to do with the production and expansion of crops. There are three 

categories: economic-productivity, environmental-territorial, and institutional43. Table 5.1 

delineates some of the most relevant goals for the first two categories.  

The third and last category, the institutional, emphasizes innovation and 

technology to effect the expansion of the agrarian frontier. The plan delineates various 

objectives that would help accomplish a technology-driven expansion, including the 

promotion of necessary legislation for full and sustainable development; to have the state 

mediate in a fair market where products and goods can be sold; implement a fiscal, 

commercial, competitive regime that encourages private investment; secure public and 

private resources for the strengthening of an innovative system through research that 

believes in the rural productive model; and develop a strategy for inter-institutional 

design and execution of public policies between Municipalities, Provinces and the Nation 

(Ministerio de Agricultura, Ganadería y Pesca, 2010). The final chapter of the PEAA 

shows the macroeconomic impacts that the Plan could generate at a national level, 

                                                
43 The objectives for the first two categories include, respectively: a) increasing the volume and production 
diversity while raising the number of producers and businessmen in the sector; increase productivity; 
increase export volumes; promote the development, diffusion and adoption of technological innovations in 
the agrarian sector; and designing and completion of public infrastructure essential for the development of 
economic and social activities by-product of the agrarian sector, to mention some; b) environmental 
sustainability; promotion of development plans that are adequate for the environmental particularities of 
each region; and increase valuation of important environmental areas. 
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including significant increases in exports that would bring millions of US dollars to the 

country (Illustration 5.2).  
 

Table 5.1. PEAA goals for 2020. 
Source: PEAA 

 

The PEAA reflects an expansionist production model, driven by large producers 

whose vision is fixed on the market. It is also worth noting the absence of the family 

farmer in the document’s initial definition and historical account of important actors of 

the agrarian sector. The family farmer has long been an essential contributor to the 

economy in areas outside of the Pampas region (Giarraca and Teubal, 2005), but the fact 

that the PEAA only focuses on market-oriented farmers who are eager to be 

technologically innovative clearly reflects the forms of knowledge production favored by 

the state; i.e. one that supports science, innovation, and technology. By choosing to 

present the large producer as the preferred agrarian actor, the state legitimizes this figure 
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and what it represents: a successful actor that follows science, innovation, and technology 

as the central forms of knowledge necessary to succeed. 

The way in which the two development models are depicted in this plan is 

indicative of the economic-developmental vision of the state. As Illustration 5.1 

illustrates, the preferred path for the country to become an agribusiness leader is through 

value-added growth. Additionally, no better proof of the state’s support for an agrarian-

based export economy can be found than the estimations and agrarian goals for 2020. 

Table 5.1 shows a continued increase in sown surface, harvest, and output. When I 

discussed these estimates with an agricultural engineer during fieldwork, he could not 

understand where this projected expansion would take place: “Everything expands [in 

this plan]! It’s like Argentina is in a continuous state of continental growth! I don’t know 

where they can accommodate this”44. His observation brings and important point: the 

agricultural frontier expands, exports expands, and at the same time forested areas are set 

to expand together with conservation areas (Table 5.1). Lastly, the institutional goals 

depicted in the PEAA speak, once again, to the privileging of high technology and 

innovation as the drivers of the country’s development.  

PEDBA (Plan Estratégico para el Desarrollo de la Biotecnología Agropucuaria ) 

Lastly, I will discuss the PEDBA, another planning document that shows a strong state 

support for technology and science in the agrarian sector. The Strategic Plan for the 

Development of Agricultural and Livestock Biotechnology, 2005-2015, was a joint effort 

between the Ministry of Economy and Public Finances and the MAGyP in 200445. The 

main objective of the plan is to present biotechnology as an essential tool that will be able 

                                                
44 Informal conversation during fieldwork with agrarian engineer, 2014 
45 The document can be downloaded from http://cdi.mecon.gov.ar/bases/docelec/ac1034.pdf 
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to resolve future agricultural challenges. These challenges include limited resources, such 

as droughts; increase in quality and quantity of supplies; and sustainability.  
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Illustration 5.2. Macro-economic impacts of the PEAA. 

Souce: PEAA. 
 
 

The PEDBA defines biotechnology as a technical and scientific tool. However, 

the plan recognizes that in order for biotechnology to work properly, it needs political, 

legal and economic support (Plan Estratégico para el Desarrollo de la Biotecnología 

Agropecuaria, 2004).  One of the main goals of PEDBA is “to not only encourage the 

development of technological tools, but also to create a favorable environment, in terms 

of political, legal and public acceptance, for the emergence and development of small and 
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medium biotech national enterprises”46. Why is biotechnology needed in Argentina’s 

agriculture? The plan delineates ten reasons:  
 

 demography – as the number of people increases, the availability of agricultural lands 
will become less viable hence the need to innovate in diverse lands;  
 

 food production – higher demand for food, and different types of food, will inevitably 
require a stronger convergence between food production and pharmaceutical 
industries; 
 

 consumers – higher consumer demands regarding food security and nutritional 
concerns that will need the latest technological advances in food production; 
 

 human and animal health – biotechnology will be essential for various health-related 
innovations benefitting humans and animals, including genetic therapy, cloning and 
vaccines, to mention some; 
 

 climate change – responses to the challenges of climate change through the 
development of agricultural crops that are resistant to more hostile environments and 
that produce higher outputs without having to expand the agrarian frontier; 
 

 natural resources – as the amount of resources decrease, biotechnology can provide 
alternative sources of energy such as biofuels; 
 

 legal protections and regulations -  because rich countries increasingly demand goods 
with abundance of technology incorporated, biotechnology will ensure a legal 
framework of patent protection that punishes those who do not follow the rules; 
 

 economic development and global commerce – developing countries will keep having 
an important role in exporting food commodities, which will let them compete 
favorably in global markets; 
 

 scientific world – biotechnology could create a sort of Global Forum that connects 
public and private enterprises, universities, researchers, countries and nations with 
opportunities for exchanges, interactions and opportunities;  
 

 technology – the growing field of biotechnology will place those that use it in a small 
niche  community that advances in technological innovations and knowledge 
diffusion.  

                                                
46 Ibid: 5 
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The PEDBA presents 22 goals to be accomplished by the end of 2015. Some of 

these include the implementation of new laws favorable for biotechnology, new 

campaigns and committees, federal maps of bio-productive regions, and research. In fact, 

in 2007 Argentina created Law 26.270, titled ‘Advancement of the Development and 

Production of Modern Biotechnology’ (Promoción del Desarrollo y Producción de la 

Biotecnología Moderna). This law is consonant with the PEDBA and its goals, showing a 

supportive state that is highly dependent on agrarian technology as a means to improve its 

status in the global market. This agricultural-focused plan (Illustration 5.2), just like the 

PET and PEAA, shows a high level of capitalization of nature to conform to market 

standards and capital accumulation (Jansen and Roquas, 2008; Newell, 2009). Neil Smith 

(1984, 1996, 2007) called it a capitalist production of nature, and its basic tenet is that the 

capitalist system has been expanding to an extent that it is absorbing nature into capital. 

The biotechnology-capital-nature nexus relies on scientific knowledge, and the Argentine 

state is committed to legitimize this knowledge as the official language for the 

development of the agricultural sector of the country.    
 

CONCLUSION  

The unprecedented expansion of GM soybean production has made it one of the 

most prominent crops in the country, providing Argentina with lucrative returns in the 

global market. The crop keeps expanding in part due to the technology and innovation-

friendly environment created by the state. National planning documents show that the 

state not only supports the expansion of the agricultural frontier but also provides a 

political and economic structure that facilitates an export-oriented economy based in 

biotechnology. The Argentinean state has clearly chosen a high technology approach to 
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agricultural development and continues to support this priority through its representation 

of scientific knowledge in national plans inspired by the tenets of rational planning. In 

other words, the state’s preference of one type of technology over another drives what is 

considered suitable, competitive and efficient. Otero calls Argentina’s approach to 

export-oriented agricultural development a technological paradigm, where “the range of 

solutions to problems emerging in agricultural production tends to be solved within a 

narrow variety of options shaped by the paradigm” (2008: 287). Indeed, this paradigm 

exemplifies what is constituted as ‘normal’ agricultural practice in Argentina: extensive 

monoculture, use of heavy machinery, development of irrigation infrastructure, heavy 

doses of agrochemicals, all in support of advances in biotechnology. However, I would 

add that the technological paradigm also supports particular knowledge formations as a 

means of responding to the demands of the global markets. In turn, this privileging of 

certain forms of knowledge production has tended to obscure some of the grave 

environmental and social impacts of the massive, and ultimately unsustainable, expansion 

of the production of GM soybeans. 
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Chapter 6. Local knowledge responses to a rational state planning: The 
Awakening of the Grupo de Madres and Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo 

INTRODUCTION 

Barrio Ituzaingó is a small neighborhood of around 6,000 residents in 1,600 

homes47, located 14km northwest of the provincial capital, Córdoba, in an industrial 

region dominated by automotive industries that served as sources of employment for the 

families living in Ituzaingó (Berger, 2013). About 30 years ago, around 10 blocks were 

added to the east of the barrio and named Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo (Figure 6.1). With 

time, and following a series of economic crises and closures of industries, Ituzaingó 

Anexo became a ghost town plagued by high levels of unemployment and lack of public 

services. As late as 2001, the barrio did not have a health care center, the houses were not 

connected to the city’s public water network, and the roads were unpaved, making it 

particularly difficult to move around after summer’s heavy rains (Berger, 2013).  

Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo was surrounded by farmland, not surprising given that 

these are considered some of the most productive soils in the country and agriculture is 

one of the main activities in Córdoba48. By the 1980s the owners of the farmlands 

adjacent to the houses started to grow soybeans. At first, residents enjoyed the views of 

the fields because of their uniformity and bright green color. Relations between 

community members and farmers were good, a member of the Grupo de Madres recalled, 

and the farmers would even let people go into the fields to collect the grains that the 

machinery was not able to pick up.  

Fast-forward to 2002, however, and we have a confused and concerned 

community, faced with alarming health issues that worsened year after year. I have 
                                                
47 Census information obtained from INDEC, http://www.indec.mecon.ar/. 
48 Interview with SENASA employee, November 28, 2014. 
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divided the history of this struggle in three stages: the first stage encompasses the early 

responses of community members to the health concerns in the Barrio, and the actions 

undertaken by different state actors in response to residents’ concerns and complaints. I 

focus, in particular, on the contrasts between forms of knowledge production: the 

fundamental privileging of science and technical rationality from the perspective of the 

state vis-à-vis the situated knowledge of community members, acquired through lived 

experiences. The second stage consists of the 2012 trial, where the fragmented state and 

its hegemonic knowledge is put to the test and confronted with the knowledge of the 

community members and the Madres. The trial revealed the tensions between state actors 

that constitute the fragmented, post-neoliberal state. Despite the hegemony of the 

intensive agrarian model premised on technology, innovation, and science, other state 

actors question this form of knowledge production, thus providing opportunities for 

counterhegemonic groups to foreground alternative, situated knowledge formations. 

Lastly, the third stage is characterized by the increasingly gender-oriented strategies and 

rhetoric deployed by the Grupo de Madres to confront the rational knowledge production 

widely supported by state actors. This stages will illustrate the tensions inherent in the 

politics of knowledge production, where actors with different interests pose questions 

regarding what is the legitimate knowledge and who are the legitimate producers of such 

knowledge I also show how the Madres pursue the politics of knowledge production by 

demanding access to—and new production of scientific knowledge—while also 

performing their own, situated knowledge claims.      

In this chapter, I describe the early struggle of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo that led to 

the rise of the Grupo de Madres and the mobilization of their barrio. I specifically focus 

on the events that took place between 2002 and 2012, before the trial, as they were 
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reported in local newspapers (mainly La Voz del Interior49), but I also draw on interviews 

conducted during my 2014 fieldwork. It is a lengthy account and it is my intention for it 

to be this way: I want people to see, and in a very limited way, experience all the events, 

actions, frustrations, sudden reliefs, and sense of impotence and despair felt by the people 

living in this barrio. The sections have been divided by year for easier reporting of the 

events and also to illustrate the lack of adequate response by state and government 

agencies. It should be noted that, unsurprisingly, the Grupo de Madres had both 

supporters and opponents. Those who opposed them, for example, would claim that the 

Madres’ cause brought negative attention to their community. Some residents argued that 

their mobilization devalued their homes or that employers would not hire people from 

Ituzaingó Anexo because the Madres gave the barrio a negative reputation. I want to 

acknowledge these pressures exerted on the group since they illustrate the contentious 

context of mobilization that shaped the struggle of the Madres. However, the focus of this 

research is not to understand or analyze these differences, but to focus on the Grupo de 

Madres, their everyday actions, and their strategies of mobilization.  

BARRIO ITUZAINGÓ ANEXO’S STRUGGLE  

Year 2002 
I want to make clear where everything started. It began at Alicia’s vedulería 
[produce shop]. Alicia was commenting to Sofía; that there were a high 
number of sick people. And in January of 2002 Brisa gets sick, which is the 
third kid with leukemia. And from then on, comments about sick people 
originate.  
 
Yo quiero que siempre quede claro dónde comenzó la charla. Empezó en la 
verdulería de Alicia. Alicia comentándole a Sofía, que había varios casos de 

                                                
49 The selection of this newspaper for tracing the history comes from convenience (it was the 
most accessible and complete archive that allowed me to look at prints of the newspapers, from 
2002 to the present) and because it is one of the most read local newspapers in Córdoba, hence 
making it a good source from where to gather this information.  
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enfermedades. En enero del 2002 se enferma Brisa, que es la tercera 
chiquita, tercera persona con leucemia. Y a partir de eso se origina ese 
comentario de los enfermos.  
(Personal interview, Grupo de Madres’ member, 2014). 
 
 

In early 2002, a number of women from Ituzaingó Anexo began talking about the 

alarming number of people, particularly women and children, who were sick in the 

barrio. Many residents had begun wearing face-masks (barbijos) and some had come 

down with cancer. They began to question the water and the energy transformers as being 

the possible sources of the sicknesses. The houses in Ituzaingó Anexo were not connected 

to the public water network at that time, and while some residents had their own private 

tanks, the majority of the population collected drinking water from a water tank installed 

in 1970 (Depetris, 2010). The water tasted bad and it was common to suffer bouts of 

gastritis every once in a while. Residents had already complained to the authorities about 

the water on previous occasions, but nothing had been done to improve the situation. 

“[We asked] why there were so many cases of leukemia. And around that time there was 

another lady who was complaining about the water. Because it made you sick! There was 

a lot of gastritis; the water would make you sick! Drinking it would make you sick” 

(Personal interview, Grupo de Madres’ member, 2014). An energy transformer is a 

device that transfers electricity between one or more circuits by way of electromagnetic 

induction. These are cylindrical structures that can be found, for the most part, alongside 

electric cables. Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo had several energy transformers distributed 

throughout the community. Some were located on the main street, high on an electric 

post, and others in smaller arterial streets, also on a post. These transformers started to 

worry the community residents, who had noticed on several occasions that they would 

leak, forming a puddle of an oily substance beneath them on the street. These 
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transformers were located in posts, along the main streets of the barrio and near many of 

the bus stops. People walking to and from their houses ran the risk of stepping on these 

substances. The residents of Ituzaingó Anexo worried about the type of chemicals that 

could be present, leaking from the transformers, questioning if the substance could be 

making people sick.  

The residents started to have meetings to discuss the health situation. The water 

and energy transformers were the main topics of discussion. Some of the women present 

in these initial meetings, now members of the Grupo de Madres, took the initiative to 

make a small community survey to document the cases of residents who were ill: “Well, 

it was not really a survey, just facts, which were the comments of the residents [about the 

illnesses]. It was the case of a small kid that had hemolytic anemia and three cases of 

leukemia, in a very small radius” (Personal interview, Grupo de Madres’ member, 2014). 

The information was gathered as a list, with the names of people who were sick, what 

condition they had, and where they lived.  
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Figure 6.1. Map of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo 
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On February 22, 2002 the women provided the Ministry of Health of the Province 

with this information. Their cover letter stated that the residents of Ituzaingó Anexo were 

concerned about the health of the barrio, and they reported 15 cases of leukemia, anemia, 

Hodgkin lymphoma, idiopathic thrombocytopenic, púpura (idiopathic thrombocytopenic 

purpura) and lupus in the barrio. They suggested that these were not isolated events and 

asked the provincial government to conduct studies in order to analyze: a) the water; b) 

the energy transformers (not only because they were constantly overloaded but also 

because they were located less than 200 meters away from the houses of some sick 

residents); c) an industrial factory close to the Barrio because of the toxicity of the 

elements it contained; d) the proximity of one particular soybean field, located less than 

100 meters to the east of the barrio that heavily used pesticides; and lastly, e) the soils, 

since many had septic wells or small drillings. The letter elicited no official response 

from the provincial government. To this, the residents decided to exert some pressure by 

explaining their situation to the local media:   
 
So we took the letter to the Ministry of Health, and they don’t do anything. 
[…] At that time, Viviana learns that the media was coming to a nearby 
neighborhood, and she invites them to come over. And we organize a 
meeting and present the cases of leukemia [to the media]. And then a resident 
proposes that we all  protest in front of the water tank in the barrio the 
following week. And then we all got together in front of the tank and a news 
channel came, and they asked if we could bring all the people together in the 
afternoon and they would come and do a live broadcast. […] And everyone 
came! And at that meeting we talked about all the cases that had been 
denounced before, the cases of leukemia. And as a result the Ministry of 
Health calls us for a meeting. […] And from that mobilization […] we got 
tests to be run in the water tank”  
 
Se llevan al ministerio de salud, el 22 de febrero, y eso se queda, no hacen 
nada. […] Y Viviana se entera que venian los medios del canal 12 a un 
barrio cercano, y se va y los invita al barrio. Y ahí se hace una reunión y se 
da a conocer los casos de leucemia. Un señor, un vecino, propone que para 
el día Lunes se haga una protesta frente al tanque de agua. Entonces el día 
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Lunes nos juntamos en el tanque y vino un medio de comunicación, que es 
canal 10 de Córdoba y propuso hacer una, juntar toda la gente para la tarde 
para hacerlo el programa en vivo. […] Y salió todo el barrio! Y en esa 
asamblea se denuncian los casos que ya se habia hecho anteriormente, se 
denuncian los casos de leucemia. Y a raíz de esa denuncia el Ministerio de 
Salud nos llama a una reunión. […] A raíz de esa movida de la gente y la 
denuncia de las enfermedades se logra que se hagan los análisis del agua, 
que nunca lo habia hecho. 
(Personal interview, Grupo de Madres’ member, 2014). 

By March 2002, the Environmental Agency of Córdoba, a branch of the 

Provincial government, agreed to run water tests on private water tanks50 and the results 

indicated the presence of arsenic, chrome, and the pesticide endosulfán.  

 
We had no idea what endosulfán was. We had the soybean fields next to us; 
we saw that beautiful green [of the fields]. And they would come fumigate 
with the airplane, and we were so happy to see that! […] I remember that by 
1983, with the constitutional government, there was already soybean. 
Because in 1986 there was a big crises, and people would eat soybean. 
Because they harvested soybean, and whatever the machine was not able to 
pick up, they [owners of the fields] would let us go in and pick it up, to then 
eat it. […] So we had the necessity to learn, to know what pesticides were. 
 
En ese momento nosotros no teníamos idea de qué era endosulfan. Teníamos 
los campos de soja al lado de nuestra casa, veíamos ese verde bellísimo. Y 
fumigaba la avioneta y nosotros feliz de la vida de ver eso! […]  Yo recuerdo 
que en el ‘83, fue que hubo el gobierno constitucional, y ya había soja. 
Porque en el ‘86 que fue una crisis grande, la gente comía soja, porque 
consechaban la soja y todo lo que no puede levantar la máquina le permitían 
a la gente que la levantaran y comieran. […] Y después tuvimos la necesidad 
de informarnos de lo que eran los agroquímicos.  
(Personal interview, Grupo de Madres’ member, November 15, 2014). 
 

The residents got together once again, trying to figure out what the results of the 

Environmental Agency tests meant and if the pesticides would negatively affect their 

                                                
50 The water studies were conducted by the Coordinación de Evaluación de Impacto Ambiental y 
Auditoría Ambiental de la Agencia Córdoba Ambiente (Liaison of Environmental Impacts 
Assessment and Environmental Audit of Córdoba) 



 119 

health. After all, the Agency had assured them, in a very confusing statement, that the 

levels of pesticides found were not alarming: “the levels [of substances found] were 

under what is acceptable, but higher than what is advisable, hence ‘do not represent any 

danger to the health of the people’” (Carrizo and Berger, 2009:140).  

In early April 2002, as a result of the residents’ mobilization with the media, the 

Ministry of Health agreed to meet with them. Given the results of the water tests 

conducted by the state’s Environmental Agency a month before, the provincial 

government agreed to connect Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo to the public water network, 

Aguas Cordobesas,51 stating that the infrastructure project was going to begin 

immediately. Still, the Ministry of Health officials insisted that the levels of pesticide and 

other substances were lower than the accepted values and that the water was safe for 

drinking. Nevertheless, Ministry officials promised to conduct more epidemiological 

studies to better understand the high levels of leukemia and other illnesses amongst the 

population52. 

Ultimately, the water test conducted by the Environmental Agency of Córdoba 

and the subsequent meeting with the Ministry of Health were two transformative 

moments for the Grupo de Madres and the residents of Ituzaingó Anexo. It was these two 

events that enabled them to connect, for the first time, the pesticides used to fumigate the 

fields of soybeans with the illnesses in the barrio. As the previous quote shows, the 

community members did not even know what pesticides were. In order to learn more 

about pesticides, residents organized a meeting with Dr. Raúl Montenegro, a renowned 

science professor at the Universidad Nacional de Córdoba (UNC) and environmental 

                                                
51 Aguas Cordobesas is the concessionary company for public water for all of Córdoba city. 
52 “Llevarán agua corriente a Ituaingó Anexo”. La Voz Del interior, Córdoba, Argentina; April 
12th 2002:13. Print. 
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activist from Córdoba53. In the meeting, a member of the Madres remembers, Dr. 

Montenegro provided a clear and short explanation about pesticides, what they are used 

for, and the relationship between exposure to pesticides and illnesses. Dr. Montenegro 

confirmed what residents already believed — that there could be a connection between 

the soybean fumigations and the illnesses — and now they decided to seek legal advise.   

The very same day that the residents were meeting with the Ministry of Health in 

early April, workers from the city’s electric company, EPEC (Empresa Provincial de 

Energía de Córdoba), went to the barrio to change some of the energy transformers. This 

made residents furious since they wanted the city to run tests on the existing equipment 

for the presence of PCB, and not just replace them. On April 14th, a newspaper article 

explained that the electric company was planning to test the energy transformers that had 

been taken away. Additionally, according to the newspaper report, the company “assures 

that in Córdoba there have never existed equipment with PCB in public roads, and the 

ones that did were replaced in 1995”54.  

By early May 2002, the results of the study of the energy transformers were 

released, confirming the presence of 200ppm PCB in the transformer located closest to 

the sick residents (see also Carrizo and Berger, 2009)55. Under the Argentine Hazardous 

                                                
53 Dr. Raúl Montenegro founded FUNAM (Fundación para la Defensa del Ambiente, 
Environmental Defense Foundation in English) in 1982 and has been the president of the 
organization since 1995. It is a prominent organization that not only works at the local level 
defending the right of citizens for sustainable future and denouncing situations that affect the 
environment and the health of local populations but has international connections with 
organizations from the United States, England, Africa, Denmark and Chile, to mention some. He 
has also won various international awards including the Nuclear-Free Future Award in 1998 and 
The Right Livelihood Award in 2004. 
54 “Tomarán muestras de los transformadores cambiados” La Voz del interior (Córdoba, 
Argentina). April 14th, 2002. Print. 
55 “Hallan PCB en uno de los transformadores”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
Thursday May 9th of 2002:11. Print. 



 121 

Waste law (No. 24051), 50 ppm is the maximum amount of PCBs allowed: if levels 

range between 50 to 500ppm, it is considered contaminated with PCB. According to Dr. 

Raúl Montenegro, the levels of PCB found in the energy transformers in the Barrio were 

alarming, more so given that EPEC’s transformers suffer explosions from surcharges and 

leaks, exposing the population to the toxins56.  

Just like with the water tests, however, the Provincial government insisted that the 

levels of PCB “do not pose any risks to human health”57. Nevertheless, the government 

launched a massive initiative in May 16th called ‘Córdoba libre de PCB’ (Córdoba free of 

PCB),58 which aimed to test PCB levels in the 10,000 energy transformers throughout the 

province and replace any equipment that showed levels higher than 50ppm59. Two days 

later, on May 18th, another newspaper article reported that the levels found in the 

contaminated transformer were actually 283 ppm, not 200 ppm60. The newspaper had 

received the correct test results from residents of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo, who had been 

able to access files from the regulatory entity that conducted the tests, the Ente Regulador 

de Servicios Públicos (ERSeP) within the Province’s Ministry of Water, Environment 

and Public Services. “The difference between the two figures”, commented the Director 

                                                
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 By the end of the year, the campaign confirmed that around 10% of the transformers in the province did 
contain PCB and the government was working on replacing them. Several days after this, the national 
government announced a new law that declared the total eradication of any equipment containing PBC by 
2010, and explained how to handle and discard of the substance, if discovered (“Casi 10% de los 
transformadores tienen PCB”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). Friday November 1st, 2002. 
Digital archive.  
59 “Lanzaron programa ‘Córdoba Libre de PCB’ ”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
Thursday May 16th of 2002:11. Print.  
60 “Confirman una mayor concentración de PCB”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
Saturday May 18th of 2002:13. Print. 
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of the Environment of the Province, “was the result of confusion when informing the 

results through the telephone”61.  

The lack of transparency and access to information prompted residents to call for 

the dismissal of government employees, a Grupo de Madres member recalled. She spoke 

of being ‘played with’ and ignored, as she and other residents were sent from one 

government office to the other without obtaining the information they needed. But 

particularly the women seemed to have a hard time with the government officials: 
 
The first years were hard because we didn’t have much information, it was 
something new, it was a new topic that requires you to know a lot and read a 
lot. Because we would go to meetings and bring up the topic [pesticides and 
illnesses] and they [government officials] would tell us that we were crazy, 
that the laundry detergent had messed up our brain. [They would question] 
what we knew, because we were just housewives. And in many instances we 
would leave [meetings] doubting the things we said.  
 
Los primeros años era duro porque nosotros contabamos con poca 
información, era algo nuevo, entonces era instalar un tema que tenias que 
saberlo y averiguar mucho e investigar mucho porque, ibamos a una reunion 
y planteabamos el tema este y nos decian que estabamos locas, que el 
detergente nos habia alterado el cerebro, que qué sabiamos nosotros que 
eramos amas de casa. Y muchas veces salíamos dudando de lo que 
estabamos diciendo.  
(Grupo de Madres members, personal interview, November 15, 2014). 

 

This quote captures the tensions between the different types of knowledges that 

are at stake throughout this conflict. On one hand, the Madres explain to the state 

officials the situation of their community and how they believe, given the knowledge they 

have acquired in part through their daily experiences and exposure, that the pesticides 

could be harming them. On the other hand, state officials who discredit the Madres’ 

knowledge precisely because they are women and they should not be questioning such 

                                                
61 Ibid. 
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things, they should, as the quote indicates, not venture outside of their socially 

constructed chores as housewives.     

By this point, the residents and members of the Grupo de Madres had lost faith in 

the government and government-led research, leading them to demand new studies where 

they could participate and observe. They also denounced the fumigations, which 

continued in the soy field adjacent to the Barrio despite the assurances of officials that 

they would cease until authorities knew what chemical was used and if it was linked to 

the high rates of illness in the barrio.  

By May 22nd the Municipal Ordinance No. 10505 was passed62, declaring 

Ituzaingó Anexo under a state of emergencia sanitaria y ambiental (sanitary and 

environmental emergency). As explained by a lawyer from Córdoba, to be declared in 

emergencia sanitaria “refers to a state of exception on the matter of public health. In 

simple terms, state authorities have extraordinary powers to make provisory and 

necessary decisions, freely dispose of resources, and solicit immediate resources, all to 

remedy the dangerous, risky or damaging situation” (personal communication, 2015). 

On June 10th of 2002, residents and members of the Madres went to the Federal 

Court in Córdoba to present 38 complaints of health-related cases, including “leukemia, 

breast cancer, tumors, lupus, hemolytic anemia, renal insufficiency, newborn 

malformations, asthma, bronchitis, skin affections.” Those affected included 14 minors 

and 8 residents who were already deceased63. The complaints were directed to the 

Director of Agriculture of the Province, the Ministry of Health, the Director of the 

Environmental Management office of Córdoba, ERSeP, EPEC, the Environmental Office 
                                                
62 See official Municipal decree here: 
http://servicios.cordoba.gov.ar/DigestoWeb/Page/Documento.aspx?Nro=8128 
63 “Presentan 38 querellas penales por enfermedades”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina), 
Monday June 10th of 2002:12. Print. 
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of the Municipality, the company Agua Sabia SLR, and the Refinería del Centro SA, all 

involved in one way or the other with the state of the water and energy transformers in 

the Barrio. The complaint, which was supported by the Fundación para la Defensa del 

Ambiente (FUNAM), claimed offenses against public health, violation of duties as 

government officials, and violation of the national law of hazardous waste and the law of 

public administration. However, 10 years would pass before these received a hearing in 

court. Not until 2012 did a district attorney re-open the file and begin a full investigation, 

leading to what would be known as the Causa Madre (the Madres lawsuit). There are no 

specific reasons as to why no action was taken prior to 2012.   

As the year 2002 wore on, the residents kept making headlines in local 

newspapers with more claims, announcing new cases of illnesses, accusing the 

government of inaction, and requesting more studies. Roadblocks (cortes de ruta) and 

demonstrations on main streets of the downtown area became an effective method to 

pressure the government and other agencies to make the results of studies and tests 

conducted in the Barrio available to the public: 
 
Our first measures were the cortes de ruta, talking to all media. In other 
words, to insert the topic into society so people would know about it. […] 
Then once the topic was installed in the media, how was it installed? you see, 
we had to mobilize in the streets! Knock on as many doors as possible! The 
Province, [Ministry of] Environment, [Ministry of] Health, municipal and 
provincial [governments], the national [government].  
 
La primera medida fue los cortes, los cortes de ruta, denucniar a los medios 
a todos los medios possible. Osea, instalar el problema en la sociedad, que lo 
conozcan, que sepan. […] Entonces una vez que se instaló en los medios de 
comunicacion, ¿y cómo? Viste, movilizándonos en la calle! Golpear todas las 
puertas posibles, lo que es la Provincia, lo que es Ambiente, Salud, Municpal 
y Provincial, la Nación. 
(Personal interview, Grupo de Madres’ member, November 15, 2014). 
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Soil tests conducted in July of 2002 showed the presence of a number of 

pesticides, including malathion, chlorpyrifos, alpha-endosulfan, beta-endosulfan, cis-

cloradop, DDT, and HCB64. The lack of standards for acceptable levels of pesticides on 

the soil forced the Environmental Office to “revise the standards on pesticides found in 

the Soil Quality Guide (Decreto 831, regulation under Law 24.051)”, concluding that “it 

is probable that the concentrations of pesticides detected in the soil of Barrio Ituzaingó 

Anexo will not generate any danger to the health of the population” (Carrizo and Berger, 

2009L 141). The results were sent directly to the Ministry of Health since that is the 

entity that carries out the epidemiological study of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo, and to the 

Agriculture and Cattle Secretariat as it is the authority enforcing the Provincial Pesticides 

Law. The residents did not hear these results for weeks. 

 By August, the Ministry of Health assured residents that they would provide four 

specialized doctors and three nurses to address any health-related needs, and that they 

would install one or two ‘sanitary’ or health vans in the region to facilitate the completion 

of new health studies. This time the studies would include testing of fatty tissues and 

breast milk of volunteers from the community. If necessary, blood tests would also be 

taken to determine the presence of toxic substances65.  

In mid-November 2002, results from studies conducted on high voltage cables 

located in Ituzaingó Anexo showed levels that, while allowed under current laws, were 

higher than maximum risk levels recommended by international epidemiological 

                                                
64 “Hallan plaguicidas peligrosos en Ituzaingó”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina), 
Friday July 19th, 2002:13. Print. 
65 “Prometen más médicos y estudios en Ituzaingó”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
Sunday August 18th, 2002:16. Print. 
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studies66. Soon thereafter, Dr. Montenegro helped the Grupo de Madres in bringing a 

formal petition to city council, where they asked for additional tests of water, air and soil 

samples, and sediments in peoples’ water tanks, to be conducted by CEPROCOR, a 

technological research center under the Provincial’s Ministry of Industry, Commerce, 

Mining and Technological and Scientific Development, under the supervision of a 

technician chosen by the Grupo de Madres. By December, the Ministry of Health agreed 

to supervise and make sure that these studies were conducted. They were set to begin in 

December 200267.  

 Year 2003 

In early January 2003, two important ordinances were passed: ordinance No. 

10589 which prohibits aerial fumigations throughout all of Córdoba’s urban ejido (the 

580km2 “urban fabric”68); and ordinance No. 10590, prohibiting any type of fumigation 

(aerial or terrestrial) with any product less than 2,500 meters from Barrio Ituzaingó 

Anexo until the causes for the high levels of cancer and other pathologies were 

determined69. In these ordinances, ‘fumigation’ is understood as the application of a 

pesticide or biocide, either chemical, organic, inorganic or a mix of any of these, used to 

kill insects, weeds, or any other living organism for the purpose of agricultural practices.  

The ordinances, however, did not succeed in halting the fumigations. By late 

January of 2003 residents of Ituzaingó Anexo claimed airplane fumigations were taking 

place in the nearby soybean fields, despite the prohibitions under the new ordinances. 

                                                
66 “Preocupan las mediciones en los campos magnéticos”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, 
Argentina). Wednesday November 13th, 2002:13. Print. 
67 “Nuevos reclamos en Ituzaingó”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). Thursday 
December 5, 2002:13. Print. 
68 http://servicios.cordoba.gov.ar/DigestoWeb/Page/Documento.aspx?Nro=8273 
69 http://servicios.cordoba.gov.ar/DigestoWeb/Page/Documento.aspx?Nro=8274 
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The municipality confiscated the planes and launched yet more studies to determine what 

substance was used. Administrative fines would be applied in case fumigations were in 

fact taking place. This case led the Defensor del Pueblo de la Provincia (Ombudsman the 

Province) to challenge the “municipal and provincial governments, and the Provincial 

Legislature to agree on regulations on the use of biological or chemical products that 

affect the urban ejidos”, and suggested that “the situation [in Ituzaingó Anexo] infringes 

on the constitutional rights to health and a safe environment” of the residents of the 

barrio70.  
 
The fumigations, […], regardless of the ordinances in place, they were not 
honored. We would go into the fields when they came to fumigate and le 
poníamos el cuerpo [we put our bodies on the line], which is the only thing 
we had! That way we prevented them from fumigating, that [particular] day. 
Then they came back the next day, and they would fumigate us. […] And we 
called the media, the Ministry of Health, everyone! […] All that was 
mobilized. All that was achieved thanks to our mobilization. Nothing was 
their [government’s] initiative.  
 
Y las fumigaciones, […] a pesar de que habia una ordenanza, no se 
respetaba! Nosotros nos entrabamos al campo cuando venian a fumigar y le 
poniamos el cuerpo, que era lo unico que teníamos! De esa manera 
evitabamos que fumigaban, ese día. Y volvían al otro día, y así lo hacian y 
nos fumigaban encima. […] Llamábamos a los medios, al Ministerio de 
Salud, a todos! […] Todo eso se movilizó. Todo eso se logró gracias a la 
movilización nuestra. Nada lo hicieron por decision de ellos. 
(Personal interview, Grupo de Madres’ member, November 15, 2014). 

 

Soon, results from the studies conducted by the provincial government in late 

2002 started to make headlines. Analysis of sediments of five residential water tanks 

showed residues of endosulfán, and two of them also showed residues of heptachlor 

                                                
70 “Buscan rastros de fumigaciones prohibidas”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
Wednesday January 29th, 2003:9. Print. 
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(Depetris, 2010). The latter had been banned in Argentina since 199371 because of its 

strong links to cancer. Based on these results, the Ministry of Health announced that the 

400 private water tanks located in Ituzaingó Anexo would be cleaned, eliminating fears 

that other tanks could also be contaminated72. By early February 2003 additional tests 

were conducted of the public water tanks used to supply the entire barrio before being 

connected to the public water service. The results showed the presence of endosulfán73. 

Because of the worrisome presence of pesticides, the residents of the Barrio met with the 

owners of the neighboring soybean fields who agreed only to conduct terrestrial 

fumigations with a less toxic substance. They also agreed to contact the Secretary of 

Agriculture, the Ministry of Health, The Agency of the Environment and the residents 

prior to any fumigation, so that the latter could take necessary precautions74.  

The Ministry of Health provided additional results from the studies conducted on 

the sediments of private water tanks during a press conference in mid March, this time 

confirming the presence of lead, arsenic and chrome75. The same day of the 

announcement, six more residents were diagnosed with cancer. In late March, 

representatives of the Ministry visited the barrio to discuss a new action plan for 

Ituzaingó Anexo. The objective of the plan was to create a taskforce of professionals, 

including oncologists and others, that could help the population. The residents agreed to 

it, but were highly skeptical of the idea of any more studies being carried out by the 
                                                
71 Dirección Nacional de Determinantes de la Salud e Investigación, 2012 
72 “Hallan plaguicidas riesgosos en el agua de Ituzaingó”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, 
Argentina). Friday January 10th, 2003:10. Print. 
73 “Hallan plaguicidas en tanques de Ituzaingó”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
Sunday February 2nd, 2003:16. Print.  
74 “Acuerdo transitorio entre vecinos y productores”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
Tuesday February 11th, 2002:9. Print. 
75 “Hallaron sustancias cancerígenas en tanques de agua de Ituzaingó”. La Voz del Interior 
(Córdoba, Argentina). Saturday March 15th, 2003:13. Print. 
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government: “none of these [studies] solve the problem because people keep getting sick. 

They say that what has caused this [the situation] is an accumulation of factors from long 

time ago, but they have only changed the water. The fumigated fields are still there, the 

magnetic fields and the industries [are there] as well, and the people keep getting sick”76. 

By April, the soil sample tests showed the presence of chrome and arsenic77.  

In November 2003, the Ministry of Health released a report stating that “the 

number of oncological cases registered in Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo is not higher than 

expected values according to international standards. While they did acknowledge that 

“there is a significant number of lymph proliferative illnesses,” the statements repeated 

that “they do not significantly surpass national values”78. The report includes results from 

a private audit requested by the Environmental Engineering program of the Faculty of 

Natural Sciences of the UNC, stating in part that “there are no environmental pollutants 

that could affect, a priori, the health of the people, in the values detected in each and 

every one of the analyses conducted”79. In fact, according to the report, the tests have 

shown that the level of illnesses in Ituzaingó Anexo is not out of the ordinary. In March 

2002, 16 children were tested for various health parameters without showing abnormal 

results. In April 2002, health professionals conducted a health survey of 974 families80. 

The report, in summary, argued that the health of the barrio was equal to or even better 

than that of other barrios when compared to national and international norms.  

                                                
76 “Médicos clínicos y oncólogis trabajarán en Ituzaingó”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, 
Argentina). Saturday March 22nd, 2003:15. Print. 
77 “Cromo y arsénico en el suelo de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo”. La Voz del interior (Córdoba, 
Argentina). Thursday April 3rd, 2003:15. Print. 
78 “Ituzaingó: casos de cancer serían normales”. La Vo del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
Tuesday November 4th, 2003:12. Print.  
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. 
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Today, the members of the Grupo de Madres remember the report and its 

consequences vividly. They were not pleased and neither were the residents. They all 

believed that the report was an attempt by the provincial government to lavarse las 

manos (wash their hands) and borrarse (withdraw) from the barrio. And that is exactly 

what happened: after the report was released the Provincial government did not 

participate in any other study of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. Several days later a group of 40 

residents went to the Department of Justice, of the Provincial government, to demand a 

writ of habeas data, asking the government for all the information used to complete the 

official report prepared by the Ministry of Health81. The residents of Ituzaingó Anexo, led 

by the Grupo de Madres, decided to conduct their own health survey in early December 

to document the pathologies omitted in the official report, including throat, pancreas and 

breast cancers, and eye and stomach tumors82. They documented at least eight new cases 

together with their clinical histories for a total of 60 cancer cases, and found that a dozen 

residents had passed away due to malign illnesses. One of the Grupo de Madres’ 

members recalls the process for making this health-map: 
 
The Ministry of Health sends about 150 students to make a [health] survey, 
which is completed, but not in it entirety, because the entire sector adjacent to 
the fields is left undone. And it is then, at that moment, because they 
[students] were not able to make the whole survey, the group begins, the 
Grupo de Madres, with all its members. […] So in April we present the 
complaints and the survey gets done, first by the students, and then the 13 
women got together and make a survey, house by house, of all that sector that 
was not included [in the official survey]. And we took that survey to the 
Ministry of Health. […] We called it the Mapa de la Muerte (Map of Death). 
And we did a bigger survey, we covered several blocks, and here I have the 
data, about the amount of people that we interviewed. The questions are very 
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‘home made’ [caseras] because we just asked bout the worst cases, like 
cancer. Because at that time no one talked about malformations. And we took 
this [map] to the Ministry. After this survey that the Madres did, the Ministry 
[of Health] sent doctors from the Misericordia Hospital to review the map.  
 
El Ministerio de Salud manda a hacer un relevamiento, por 150 estudiantes. 
Ese relevamiento se hace pero no en la totalidad, queda todo el sector del 
lado del campo sin hacer. Ahí, al no hacerlo todo completo ellos, el grupo 
ahí se forma, el Grupo de Madres, con todas las integrantes. […] En Abril 
que se hace la denuncia y se hace el relevamiento, primero los estudiantes y 
luego se juntan 13 mujeres y hacen el relevamiento casa por casa, de todo el 
sector que no se hizo. Ese relevamiento se lleva al Ministerio de Salud. […] 
Le llamaban el Mapa de la Muerte. Ahí ya se hizo un relevamiento más 
grande, porque se hizo varias cuadras. Son preguntas medias caseritas 
porque nosotros tomamos el caso mas grave, el cancer. Porque en ese 
momento las malfomaciones no, no se hablaba de malfomaciones. Eso se 
lleva de nuevo al Ministerio. El Ministerio, después de ese relevamiento 
hecho por las Madres manda un equipo médico del Hospital Misericordia a 
verificar ese mapa. 
(Personal interview, Grupo de Madres’ member, 2014).  

Year 2004 

New complaints about illegal fumigations taking place in fields close to the barrio 

reappeared in January of 2004. Despite the municipal ordinances, the fumigations were 

conducted less than 300 meters from dwellings83. As a result, the Grupo de Madres met 

with municipal government officials, who assured them that they will keep investigating 

and help to solve the Barrio’s problems84. February began with another complaint about 

an illegal fumigation. This time, the fields that were fumigated were closed down by the 

Justice Department. Officials from the Justice Department, answering the complaints, 

collected samples from the fumigated fields to determine what substance was being used, 
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and if its used was permitted85. In March the results of the analysis showed the presence 

of 2 pesticides (glyphosate and 2-4D) and 2 insecticides (chlorpyrifos and 

cypermethrine)86. All of these substances were, and still are, permitted in Argentina. 

However, there are rules for their application; for example, 2-4D needs to be applied 

under specific weathers conditions, such as low temperatures87.  

In mid-April the community members of Ituzaingó Anexo, together with 

environmental organizations, gathered in front of the City Council and demanded the 

implementation of stricter pesticide regulations. Those in attendance gathered signatures 

to petition for a law to regulate the use, storage and final disposal of pesticides88. By late 

April the Municipal government presented a new project, titled ‘Project for the 

sustainable development of rural areas’, to be considered for approval by the City 

Council in response to the demands of the communities, as one of the government 

officials involved in the creation of this project stated in a local newspaper: “While this 

project is something we have been thinking about doing for a long time, the claims put 

forth by residents made it more urgent”89. The project included the creation of an 

agricultural registry, stricter agrarian controls, and the imposition of a series of 

prerequisites for the use of pesticides90. The project would allow the government to have 

some control over rural lands around the city through the creation of a ‘transition zone’, 
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defined as land less than1,000 meters from the city center. Government officials would 

then register the products being used within this transition zone. For any private field 

falling outside of the transition zone, government inspectors would need a search warrant 

in order to access the field, to test for pesticide use.   

On late April an interdisciplinary commission for Ituzaingó Anexo was created, 

led by the Municipal government and composed by residents, NGOs, academics, 

environmentalists and selected departments from the Provincial government. The 

commission was divided into three main areas: health and sanitary conditions, 

environmental conditions, and community participation91. The first task of the 

commission was to create a new health survey of the population92 that would determine if 

the barrio was habitable or not93. 

In early June the Minister of Health of the Province returned to the barrio to 

discuss the results of the commission in an open forum. The minister, in what was 

described by the Grupo de Madres as a patronizing and cocky attitude, told the residents 

that while the Provincial government had already conducted all the necessary analyses 

regarding the health-issues of the barrio, and that Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo is habitable, 

sharing the same environmental profile of any other barrio in Córdoba94. During the 

forum, the minister of Health also criticized the commission created by the Municipality 

and the new study they were conducting. The minister claimed that the Municipality and 
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the press (La Voz del Interior specifically) were alarming the population by disseminating 

information that was not accurate. The minister had to leave the forum through a back 

door.  

In June 18, 2004 the Secretary of Human Rights of the Nation, Eduardo Luis 

Duhalde, visited Córdoba and was interviewed about Ituzaingó Anexo. A year before 

Duhalde had received members from the Grupo de Madres in his Buenos Aires office. 

The women informed him about the situation of the Barrio and asked for his help and 

support95. During his interview he made reference to the distant attitude that the 

Provincial government had taken regarding the Barrio’s issue, stating that “no one can 

say that the barrio is habitable, until the factors that are affecting people’s health can be 

determined”96. Duhalde believed it was particularly worrisome that Ituzaingó Anexo’s 

situation had not been resolved.  

Finally, by the end of 2004, Law 9.164, a provincial pesticide law, was enacted. 

The law prohibited all aerial fumigations 1,500 meters or less from populated areas and, 

terrestrial fumigations 500 meters from population, and only certain products can be 

used.  

Year 2005 

January of 2005 began with new accusations. This time the community members 

of Ituzaingó Anexo accused the provincial government of not taking appropriate actions 

to address the poor water quality in the neighborhood back in 2002, claiming the 

government was aware of the problem. Apparently, old studies conducted before 2002 
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and prior to the barrio’s mobilization due to the water quality, surfaced. The residents 

also accused the government of extortion when, during the water struggle, government 

officials demanded that Ituzaingó Anexo residents sign a release of responsibility, 

deferring their right to sue the government for the poor quality of the water they received. 

Their signatures were collected before the barrio was connected to the public water 

network97. 

The following months there were no new reports about Ituinzagó Anexo in the 

local newspaper La Voz del Interior. Instead, a new case caught the media’s attention: the 

discovery of illegal pesticide storage in the center of the city, in a building not suited to 

store agricultural chemicals98. The discovery was heavily criticized because the 

chemicals had been placed in this location by the Senasa – the office in charge of 

“implementing national policies with regards to sanitation, vegetable and animal quality 

and safety of food”99. 

By March of 2005 the interdisciplinary commission for Ituzaingó Anexo 

disclosed preliminary results from the studies that had been conducted 7 months prior. 

The epidemiological and environmental study “confirmed what was suspected for more 

than three years. It has been demonstrated that there is an environmental problem that has 

seriously affected the health of the population”100. The study refuted previous studies that 

argued that the Barrio was free of environmental problems that could be linked to the 

residents’ health. The doctor in charge of the study expressed that the cancer cases were 
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not by chance and there was a high probability that they were related to the external 

environmental factors of the Barrio. What was not clear and could not be certified in the 

preliminary results, however, was “if the causes that acted in the past were still affecting 

the population”101. In conclusion, the report recommended that the people of the barrio be 

transferred to another location while the precise causes of the illnesses and health impacts 

were determined. Unfortunately, the study was never completed because the health-care 

professionals involved with it started receiving threats. 

The Minister of Health of the Province responded with disbelief to the 

preliminary results of the interdisciplinary commission created by the Municipal 

government. The Provincial government claimed that the work conducted by the 

commission did not add new information to the case, but confirmed the results the 

Provincial government had presented before. After listing all the things the Provincial 

government had done to try to tackle the problem of the barrio (changing water source 

due to presence of pesticides and heavy metals, changing the energy transformers due to 

the presence of PCB, and the passing of ordinances to prohibit fumigations) the Minister 

of Health concluded by saying: “I do not know if the cocktail of pollutants is still present 

today or not. It was not [present] when the Province completed the last studies”102. A 

week later, the Minister of Health of the Province and the secretary of Heath of the 

Municipality expressed, together, that based on the information available “there are no 

reasonable grounds that would indicate that the residents of Ituzaingó Anexo are exposed 
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today to higher environmental risks than those that exist in other parts of Córdoba”103. 

Moreover, they declared that there was no reason for the barrio to be transferred to 

another region. The officials did acknowledge some sort of cancer clusters in parts of the 

Barrio, but argued that the proximity to the soybean fields or the energy transformers that 

contained PCB had nothing to do with the illnesses: “Today, the biggest problem of 

Ituzaingó Anexo is the fear that the residents have”, commented the Minister of 

Health104.   

Year 2006 

By late February of 2006 new discussions surfaced regarding the veracity of 

studies that had been conducted in Ituzaingó Anexo. The residents of the Barrio, given 

the lack of transparency in communicating results and the delays in responses to the 

concerns of the population, were skeptical of most of the studies conducted by the 

government. In late February the Municipal government claimed that soil tests confirmed 

the absence of heavy metals in the region. Additionally, the biomarker test conducted in 

children to detect the presence of heavy metals in the bloodstream, showed that levels of 

chrome, lead and arsenic were not higher than those found in unexposed populations. 

What was not discarded was the possibility that adjacent agricultural fields were a source 

of ongoing pollution and contamination. Once again, the Municipality informed the 

residents of Ituzaingó Anexo that a new set of studies was set to begin in March. This 

time, the studies would evaluate the presence and level of pesticides in the air and in the 

bloodstream of children105. On March 31st the front page of a local newspaper reported 
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that of the 30 kids evaluated for pesticides in their blood, 23 had tested positive with 

levels higher than those accepted by health standards. Moreover, the tests also showed 

the presence of a highly toxic pesticide, alpha-hexachlorocyclohexanethat, which had 

been banned in the country (law 22.289) since 1980 because of its status as a probable 

carcinogenic substance106.  

This finding confirmed an important link for the community members of 

Ituzaingó Anexo: pesticides seemed to be one of the main causes of the illnesses in the 

barrio. The Municipality promised to follow-up on the children who tested positive for 

pesticides. Officials stated: “the time has come to implement joint policies with the 

National and Provincial governments, to create a common database or rethink 

environmental controls in agricultural fields”107. In response, the residents wrote a 

petition to the mayor demanding that all children living in Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo is 

tested for pesticides. However, the Grupo de Madres members knew that testing the 

children was not enough: “They are going to do follow-ups on the children, but in the 

meantime we are still exposed because the fumigations in the fields are still 

happening”108. The community members understood very well that they were caught in 

the middle of a power struggle battle between the municipal and provincial government: 

“the Province does not want to take responsibility for this, and the Municipality can do 

little because they [the Municipality] says they are dependent on the Province, and it just 

keeps going on and on like this”109.  
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Year 2008 

In mid-January 2008, Dr. Ariel Depetris, a renowned epidemiologist and member 

of the Pan American Health Organization, completed a metastudy of Barrio Ituzaingó 

Anexo requested by the Municipal government110. In the study, Depetris confirmed that 

the Barrio had been exposed to a cocktail of pollutants, that residue of pesticides found in 

the soil may in fact continue to affect people, and that the presence of pesticides in the 

bloodstream of children was alarming and a matter for concern. The study mentioned that 

no follow-ups were ever conducted despite assertions from the government that they were 

going to take place. In light of this report, the new Sub-Secretary of Health of the 

Municipality announced that the Faculty of Medicine of the UNC, and the Municipal and 

Provincial Ministries of Health would create yet another special committee: an 

environmental emergency committee to continue helping the population of the barrio. It 

was also announced that there would be tighter control on fumigations on the fields 

adjacent to Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. An epidemiological follow-up was also scheduled 

for any ‘un-common’ illnesses that could be present.  

In early February the residents of Ituzaingó Anexo denounced, yet again, an 

illegal fumigation taking place in the fields adjacent to the barrio. This time, however, 

was different.  The claim was filed by Dr. Medardo Ávila Vázquez who, at the time, was 

the Sub-Secretary of Health of the Municipality. Although the residents had filed more 

than 30 complaints in the past regarding illegal fumigations, this one actually comes from 

a government official111 from the Municipal government. The day before the complaint 

was filed, a doctor who worked in the Barrio’s Health Clinic notified Dr. Ávila Vázquez 
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that airplanes were fumigating near the houses, in the adjacent soybean fields. The 

doctor, then, proceeded to file a complaint. Two days later the authorities regulating 

fumigations mobilized to the Barrio to collect samples on the soybean fields to determine 

if, in fact, fumigations had taken place and with what substances. Four months later, in 

June, Córdoba’s Justice detained the fumigator and owner of the soybean fields that had 

been fumigated. They were charged for breaching the Provincial Pesticide Law 9.164, 

which prohibits aerial or terrestrial fumigations at no less than 1,500 meters or 500 

meters away from population centers, respectively112. Breaching Provincial laws are 

considered criminal offenses, unlike Municipal ordinances, where offenders are required 

to only pay a fine. Two other Municipal ordinances (No. 10589 and No. 10590) were also 

breached, which prohibit any type of fumigation close to population centers in Córdoba 

and, specifically, close to Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. Next, the district attorney evaluated 

the evidence gathered to determine if a trial was in order. While the investigation took 

place, the accused were ordered to stop any type of agricultural activity in the fields next 

to the barrio113. This was the first time people were criminally charged for fumigating 

under the Provincial Law 9.164.  

In November that year, the Municipal government announced that they would 

conduct new environmental and epidemiological analyses for Ituzaingó Anexo to 

determine if there were still risks for future contamination114. By now, it seemed evident 

to the residents that the owners of the soybeans fields “preferred to pay fines than stop 

                                                
112 “Detenidos por fumigar en un barrio”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). June 12th, 
2008. La Voz del Interior archives.  
113 “Ordenan no fumigar en zonas urbanas”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
December 30th, 2008. La Voz del Interior archives.  
114 “Ituzaingó: otra vez a exámen ambiental”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
November 13th, 2008:16. Print. 



 141 

cultivating”115, so in late November government officials from the Secretary of Health of 

the Municipality requested that Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo be placed under some sort of 

state protection that would prohibit any agricultural activity in the vicinity of the Barrio 

for at least two years. The petitioning, however, was denied a month later116.   

Year 2009 

On January 2009, President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner and the Minister of 

Heath, Graciela Ocaña, announced they would investigate the case of Ituzaingó Anexo, 

the illegal fumigations, and any relationships between these and the health cases of the 

barrio. By this time Ituzaingó Anexo’s case had started to make headlines in national 

newspapers117. By January 17th the Minister of Health of the Nation announced the 

creation of a research commission for Ituzaingó Anexo. The objective of the commission 

was to delineate a health-protection plan and analyze any evidence that suggested a 

relationship between pesticides and health. The National government released funds to be 

used for additional epidemiological studies. A ‘health hot line’ was created, where 

community members could call with any concern or new information regarding 

pesticides and health in Ituzaingó Anexo118. Two days later, the newly created 

commission visited the Barrio. The commission, composed of the Director of 

Epidemiology of the Nation, the Nation’s sub-secretary of Health Prevention, 
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toxicologists and representatives of the Pan-American Health Organization, provided 

additional financial support to the Municipality and assisted with more epidemiological 

studies.  

On March 5, 2009 a headline from the Córdoba newspaper La Voz del Interior 

read: ‘La contaminación de Ituzaingó Anexo, cerca de un juicio inédito’ (Pollution in 

Ituzaingó Anexo, close to a pioneer trial). The district attorney in charge of the case had 

spent several months evaluating the evidence and now requested that it be sent to trial. 

The final indictment was as follows: the defendants were accused of using toxic 

substances for illegal fumigations in the fields adjacent to Ituzaingó Anexo, violating the 

National Hazardous Waste law (24.051). Article 51 of this law states a penalty of up to 

three to 10 years of prison to whom “in using the residues referred to in the law, would 

poison, adulterate or pollute in a way that is harmful to human health, soil, water, 

atmosphere or the environment in general”119. Additionally, the accused used two toxic 

pesticides (endosulfan and glyphosate) in their fumigations, violating the Pesticide Law 

of the Province (law 9.164) and two ordinances that prohibit fumigations close to 

population centers. The request for trial was, finally, confirmed120.   

In April, the Municipality of Córdoba arranged to distribute the funds from the 

National government to be used for Ituzingó Anexo’s research commission, proposed 

earlier in the year. These funds were to be given to families having any type of health 

problem that was believed to be caused by environmental pollution and contamination121.  
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Year 2010 

On early 2010 Innviron, a waste incinerator plant, announced their plans to locate 

a new plant 850 meters southwest of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. Innviron assured that, 

thanks to new technology, the incinerators were safe and non-polluting122. Ituzaingó 

Anexo’s residents met with members of the city council to express their concerns about 

the proximity of the proposed plant, especially when there are big Municipal, Provincial 

and National efforts in place to understand the causes of the Barrio’s detrimental health 

situation123. The Ombudsman of the Province argued in favor of the residents, noting that 

the industrial activity would inevitably bring more complications to the ongoing work 

taking place124. The residents participated in cortes de ruta125 and got together with 

nearby-communities 126 who were also going to be affected. In the end, Innviron was not 

able to locate near Ituzaingó Anexo127.  
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Around the same time, the residents of the barrio wondered about the status of the 

National government funds that were to be used to help families deal with the health 

afflictions caused by pesticide contamination. As explained by a local journalist, “the 

plan announced by the President for Ituzaingó included 1.2 million pesos, from which 

$461,800 would come from the National government, $688,000 from the Municipality, 

$12,000 from the universities, and $10,000 from the Pan-American Health 

Organization”128. According to Litvinoff, records indicated that the universities and the 

Pan-American Organization had contributed with their part of the money, and the 

National government had transferred their funds to be handled by the Municipality. 

However, the money never made its way to the families of Ituzaingó Anexo or to the 

professionals who had been hired to conduct the new studies. In the end, of the $461,800 

pesos coming from the National government, by mid June, only $63,000 had been used.  

Only two tasks of the plan were completed: the Barrio’s health clinic was equipped with 

epidemiologists, pediatricians, social workers, and other health-care professionals, and 

the completion of a new epidemiological census.  

By late October, the Cámara de Acusación (municipal prosecutor) of the 

Municipality of Córdoba presented more details about the court trial. Three people are 

accused: Jose Alberto Gabrielli, Francisco Rafael Parra and Edgardo Jorge Pancello. The 

first two were accused for being the instigators of polluting with endosulfán and 

glyphosate, violating laws that prohibit fumigations less than 1,500 and 500 meters away 

from population centers with substances considered to be toxic for human health129. The 

third accused, Pancello, was the pilot who conducted the fumigations. 

                                                
128 Personal interview with Edgardo Litvinoff, September 22, 2014. 
129 “Elevan a juicio la causa por contaminación en Ituaingó Anexo”. La Voz del Interior 
(Córdoba, Argentina). Octiber 26th, 2010. La Voz del Interior digital archives, 
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Year 2011 

Residents of Ituzaingó Anexo denounced the commission created by the National 

government for never finishing the promised studies, including a follow-up analysis of 

children with pesticides in their blood and new soil studies130. By the end of the year a 

tentative trial date was s set between February 27th and March 2nd of 2012; ultimately, the 

trial got underway in June. This would be “the first case at a national level taking into 

trial agrarian producers for fumigating fields with pesticides” (Litvinoff, 2011).  

Year 2012 

In late May, before the trial was set to begin, news reports announced the 

possibility of a second trial also associated with Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. The reasons for 

the case dated back to 2002, when the Grupo de Madres together with several members 

of the community presented more than 30 complaints regarding the contamination due to 

aerial fumigations and the cases of serious illnesses, which had amounted for at least 100 

deaths due cancer and hundreds more with serious health conditions. Carlos Matheu, the 

district attorney who had conducted the investigation for the coming trial, discovered the 

dated complaints that had been filed by the residents and decided to examine the evidence 

to see if it was enough to request a trial. Matheu explained that, given the information 

concerning the pollution in the Barrio’s, including the water, PCB from the energy 

transformers, and the fumigations with pesticides, the case could be considered a breach 

of the Hazardous Waste Law (24.051). On the line were the direct or indirect 

responsibilities of different public and private actors (Simo, 2012). The case was named 

                                                                                                                                            
http://www.lavoz.com.ar/ciudadanos/elevan-juicio-la-causa-por-contaminacion-en-ituzaingo-
anexo 
130 “No hubo seguimiento de chicos enfermos”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
November 30th, 2011. La Voz del Interior digital archives, 
http://www.lavoz.com.ar/ciudadanos/%EF%BF%BDno-hubo-seguimiento-chicos-enfermos 
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Cause Madre, the Mother’s Lawsuit. This would constitute the second trial in Argentina 

concerning fumigations, and the first ever to link health and even death with pesticides.  

CONCLUSION 

The struggle of the residents of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo and the Grupo de Madres can be 

understood as a conflict between community-based, situated knowledge, and the 

scientific and technical knowledge deployed by the state and government officials. On 

the one hand, dominant state actors legitimized the role of science as the preferred form 

of knowledge to be used in regional planning (Alexander, 2000; Davoudi, 2015; Innes 

and Booher, 2015; Potts et al., 2014; Wang and Hoch, 2013). Moreover, this form of 

rational planning facilitated the development of neoliberal projects to maximize capital 

accumulation (Gunder, 2010), specifically GM soybean production for export earnings.  

 In the case of Ituzaingó Anexo, the state has followed a national planning scheme 

that supports a neoliberal agenda of capital accumulation through the expansion of the 

production of soybeans. The national plans have legitimized the role of science; science 

is the official knowledge that supports this national economic path. The Argentine state 

has selected a technological paradigm (Otero, 2008) that defines the correct ways to 

develop the agrarian future of the country, and that is through the adoption of science and 

technology that would also advance the neoliberal agenda.  

However, the residents and Grupo de Madres members presented an alternative 

knowledge that emerged from their daily routines and practices and their perceptions of 

how their community should be; i.e. if everything was fine in the Barrio, then there 

shouldn’t be so many cases of cancer. The residents noted a geographic concentration 

close to the soybean fields and energy transformers of those who were sick, and they 

found the means to share this knowledge with supporters. However, when the residents of 
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Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo presented their knowledge concerning this technological 

paradigm they had acquired through their daily experiences, the state did not know how 

to incorporate it. I suggest that we can extend Otero’s concept of technological paradigm 

to include the use of particular preferred knowledges to respond to the realities created by 

the paradigm in the first place. In the case of Ituzaingó Anexo, the state only knew how 

to respond to the crisis through the deployment of scientific tests, which in many 

instances were manipulated to support the status quo. On the other hand, the complaint 

filed in 2008 by the then Sub-Secretary of the Ministry of Health, in particular, illustrates 

the tensions within the fragmented state, suggesting that the openings in the post-

neoliberal can serve to further bottom-up resistance against hegemonic forms of 

knowledge production and state practices. The following chapter presents the trial that 

would give new prominence to the Grupo de Madres, as they took advantage of the 

fractures in the post-neoliberal state to gain allies and legitimize their community-based, 

situated knowledge.  
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Chapter 7. The trial of the Grupo de Madres: contesting knowledge 

INTRODUCTION 

The trial against fumigations in Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo transformed the grounds 

of the Justice Department building in Córdoba. For two months, residents, supporters, 

students, activists, farmers, and outsiders gathered and loudly showed their support for 

plaintiffs and accused. Marches, chants, ollas populares (community kitchens), activities 

for children, and many more events were conducted during these months. The local 

media covered the daily events taking place inside and outside the courtroom. Journalists 

from national newspapers were also present, although their reporting was less frequent.  

This chapter presents the complex politics of knowledge production in the guise 

of an apparent conflict between two types of knowing: on the one hand, a rational vision 

of development represented by state actors who privilege ostensible objective scientific 

forms of knowledge production, and on the other, the community’s lived experiences 

reflected in storytelling and narratives deemed by supporters of the industry as emotional 

and irrational. The rational state’s vision was put to the test when it was questioned and 

defied by the situated knowledges of Ituzaingó Anexo residents and the Grupo de 

Madres.  

However, this trial was not merely a contest between scientific and situated, local 

knowledge formations. The trial also illustrates how the Grupo de Madres was able to 

navigate through fractures in the state to form important alliances, which in turn produced 

different understandings of what constituted legitimate knowledge and legitimate 

knowledge producers. Argentinean laws pertaining to the environment and pesticide use 

provided opportunities for resistance within the domain of science-based, rational 

knowledge. These laws, ultimately, reflect the openings in the fragmented, post-
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neoliberal state, constituted by the tensions between the discourse of economic 

development based in biotechnology, on the one hand, and the state’s need to account for 

the well-being of its citizens, on the other. By appropriating the knowledge domains 

represented by these laws, residents were able to let their voices be heard and their lived 

experiences and knowledges to be legitimized.  

ENVIRONMENTAL LAW IN ARGENTINA AND CÓRDOBA 

Laws in Argentina follows a hierarchical order. There are three levels of law 

enforcement: National, Provincial, and Municipal. Attention to the environment in 

Argentine law began in 1994, when the National Constitution added clause 41, known as 

the ‘environmental clause’. This clause states,   
 
Every citizen should enjoy the right to a healthy and balanced environment, 
fit for human development and the activities that satisfy current needs 
without compromising future generations; and every citizen has the duty to 
preserve it.  
State authorities will be in charge of the protection of this right, to the 
rational use of the natural resources, the preservation of the natural and 
cultural patrimony and the biological diversity, and to the information and 
environmental education.  
The Nation is responsible to dictate the norms that specify budgets of 
minimal protection, and to the Provinces should dictate the necessary norms 
to complement the first without disrupting local jurisdictions. It is prohibited 
to bring potentially hazardous or radioactive residues to national territory. 
 
Todos los habitantes gozan del derecho a un ambiente sano, equilibrado, 
apto para el desarrollo humano y para que las actividades productivas 
satisfagan las necesidades presentes sin comprometer las de las 
generaciones futuras; y tienen el deber de preservarlo. El daño ambiental 
generará prioritariamente la obligación de recomponer, según lo establezca 
la ley. 
Las autoridades proveerán a la protección de este derecho, a la utilización 
racional de los recursos naturales, a la preservación del patrimonio natural 
y cultural y de la diversidad biológica, y a la información y educación 
ambientales. 
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Corresponde a la Nación dictar las normas que contengan los presupuestos 
mínimos de protección, y a las provincias, las necesarias para 
complementarlas, sin que aquéllas alteren las jurisdicciones locales. Se 
prohíbe el ingreso al territorio nacional de residuos actual o potencialmente 
peligrosos, y de los radiactivos.131 
 

Darío Ávila, an environmental lawyer from Córdoba, explained in an interview that this 

is a progressive clause. The problem, however, is its inconsistent enforcement:  
 

Unfortunately, there are big problems even at the judicial level, that have to 
do with this new discipline, environmental law, that makes its enforcement 
fail. It has yet to be recognized as a new area, as a new specialty within the 
law, even though it exists and has its own norms and principles. Sadly it is so 
new in our judicial system that sometimes environmental problems are settled 
using classic, common laws that have nothing to do with the environment per 
se.  
 
El problema es su aplicacion, lamentablemente hay grandes falencias desde 
el podel judicial que va desde el conocimiento de esta nueva disciplina, que 
es el derecho ambiental, y que hace que en muchas veces fracase en su 
aplicación las normas medio ambientales. No se ha reconocido todavía como 
una nueva rama, como una nueva especialidad dentro del derecho, el 
derecho ambiental, a pesar de que existe, que tiene normas propias, que tiene 
principios propios, lamentablemente en nuestra justicia es tan nuevo, es tan 
reciente esto que muchas veces resuelven los problemas ambientales no en 
base a los principios a las normas, sino en base al derecho clásico, al 
derecho común, que no tiene nada que ver con el problema que ambiental. 
(Darío Ávila, personal interview, May 7, 2014).  

The amendment clearly states that governmental entities ought to protect the 

‘right to the environment’ at all three governmental levels: the legislative (through the 

creation of new laws that protect the environment), executive (enacting the laws) and 

judicial (enforcing the laws) levels. Additionally, every level of the state, from national to 

municipal, shares the responsibility of developing regulations that protect the 

                                                
131 From the Secrataría de Ambiente y Desarrollo Sustentable webpage. Retrieved April 2015 
from http://www.ambiente.gov.ar/?idarticulo=235  
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environment. Likewise, every citizen is responsible for ensuring that the state enforces 

the laws.  

The General Environmental Law (No. 25675), enacted in 2002, is another 

important national law.  The law discuses minimum environmental conservation efforts, 

environmental codes, environmental impact assessments, environmental education, 

citizen’s participation, and environmental damage to mention a few (Ley General de 

Ambiente, 2002). Minimum environmental conservation, known as minimum 

conservation budgets, is an important component of the law that enables the national state 

to establish a minimum protection for resources throughout the country. Although each 

province is free to determine how to manage and dispose of the resources they possess 

within their territories, they cannot go under the minimum budget of environmental 

protection established by the national government. Darío Ávila explains this process: 
 
This is a national law that establishes minimum [environmental] rights for 
every citizen that lives in Argentina. Under this minimum (piso), the 
provinces have the ability to dictate complementary norms. What does that 
mean? That the provinces can, within their provincial territory, dictate 
provincial norms that somehow establish the ceiling (techo) of protection. So 
the provinces will draw the line for protecting the environment. The Nation 
gives you the piso, and the Province the techo  
 
Es una norma de caracter nacional, es decir que rige en todo el territorio de 
la argentina, y es de presupuestos minimos, es decir, es el piso de derecho 
común a todos los ciudadanos que viven en nuestro país. Sobre ese piso, a 
las provincias le ha otorgado facultades para dictar normas 
complementarias de ese piso. ¿Qué significa? Que las provincias pueden 
dentro de su territorio provincial dictar normas provinciales que de alguna 
forma puedan establecer el techo de protección. es decir, las provincias vas a 
decir hasta dónde van a proteger en mayor, con mayores garantías el 
derecho ambiental. La nación es el piso y las provincias pueden establecer el 
techo. 
(Darío Ávila, personal interview. May 7, 2014). 
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The law lists ten environmental principles that are especially important to cases 

concerning fumigations, such as the Córdoba case. Two of these are worth highlighting: 

prevention and precautionary principles. The first establishes that priority will be given 

to mitigate and/or eliminate an action that generates environmental degradation in order 

to prevent further damage. The latter states, “when there is danger of great or irreversible 

damage, the absence of information or scientific certainty will not be used as a reason to 

postpone the adoption of more effective measures to prevent the degradation of the 

environment”132. Marcelo Novillo, a district attorney of the 2012 trial, affirms that the 

prevention and precautionary principles were key to the Ituzaingó Anexo case: “The law 

says that the state cannot wait in order to try to determine the causes or motives resulting 

from an activity that has the risk of producing harm. ‘Well’, says the state, ‘we are going 

to do some research about it’. No! It has to act now!” (Macelo Novillo, personal 

interview, May 22, 2014). In sum, emphasis on prevention and precaution are essential 

for environmental cases, and environmental lawyers try to link the right to the 

environment with the right to a healthy life.  

The Hazardous Waste Law, No. 24051, is another important national law 

concerning the environment. The law was passed in 1991 and defines as “hazardous 

waste all residues that can cause harm, directly or indirectly, to living organisms or that 

can pollute the soil, water, atmosphere or the environment in general” (Hazardous Waste 

Law No. 24051). This law was used in the Ituzaingó Anexo trial to refer to pesticides as 

hazardous waste, which was an unprecedented way to define pesticides in Argentina. 

Moving down the ladder, we have the Provincial laws. As stated before, it is up to 

each province to decide to what extent they will protect the environment and resources, 

                                                
132 Ley General del Ambiente of 2002. Obtained from 
http://www.icaa.gov.ar/Documentos/Ges_Ambiental/LEY-25675-GENERAL-AMBIENTE.pdf.  
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as long as the norms do not fall below the minimum protection budgets established by the 

National government. In Córdoba, several provincial laws have been enacted to protect 

the environment. First, Law 7343, enacted in 1985 and known as the Environmental 

Preservation Law, emphasizes the importance of public hearings and environmental 

impact assessments and is somewhat stricter than the General Environmental Law. In 

2014, following much controversy133, the Provincial Environmental Policy Law (No. 

10208) was enacted. This provincial law requires the development of a Land Use Plan for 

the Province, stricter rules for the evaluation of environmental impacts assessments for 

new developments, increasing emphasis on public hearings and public participation, and 

the integration of public health concerns into environmental impact assessments. Third, 

the Forest Law, No. 9814, is another provincial law specifically directed towards the 

conservation of forested lands.  

Lastly, and specifically related to the case of Ituzaingó Anexo, is the Pesticide 

Law No. 9164, enacted in 2004. It is important to mention that Argentina does not have a 

national law to regulate the use of pesticides, making this provincial law very valuable 

for community groups and others interested in or affected by pesticide use. This law 

affects any chemical or biological product for agricultural use, stating the conditions 

under which fumigations can take place, how the products should be handled and how 

they should be applied, where they should be applied depending on their toxicity, how to 
                                                
133 Nicknamed the ‘Monsanto Law’, this law was passed during some controversial events. 
Monsanto announced back in 2012 about the possibility of building a new seeds processing plant 
in Malvinas Argentinas, a town 15 km away from Córdoba city and part of the Colón Department 
within the Province. Several violent confrontations took place in the terrain where Monsanto 
started to build, apparently without the necessary permits and environmental impacts assessments 
mandated by the national and provincial laws. Because of different interpretations of the existing 
law (#7343), public perceptions about amendments to the law taking place in 2014 (law #10208) 
had to do with the state trying to make it easier for the company to bypass some regulations and 
finally continue with the building process. In the end, Monsanto was not permitted to stay in that 
location. 
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dispose of used pesticide containers, sanctions, prohibited activities, and the correct aerial 

or terrestrial pesticide application methods134. 

Under the law, pesticides are divided into classes based on their toxicity. The 

classes go from I to IV, from higher to lower toxicity. The class determines where the 

pesticide can be applied in reference to population centers. For example, glyphosate is a 

class III pesticide and can only be applied 500 to 1,500 meters from a population center if 

an aerial application is conducted or after 500 meters if its application is terrestrial. 

Endosulfán, on the other hand, is a class I pesticide, which can be applied by aerial 

fumigation outside a 1,500 meter buffer from a population center or farther than 500 

meters if the application is terrestrial. The Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Food of 

the Provincial Government enforces this law135. This, for Darío Ávila, represents a strong 

contradiction: “the agency that promotes the model is the same one that has to control it. 

A total contradiction” (Darío Ávila, personal interview, May 7, 2014).  

 

THE TRIAL OF THE GRUPO DE MADRES AND ITUZAINGÓ ANEXO 

There were three accused in the case: Jose Alberto Gabrielli, Francisco Rafael 

Parra and Edgardo Jorge Pancello. Two complaints formed the basis for this trial, one 

filed in 2004 and the other in 2008. The first was filed by one of the members of the 

                                                
134 The farmer needs an authorization from a phytosanitary agent (who is also an agronomer) in 
order for a farmer to apply any agro-chemicals. Afterwards, the agent will write a phytosanitary 
prescription that states the product that will be used, and under what environmental circumstances 
it should be applied (temperature, wind, etc). If aerial fumigations are taking place, the pilot and 
the plane need to be certified to carry on such activities, and they have to announce to authorities 
when and where they will fumigate, and with what.  
135 That the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Food is the entity that enforces the law is an 
interesting point, given that they are also the ones that support and push for the expansion of the 
agricultural model, and soybean in particular. 
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Grupo de Madres, and the latter was filed by the then Sub-Secretary of Health, Dr. 

Medardo Ávila Vázquez. The two complaints presented 3 illegal actions:  

1) Fumigations taking place in 2004. Parra was accused of instigating a third 

person (not identified) to fumigate in the proximity of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo with 

Dieldrin and DDT (Class I, Ib and Class II), both prohibited in Argentina and classified 

as hazardous waste by the National Hazardous Waste Law 24051, also breaking 

Municipal Ordinances 10589 and 19590 established for Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. 

Additionally, Parra himself conducted terrestrial fumigations in early February of 2004 

with the same prohibited pesticides mentioned before, in addition to Heptacloro, 

Clorpirifos, Endosulfán, Cisclordano, Glifosato, Metsulfurón, 2-4DM and 2-4D. All of 

these are defined as hazardous wastes under the Hazardous Waste National Law.  

2) First Fumigation taking place in 2008. In late January of 2008 Parra prompted 

Pancello to carry out aerial fumigations using endosulfán (Class Ib) and glyphosate 

(Class III) in violation of the Pesticide Law of the Province and Municipal Ordinances 

10589 and 19590 established for Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. Pancello carries out the 

fumigations several days after he was approached by Parra. 

3) Second Fumigation taking place in 2008. Gabrielli prompted Pacello to 

conduct aerial fumigations with endosulfán (Class Ib), breaching the Pesticide Law of the 

Province (9.164) and Municipal Ordinances 10589 and 19590 established for Barrio 

Ituzaingó Anexo.   

The trial began on June 11th of 2012 and ended four weeks later. It is not my 

intention to narrate the trial as it happened day by day, but I will point to some important 

events that speak to the knowledge struggle that was at the heart of the conflict and the 

opened opportunities available within a fragmented state that give way to a re-evaluation 

of the importance of local, lived experiences.  
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A total of 44 witnesses gave their version of what happened, or what they saw, 

during the events under trial. The majority of the witnesses were residents of Ituzaingó 

Anexo, members of the Grupo de Madres, and government officials in charge of 

investigating the complaints. However, the witnesses took the opportunity of the trial to 

not only talk about the events under trial, but all the hardship that they had suffered for 10 

years. As one of the Grupo de Madres stated in the trial, after all, “in this case who was 

sick was our Barrio, so we had to take it to the doctor to see what was wrong with it” 

(Trial excerpt, Grupo de Madres member, p.27).  

The residents testified that the accused did not care about the Municipal 

Ordinances that protected Ituzaingó Anexo and that they displayed an attitude of defiance 

when they were asked to stop fumigating: “We would get into the field to tell them that 

they could not be fumigating, but they replied saying that thanks to the export taxes on 

soybeans we were able to get something to eat [through social programs]”136. After filing 

initial complaints, the residents remembered that fumigations decreased during the day, 

but only to be carried out either early in the morning or late at night. Many recalled the 

dizziness, light-headedness, and headaches they would suffer due to the pesticide fumes 

and how the smell would fill up their houses. Additionally, the witnesses shared their 

stories about their sick or deceased family members, friends, or residents. Below are 

excerpts from the trial: 
 

(Witness 1) 
At the day of this fumigation, in the year 2004, her house was one block from 
the fields. At the time of the fumigation she felt, more than anything, a burn 
in her nose, like any other day that fumigations were taking place. She has 
five kids, a girl with leukemia and another boy with pesticides in his 
bloodstream. Her daughter is now 14 years old. At the Hospital the doctors 

                                                
136 Trial Video, http://www.juicioalafumigacion.com.ar/testimonio-de-madres-de-barrio-
ituzaingo-en-el-primer-dia-del-juicio/ 
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told her that everything that is in the Barrio, all that cocktail of pesticides, 
produces cancer  
 
A la fecha de esa fumigación, en el año 2004, su domicilio estaba a una 
cuadra del campo.  En el momento de la fumigación sentía, más que todo, 
ardor en la nariz, como en todos los días que se fumigaba.  Tiene 5 hijos, una 
nena con leucemia y uno con agroquímico en la sangre. La nena ahora tiene 
14 años. En el Hospital los médicos le dijeron que todo lo que se encuentra 
en el barrio, todo ese cóctel de agroquímicos produce cáncer.   
(Trial excerpt, Grupo de Madres member, p.22).    

 
(Witness 2)  
That day she saw the airplane fumigating, her, Gatica, Castaño and other 
residents. They were fumigating the fields located at the end of the Barrio, 
close to the Schrodinger Street, a block from her house. “You could smell it, 
like rubber. Horrible!” She started to feel dizzy, with a headache. This 
happened in the afternoon, can’t remember the time. It was a white and 
orange airplane. She has a 10 year old daughter and a boy that died in 2004 
because of malformations. He was born dead, had face and hands 
malformations, was missing his diaphragm and undeveloped lungs and heart. 
[…] She remembered that the day they filed the complaint she was pregnant 
with her son.  
 
Ese día vieron fumigar con una avioneta, ella, Gatica, Castaño y otros 
vecinos.  Se fumigaba en el campo que está al final del Barrio, junto a la 
calle Schrodinger, a una cuadra de su casa. “Se sentía olor, como a 
gamexán, terrible”.  En ese momento se sintió “como mareada”, con dolor 
de cabeza.  Esto ocurrió a la tarde, tirando a noche,  no recuerda la hora 
exacta.  Era un avión de color blanco y anaranjado, que sobrevolaba medio 
bajo.  Relató que tiene una hija de diez años y un varoncito que falleció en el 
año 2004 por malformación. Que al nacer murió por mal formación en la 
cara y en las manos, le faltaba el diafragma, eso hacía que sus pulmones no 
pudieran desarrollarse, entonces toda la parte digestiva estaba encima de los 
pulmones. […] Recordó que a la fecha que hicieron esa denuncia, estaba 
embarazada de su hijo. 
(Trial excerpt, Grupo de Madres member, p.11-12).    

The residents, now witnesses in the trial, were impacted at various degrees. Some 

were directly affected by the fumigations, developing physical symptoms that signaled 

something was not right. Others could see the impacts on their families, as children 

suddenly got ill or worsened during fumigations. Some residents remembered how the 
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Grupo de Madres made them aware and caused them to reflect on the situation. The 

following excerpt captures this: 
 

He lives two blocks away from the soybean fields. Every time they fumigated 
his throat burned, so it was evident every time they would fumigate, even if 
they did it late at night because inside the house you can still feel the effect. 
[…] There was a group of Mothers who started to mobilize because of this 
issue. […] These mothers started everything. When asked if he knew people 
from the Barrio that had died or who were ill, the witness remembers that Mr. 
Alberto Verdura died of medullar cancer. He remembers a girl that has 
leukemia and is under treatment. That the majority had leukemia, lupus, 
purpura, gastritis, skin infections, allergies, asthma, deformations. He got 
tested but never went to pick up the results because he was scared. Up to this 
day he lives in fear, because he lives in front of the fields. […] At first he 
didn’t believe, that he tried to be objective. He didn’t believe the group of 
Mothers and called them ‘crazy old ladies’. But later, he reflected and started 
to believe them   
 
Que vive a dos cuadras del alambrado del campo sembrado con las sojas. 
Que cada vez que fumigan siente ardor en la garganta, o sea que es evidente 
cuando fumigan por mas que lo hagan en horas de la noche y estando 
encerrados en sus viviendas, sienten el efecto de la misma. […] Hubo un 
grupo de madres que empezaron a movilizarse por esta problemática. […] 
Son las dos madres que empezaron todo esto.  Preguntado si conoce de 
fallecimientos ó enfermedades de gente del barrio, en esa época, por estas 
razones, el testigo contesta que el Sr. Alberto Verdura, domiciliado en calle 
Felipe Lenar, murió por cáncer medular, fue un cáncer fulminante. Que la 
mayoría eran leucemia, lupus, púrpura, gastritis, infecciones en la piel, 
alergias, asma, deformaciones en los fetos. Que él se hizo análisis pero no 
los retiró porque tuvo temor. Hasta el día de hoy vive con temor porque vive 
justamente al frente. […] Agrega que al principio él no creía, ya que como 
profesional trata de ser más objetivo.  Al grupo de madres las trataba como 
“viejas locas”, pero después, cuando comenzó a interiorizarse empezó a 
darles la razón. 
(Trial excerpt, neighbor, p.18-19).  

Residents, as the quote illustrates, feel confused and scared. They witnessed death 

of residents, the sickness of family or friends, and also feared that they would get sick. 

The Madres, as the resident recalls, were instrumental in voicing their concerns in the 

community and so ‘they started everything’.  The quote also highlights a tension between 
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‘trying to be objective’ and believing the Madres. This is important and telling, since the 

neighbor sees the Madres claims as not being objective and, hence, not trusting. 

However, with time the neighbor acquired a form of knowledge rooted in every day lived 

experiences that made him/her reconsider. 

The defense, throughout the trial, tried to rebut any relationship between 

fumigations and environmental or health harm. They argued that the reason why people 

were ill was because the site of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo was covered by a high number of 

pollutants. They also argued that the testing process on the fields to determine the 

presence of pesticides was not rigorous and, hence, the results could not be trusted: 
 
The sample process is not well documented. There is no detailed registry of 
what was done with the samples, of the chain of custody from the moment 
the samples were taken to the moment they were analyzed. He added that no 
duplicates were taken to replicate the tests. The most important flaw is that 
the samples were mixed in the same box, partially opened, so cross 
contamination could have affected the samples.  
 
Que el proceso de toma de muestras no está debidamente documentado, no 
hay registro detallado de qué se hizo con las muestras, de la cadena de 
vigilancia desde la toma hasta el momento en que se emitió el análisis. 
Añade que no se tomaron pruebas por duplicado para hacer contraprueba o 
para repetir ensayos. La falla más importante es que las muestras estaban 
mezcladas en la misma caja, en bolsas semiabiertas, con lo cual no puede 
asegurarse que no haya habido contaminación cruzada, o sea, que una 
muestra contaminada haya contaminado a las otras.  
(Trial excerpt, witness of the accused, p.40)  

Additionally, they argued against classifying pesticides as hazardous waste, which 

was the reason this was classified as a criminal case and not just a breach of ordinances, 

an offense that could be resolved with an administrative fee.  

This case was unique in Córdoba and in all of Argentina. It was not only difficult 

for the residents and the accused, but also for the judges and district attorneys. The judge 

of the trial, Dr. Rodriguez, explains: 
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I will tell you the importance of these complaints [from the trial], why? 
Because we had never had any lawsuit or incidents regarding environmental 
pollution. Environmental pollution incidents start to be seen, while they have 
always been part of human history, here [in Córdoba] you start seeing them 
just 15, 20 years ago, when you have the introduction of transgenics, and 
soybean fields start to appear. Just to give you an idea, in the province of 
Córdoba 70 million liters of pesticides are used per year. Then the soils start 
to pollute. But we didn’t have any experience in this type of offenses!  I am 
part of a criminal chamber where we usually see cases like homicides, rapes, 
robberies, […], but not this! […] 
When the administrative norms are not enough, then you have the criminal 
law, and that’s what I did. Now, because this is the first time that something 
like this is done [to define the case as a crime instead of an offense], the 
defendants appealed the verdict and right now it is in the High Court, who 
will have to say definitely, if the legal framing, first if the events happened as 
we described them, and second if the framing that we used is correct. The 
thing is that there are many interests at play here. Very high economic 
interests! To give you an idea, there was a lawyer that started to show up to 
the trial. I would see him and asked him if he was interested [in the trial], and 
he says no, that was there for another reason but that he would tell me later. 
Well, the trial finally ended. And when I read the verdict, the following day I 
go into another chamber for another trial, and this lawyer was there. When 
the [trial] was over I asked him if he could tell me, now that I had already 
read the verdict, because I was still thinking why was he there. He said that 
he works for Phillip Morris, the cigarettes. And I ask him what does that have 
to do with anything, since I haven’t done a trial on anything related to 
cigarettes! And he says it is not about cigarettes per se, but because of a 
tobacco plant that they want to install in Salta [Province], and will use a lot of 
agrochemicals.   
 
Yo le digo la trascendencia o la importancia de lo que implicaba una 
denuncia semejante, ¿por qué? Porque nosotros no hemos tenido causas ni 
hechos por contaminación ambiental. Lo de la contaminación ambiental son 
hechos que comienzan a verse, si bien tienen la historia humana, venimos de 
muy atrás, pero acá comienzan a darse, hace unos 15, 20 años, en donde se 
comienza a ver la aparicion de estas empresas en donde los transgenicos, 
donde van apareciendo los cultivos de soja. Para que saques una idea, se 
tiran en la provincia de Córdoba 70 millones de litos de agroquímicos por 
año. Entonces los suelos se van contaminando. Pero no teniamos experiencia 
en este tipo de delitos! Yo soy, formo parte de una camara criminal donde lo 
que juzgamos normalmente son cómo un médico opera, un homicidio, una 
violación, un robo, […], pero no este tipo de ilicito! […] 
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Cuando las normas administrativas no alcanzan, ingresa entonces el derecho 
penal. Que es lo que pasó ahora, que es lo que hice yo. Ahora para la 
jurisprudencia, como esta es la primera sentencia, por supuesto que los 
abogados de los acusados apelaron la sentencia y actualmente está en el 
Tribunal Superior que es el que va a tener que decidir en definitiva, si el 
encuadramiento legal. Primero si los hecho han existido como nosotros lo 
hemos puesto, y en segundo lugar si el encuadramiento legal que nosotros le 
hemos dado es correcto. Acá hay muchos intereses! Intereses económicos 
altísimos! Por ejemplo, para que tengas una idea, había un letrado que 
comenzó a concurrir a los debates. Lo veía y le pregunté un día si venía por 
el interés del [juicio], y me dice no, por otra situación pero se lo voy a 
comentar en otro momento. Bueno, pasó el [juicio] y cundo yo dicto el 
vereicto de condena, al día siguiente yo entro e integro otra camara del 
crimen por otro juicio, y estaba éste abogado en la parte civil de la camara. 
Cuando termina el debate le pregunto si me podía decir ahora, que ya había 
dictado el veredicto. Me dijo que el estaba contratado por la empresa Philly 
Morris, de cigarrillos, y le digo, bueno qué tiene que ver si yo no he juzgado 
por el tema de los cigarrillos! Y dice no, el tema no es por el tema del 
cigarrillo en sí, sino que las plantas tabacaleras, que vas a ver en Salta, vas 
a ver muchas plantas de tabaco, pulverizan con agroquímico.  
(Dr. Rodriguez, personal interview, May 21, 2014).  

The previous quote is a clear example of the tensions of a fragmented state. Dr. 

Rodriguez, one of the judges of the case, describes how they needed to reframe the case 

in a way that differed from the norm for such cases. Instead of treating it as an offense, 

the way the state would normally treat it, he decided that a crime was a better 

characterization of the incidents.   

During interviews with the judge and district attorneys of the trial, they reflected 

on how unusual the case was. It was the first time they were involved in a case that had to 

do with the use of pesticides in agricultural fields. Throughout the trial they found 

themselves reading and studying a lot about the production process of soybeans and the 

toxicity of the pesticides used. The fact that the judge and district attorney had to do all 

this to be able to understand the impacts produced to the local community points to the 

malleability of scientific knowledge, where all parties struggle to navigate and find ways 
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to translate the local knowledge into the language that has been legitimized by the state. 

As they explained, the legal framing, i.e. defining pesticides as hazardous waste under the 

National Hazardous Waste Law, had never been done before. This is a clear tension of a 

fragmented state, one that now recognizes the importance of alternative knowledges that 

tell a different story about the expansion of the production of soybeans. Dr. Novillo, the 

district attorney of the trial, explains the reasoning behind this: 
 

When they are applied [the pesticides], or rather, fumigated, they get in 
contact with the atmosphere, the soil, the water, and they become residues. 
This is a debatable point, which is precisely what the High Court needs to 
decide now. So then, it is not a pesticide anymore. On the second article [of 
the Hazardous Waste Law] it is established what constitutes a hazardous 
waste, which takes you to the amendments. And the amendments in one of 
the sections, called Y-4, describes as waste the products used in, the resulting 
products used as pesticides. From this, we said that the products that were 
used were later transformed into waste, hence under the law, they polluted 
the environment […] and created detrimental health effects.  
 
Al ser aplicados, osea, fumigados, toman contacto con el ambiente, con la 
atmósfera, con el suelo, con el agua, y se transforman en residuos. Lo que es 
una cuestión, entiendo, discutible, porque justamente es lo que tiene que 
resolver el Tribunal Superior. Entonces, no es agroquímico. Pues el articulo 
2 que establece cuales son los residuos peligrosos de esa ley, remite anexos, 
y los anexos en un apartado que se llama Y-4 establece los desechos 
producto de la utilización de, desechos resultantes de la utilización de 
productos fitosanitarios, que son los agroquímicos. Entonces dijimos 'se 
utilizaron productos que se transformaron en deshechos, y por lo tanto el 
entendimiento de la ley, y ademas, contaminaban el ambiente […] y 
produjeron daños en la salud.  
(Dr. Novillo, personal interview, May 22, 2014). 

  

Both Dr. Rodriguez and Dr. Novillo agree that while they did not receive direct 

pressures, indirectly there were tensions. One of the tensest moments came after an 

announcement from the former president, Cristina Fernández: 
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 On the 4th day of the trial, Monsanto interviews the president [of Argentina]. 
And [in the interview] she agreed to the establishment of one of their factory 
here in Córdoba, precisely where the trial was taking place! I’m telling you, 
the trial begins Monday, and on Saturday’s newspaper I see the headline 
‘Monsanto to settle in Córdoba, Malvinas Argentinas’, and the picture of the 
president in Washington with the executives.  
 
En el 4o día de juicio la presidenta fue entrevistada por la gente de 
Monsanto. Y allí fue que convino con ellos la instalación de la planta aca en 
Córdoba, justamente donde se estaba llevando a cabo un juicio! Y te digo, el 
juicio empezó Lunes, y el Sábado en la mañana leyendo el diario, veo gran 
titular 'Monsanto se instala en Córodoba, Malvinas Argentinas', y la 
presidenta, la foto de ella en Washington con los directivos, los capos 
máximos, que disponían eso. 
(Dr. Novillo, personal interview, May 22, 2014). 

 

After four weeks of trial, the judge read the verdict. Two of the accused, 

Francisco Rafael Parra and Edgardo Jorge Pancello, were found guilty. They were 

charged for being the principal offender and accomplice, respectively, of the illegal 

fumigations under trial in defiance of the National Hazardous Waste Law. Jose Alberto 

Gabrielli was dismissed of any charges, but the penalty for the other men was parole. For 

Parra that meant 10 hours a week of unpaid work for four years at a government 

institution and an eight-year ban on the use of agrochemicals. Pancello’s sentence 

consisted of eight hours of unpaid work at a public institution for four years and a 10 year 

ban on using agrochemicals.  

The verdict brought mixed emotions137. On one side, the Madres and some 

residents were not happy as they believed that the accused should go to prison. On the 

other side, the plaintiffs were satisfied by the precedent established by the case: the fact 

that pesticides can be defined as hazardous waste under the National Law provides an 

important tool that can be used by communities affected by the industrial production of 
                                                
137 “Puntos de vista tras el juicio por las fumigaciones en Ituzaingó Anexo”. La Voz del Interior 
(Córdoba, Argentina). August 22, 2012. La Voz del Interior digital archives. 
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soybean. However, the defendants believed that the hazardous waste classification was 

not a correct framing by the Provincial Court and appealed the case to the High Court. 

Three years later, on September 17, 2015, the High Court upheld the sentence of the 

Provincial Court, finding that pesticides can be defined as hazardous waste under the 

National Hazardous Waste Law and hence violating this law constitutes a criminal 

charge138.  

CONCLUSION 

The trial was important for at least three reasons: First, it brought to the forefront 

the daily struggles and suffering of those in Argentina and elsewhere who endure the 

consequences of industrial agriculture. The trial made the residents’ stories count, making 

them visible to all those in attendance at the courtroom and those who would read about it 

in local and national newspapers, see clips during the evening news, or hear about it on 

radio shows. The trial legitimized alternative forms of knowledge as important and valid 

sources of data, other than the official knowledge and language of the state. Second, the 

trial illustrated the value of appropriating hegemonic knowledge formations and taking 

advantage of fractures in the post-neoliberal state. The judges and district attorney who 

represented the state actors that recognized the importance of the local knowledges, 

looked for ways to legitimize these through the rational language and knowledge 

production favored by the state. The community of Ituzaingó Anexo and the Madres, 

then, were able to move through the openings provided by the post-neoliberal state to re-

write laws that incorporate their own, situated knowledges. 

                                                
138 “El TSJ ratificó la primera condena por la fumigación con agroquímicos”. La Voz del 
Interior (Córdoba, Argentina), September 17th, 2015. La Voz del Interior digital archives.   
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Third, the redefinition of pesticides as potential hazardous waste that can affect 

the environment and human health, which was made possible by the openings in the 

fragmented state, meant that the illegal use of pesticides became a crime punishable by 

law. This redefinition of pesticides as a hazardous waste ultimately gave more strength to 

the so-called Causa Madres trial, which is said to begin in 2016. This case was approved 

for trial on May 24th of 2014, when the provincial prosecutor found that there was enough 

evidence to press “malicious environmental pollution” charges139. Six people are charged 

in the case: two from the previous trial (Jorge Francisco Parra and Edgardo Pancello), 

one aerial fumigator, two executives from Tecnocampo SA (an agrarian company based 

in Córdoba), and an agronomist140. This case, which will reinforce the importance of 

local knowledge, will link the fumigations to the illnesses and deaths that took place in 

Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo from 2002 to 2004141. The accused will be charged for 

contaminación ambiental dolosa (malicious environmental pollution) in breach of the 

Hazardous Waste Law under the Penal Code, which carries sentences that range from 

three to 10 years of imprisonment142. 

In the following chapter, I turn to the motives and organizational strategies of the 

Grupo de Madres, focusing in particular on their gendered strategies and rhetoric as they 

produce alternative knowledge to challenge scientific forms of knowledge used to justify 

the production of soybeans. I will analyze their narratives and stories as alternative 

                                                
139 “Elevaron a juicio ‘causa madre’ de barrio Ituzaingó”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, 
Argentina). May 24th, 2014. Digital archives.  
140 “La ‘causa madre’ por contaminación en barrio Ituzaingó, más cerca de llegar a juicio”. La 
Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina), May 23rd, 2015. Digital archives. 
141 “La Justicia investigará si hay relación entre fumigaciones y cancer”. La Voz del Interior 
(Córdoba, Argentina), May 19th, 2012. La Voz del Interior digital archives. 
142 Panero, F. 2012. “Imputaron al aviador por la causa de Ituzaingó Anexo”. La Voz del Interior 
(Córdoba, Argentina). La Voz del Interior digital archives.  
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knowledge formations (Sandercock, 1998, 2003) that serve to contest the fragments of 

the state that support a rational vision of planning and development.  



 167 

Chapter 8. From a Mother’s perspective: Insurgent planning, the 
fragmented state, and the Grupo de Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo 

INTRODUCTION 

The Grupo de Madres as a movement is strongly attached to members’ position as 

mothers and caretakers of their children, their families, and their community. The 

Madres’ access to the private household space and their caring for children and family, in 

turn, provide them with unique perspectives on the illnesses and health problems that 

follow exposure to agrochemicals. Their identification as mothers, furthermore, adds to 

our understandings of the role of gender within social and community organizing 

(Fainstein and Servon, 2005). Through the act of poner el cuerpo (putting their body on 

the line) (Sutton, 2007), the Grupo de Madres confront, physically and emotionally, the 

rational knowledge and practices that threaten their families and the entire community. 

By bringing new knowledge into planning (Watson 2012) based on their situated and 

gendered experiences, the group provides an example of insurgent planning that is 

counter-hegemonic, transgressive, and imaginative (Miraftab, 2009).  

It has been argued that planning can be understood as storytelling (Throgmorton, 

2003), and here I want to share the stories of the Madres and the knowledge that 

prompted them to act and speak out. I have divided the chapter into four sections: the first 

presents members’ reflection on the meaning of being part of the Grupo de Madres, while 

the second section presents the efforts of the group immediately following the 2012 trial. 

The third section discusses the current activities and mobilizations of the group, and 

lastly, the fourth section presents analysis of their use of gender and motherhood as a 

strategy to acquire legitimacy and take advantage of the fragmentary nature of 

Argentinean post-neoliberal governance. As explained before, I will not share individual 
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names but present their stories as if it was one, since they do not have a group leader and 

value each others’ opinions equally.  

BEING A MADRE 

The members from Grupo de Madres have lived in Barro Ituzaingó Anexo for 

most of their lives. Most of them also have family members living in the Barrio. The 

residents are also family: everyone knows each other, where they live, and what they do 

for a living. One of the members has worked in the barrio’s elementary school for more 

than 10 years and loves to be around children. She would do anything to protect the 

children in the barrio. Another member works in a children’s hospital and has been able 

to help many mothers of the barrio whose children need special medical assistance. One 

of the mothers is a stay-at-home mom, but that doesn’t mean she has more free time; 

when she is not tending to one of her five children, she is busy preparing empanadas to 

sell to the residents. Lastly, the fourth member works in the city of Córdoba. They all 

have children and only two of them are currently married.     

One of the first aspects to note about the group is its name: Grupo de Madres. The 

name of a group is important since it has to capture, in just a few words, the essence and 

the objective of the group. Grupo de Madres, for one, refers to the fact that they are 

women. So why not call it Grupo de Mujeres? Also, they are not just a group of mothers 

and women. They are mothers from Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. These madres, then, are 

mothers of a particular barrio. In fact, to name the group Grupo de Madres was an 

important decision, and it was not accidental.  The following quote from one of the 

members speaks to their reasoning for the group’s name:   
 

There is something very important that I need to mention. That the Grupo de 
Madres, the name Grupo de Madres, was established at Mercedes’ house with 
everyone’s consent. Because we said, ‘mothers’, no one can question you if 



 169 

you go out to the street to defend your children. And to me, personally, my 
model are the Madres de Plaza de Mayo, and if we said ‘residents’ then 
anyone could come to us and say ‘no, we never designate you to go out and 
defend us’. But you as an advocate of your children, no one can question that. 
And that’s how we come up with the name Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó 
Anexo.  
 
Hay una cosa muy importante que destaque. Que el Grupo de Madres, el 
nombre de Grupo de Madres, se decide en la casa de Mercedes con el 
consentimiento de todos. Porque dijimos, 'madres', nadie te puede cuestionar 
porque salgas a defender tu hijo. Y en mi parte personal, como mi referente 
son las Madres de Plaza de Mayo, y como si deciamos 'vecinos' cualquiera 
nos iba a decir 'no, si nosotros nunca las nombramos defensoras nuestras'. 
Pero vos defensora de los hijos, nadie te puede cuestionar. De ahí surge el 
nombre de Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. 
(Grupo de Madres’ member, personal interview, November 15, 2014). 

 

This member’s statement, then, illustrates a point made by scholars in gender studies. As 

researchers have discussed, to be a mother or be called a mother also means to have a 

number of socially constructed responsibilities, including ‘taking care’ of people, 

primarily the family (Doss et al., 2014, Jacobs, 2014; Peeples and DeLuca, 2006). The 

Grupo de Madres members understand this, and also understand that the title provides 

them with a sort of legitimacy because of their gender.  

However, being a member of the Grupo de Madres has also proved to be 

challenging. To mobilize and demand answers from the state was not an easy task. In 

fact, it was a new reality and position that the women had not experienced before, and 

they found themselves constantly negotiating their identity as women, mothers, wives, 

sisters, residents, and now activists. Their view of this negotiation processes is explained 

below: 
 

Look, I was a very shy person, I was really timid. And thanks to this struggle 
I have been able to get many things, to value things and to be valued as a 
person, a woman. I learned from the struggle, I learned to not be quiet, I 
learned to say ‘this makes me ill’, le guste a quien le guste, you see? And I 
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also suffered a lot, in the sense that, a lot of helplessness, and well, you must 
continue and not put your arms down. You know how many times I have 
wanted to leave this [the group, the cause]?! That I say to myself ‘what am I 
doing here?’ When the government employees would tell us ‘you guys know 
nothing’, and I would think ‘but, am I really, am I saying the right thing?’ 
They would confuse you, you know? And well, you always have to have your 
word and be sure of what you say, and be brave  
 
Mira, yo era una persona muy tímida, de verdad era  re-tímida. Y gracias a 
esta lucha pude conseguir muchas cosas, valorar muchas cosas, y que me 
valoren como persona, como mujer. Aprendí de luchar, aprendí a no 
callarme, aprendí a decir 'esto me está haciendo mal', le guste a quien le 
guste, viste? Y tambien sufrí mucho, en el sentido de que, mucha impotencia, 
y bueno uno, hay que seguir adelante, no bajar los brazos. ¿Sabés las veces 
que he querido dejar esto?! Digo '¿qué hago acá?' Cuando te decían los 
funcionarios, 'pero ¿qué saben ustedes?', yo decia 'pero, ¿estoy realmente, 
estoy diciendo lo que es?' Te hacían confundir, ¿viste? Y bueno, y eso es 
tener siempre la palabra de estar seguro de lo que uno dice, y ser valiente. 
(Grupo de Madres member, November 29, 2014). 
 
It was hard [to go out and protest], because the thing is that we had never 
done anything like that. So going out to the streets was like, we were 
embarrassed. We would go out with our signs and hide behind them because 
we had never done those type of activities, so we were self-conscious. Yes, it 
was very hard to go out to the street. […] Supposedly machismo plays a role 
in this, and if a woman does something [on the street] and men think it is 
wrong for a woman to go out. But one has more will to go out than a man, 
because the men with going to work and this and that, whereas women, how 
do I say this, they touched my child! That transforms us. You turn into the 
lioness you have inside you and transform, and well, you fight and fight and 
you know that a mother will not be shut up. I think that men would also do 
the fight, but the women are more prone to take that attitude than men”  
 
Era difícil porque el tema es que uno nunca habia hecho nada de eso. 
Entonces salir a la calle era como, muchas veces hemos tenido vergüenza. 
Salíamos con los carteles y tapándonos las caras porque nunca habíamos 
hecho ese tipo de actividades, entonces nos daba vergüenza. Si, nos costó 
muchísimo salir a la calle. […] Supuestamente juega mucho el machismo, y 
la mujer parece que hace algo y está mal para el hombre que una mujer 
salga. Que una tenga más valor o más voluntad que el hombre para salir, 
porque el hombre por el tema del trabajo que esto o esto otro, en cambio la 
mujer, como te digo, tocaron a mi hijo, fuiste! Uno se transforma, digamos. 
Se transforma en la leonesa que tenés adentro y la sacás afuera y bueno y la 
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luchás y la luchás y vos sabes que a la madre no la vas a hacer callar. 
Pienso que el hombre tambien lo lucharía, pero más de tomar esa actitud 
pienso que es más las mujeres que el hombre.  
(Grupo de Madres’ member, November 17, 2014).    

 

In the previous quote, the Madre differentiates between men and women, 

particularly in the way each respond to situations involving their children. A woman, as 

the speaker says, can transform into something powerful that is guided by instincts: a 

lioness that will defend her cubs no matter what. This transformation is a result of the 

inner strength she has because of her identity as mother and caregivers. This, in turn, 

empowers them to come out as activists to engage in a struggle with a state that is 

unwilling to improve their situation. However, while their identity as women could be 

used to legitimize their activism, it could also play against them: 
 

In many instances we had been targeted because we were women. Maybe not 
so much now, but back then. Sometimes they would tell you ‘what do you 
know, if you’re a housewife’, meaning that we were ignorant. And maybe 
we, none of us have the college degrees, or even the high school degree. But 
we did go out to the street because of everything that was going on. In many 
cases there is no need to have, maybe there’s people that have important titles 
but are horrible human beings, it’s like that! Yes, they have treated us badly, 
as women. We have left meetings crying, because we have that fury, that 
feeling of impotence.  
 
Muchas veces hemos sido muy atacadas por ser mujer. Quizás ahora no es 
tanto, pero en esa epoca [al principio] si. A veces te decían 'qué sabiamos 
nosotras', que eramos unas amas de casa, como diciendo que eramos unas 
ignorantes. Quizás no, ninguna tenemos los estudios universitarios o quizas a 
penas un secundario. Pero sí salimos a la calle por lo que estaba pasando. 
Muchas veces no hace falta tener, a lo mejor hay gente que tiene grandes 
títulos y son las peores personas, es así! Y si, nos han tratado re-mal, como 
mujeres. Muchas veces hemos salido llorando de las reuniones, muchas 
veces con esa bronca, esa impotencia. 
(Grupo de Madres’ member, personal interview, November 29, 2014). 

 



 172 

Having to prove to others their opinions and knowledge of the struggle of 

Ituzanigó Anexo, as the quote illustrates, was not an easy task. They were still seen as out 

of place, battling with their identity and making people recognize them as part of the 

public activist space. The private/public dichotomy is a common topic of debate in 

research on women’s organizing and mobilizing (Boor Tonn, 1996; Peeples and DeLuca, 

2006; Pieper Mooney, 2007). The debate refers to the socially constructed association of 

the household as one where women and mothers belong, a gendered naturalization of the 

care-giving space. Nonetheless, researchers have also realized that this socially 

constructed association with the household has, at the same time, provided mothers with 

political legitimacy when carrying out claims–making in the public sphere (Åhäll, 2012). 

But, again, the transition was not easy, and while the members agree that activism has 

changed them in positive ways, they have lost many things along the way. In the 

following accounts, members reflect on both their gains and their losses: 
 

Member A – The struggle has taught us to defend ourselves. To defend 
ourselves, to not stay quiet. Not in a bad way, but always with respect, 
because that is our motto. To defend our rights, because before people would 
do things and we would stay quiet and keep going. Not now. It has taught us 
to defend ourselves, to be more educated. Because one learns to, what you 
don’t know, you have to learn, you have to grab a book and start reading. We 
also had to study to be able to fight, because you can’t just go uneducated, 
noo, you know you’re going to go to defend your rights, so […] What has the 
struggle taken from me? A bit of happiness. To have my family sick, the 
sadness, the suffering, all induced… […] It took my peace, tranquility, the 
home. But we got it back, all of it. […] The struggle changed my life. From 
being locked [encerrada], because I live here, and was ‘locked’ to my 
children, I didn’t work because my husband worked and I dedicated myself to 
the children, maybe cooking and those things, and I liked it, but… it has 
changed me a lot. As a person I am still the same. It has changed me to be 
more knowledgeable, to learn more, to learn to dialogue with others that 
maybe before you didn’t talk to… that is, having to talk to judges, all those 
things […]  
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Miembreo A - Nos ha enseñado a defendernos. A defendernos, a no 
quedarnos calladas. No de mala forma sino siempre con respeto, porque ese 
es el lema nuestro. A defender nuestros derechos, porque antes nos hacían 
algo y bueno, nos callábamos la boca y seguíamos. Ahora no. Nos ha 
enseñado a defendernos, a ser más cultas. Porque uno aprende a, lo que no 
supiste lo tenés que aprender, tenés que agarrar un libro y ponerte a leer. 
Nosotras tambien nos tuvimos que poner a estudiar para poder luchar, 
porque no podes ir nula. No, sabes que vas a ir a defender, entonces […] 
¿Qué me ha quitado? Un poco de alegría. Tener mi familia enferma, la 
tristeza, el sufrimiento, todo provocado… […] Enotnces me quitó eso, la paz, 
la tranquilidad, el hogar. Pero la recuperamos. Se recuperó todo. […] Si, 
cambio mi vida la lucha. De estar encerrada, porque yo vivía acá, y estaba 
encerrada a mis hijos, no trabajaba porque mi marido trabajaba más tiempo, 
enotnces yo me dedicaba a estar con mis hijos, tal vez haciendo torta y esas 
cosas, que a mí me gustan, pero... me ha cambiado mucho. Como persona 
sigo siendo la misma. Me ha cambiado al saber, al aprender más, a aprender 
a tener diálogos con otras personas que tal vez uno no los tenía, osea el tener 
que tratar ya con jueces, con todo eso, uno tiene que aprender. 
(Grupo de Madres’ member, November 17, 2014)    
 
Member B – The struggle has taken time, away from me. It has taken a 
partner, which has hurt deeply. It has taken away friends whom I trusted, and 
that was also painful. It has given me a lot of love for others. To not think 
about me, I think of others. It has filled me with lots of respect for others. 
And when you have love for what you do and in what you do, that is 
everything! So then, I think it has given me more [than it has taken]. And to 
be able to say: ‘look, today I am here standing and I am fighting’, and people 
listen to you, and we are defending life!’ It’s grand! And how I see this going 
forward? I think we have left footprints. And no matter if strong winds come, 
they will not disappear. And those footprints have been very important, [they 
are] a message for the new generations, who will not be blind like we have 
been. And when they tell them ‘this doesn’t kill’ they will know that it does, 
that it is dangerous, and they will be cautious, and they will go out and fight, 
to say ‘no’ on time! So I think in the future, even if we stopped tomorrow, we 
already left a mark.   
 
Miembro B - Me ha quitado mucho tiempo. Me ha quitado un compañero que 
tenia de lucha, cosas que han dolido mucho. Me ha quitado compañeras a las 
que yo confiaba y eso tambien dolió mucho. Me ha dado mucho amor para 
los demás. Más que pensar en mí, pienso en ellos. Me ha dado mucho respeto 
de la gente. Y cuando uno tiene amor por lo que hace y por las cosas que  
hace, es todo! Entonces creo que más es lo que me ha dado. Y poder decir 
'mira hoy estoy parada aca y estoy luchando y la gente te toma en serio lo 
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que vos estas diciendo, y estas defendiendo la vida!' Es mucho! Y ¿cómo lo 
veo en adelante? Yo creo que hemos dejado huellas. Que por más que 
vengan vientos fuertes, no se van a borrar. Y ya que ha quedado una huella 
muy importante, que no lo va a borrar. Que ha dejado algo, un mensaje para 
las nuevas generaciones, que no van a estar tan ciegas como hemos estado 
nosotras. Que cuando les digan ‘esto no mata’, ellos van a saber que sí, que 
es peligroso, y van a tener cuidado, y van a salir a luchar y van a salir a 
decir 'no' a tiempo! Entonces creo que el futuro, así dejemos mañana, ya 
dejamos una huella. 
(Grupo de Madres’ member, personal interview, November 15, 2014). 

 

The upside of a more involved political and activist life, as the quotes describe, 

include new empowered identities, knowing that their voices count and are being heard, 

and realizing they have other spaces available to them other than the private space of the 

home. The price, though, has been high, given that many of the members started to 

mobilize because of illnesses suffered by family members.    

The group faced many obstacles at the beginning, but the women kept going in 

their struggle, knocking on as many doors as possible and shaking off feelings of 

insecurity. In the end, the materiality of the barrio’s situation – seeing a sick neighbor or 

caring for an ill family member – made the struggle part of their daily lives and routines, 

and no matter what people would tell them, they knew they were right – their neighbors, 

relatives or their own children were sick. They did not need a scientific report to tell them 

something was wrong. Their lived experiences gave them that knowledge. They simply 

wanted to find the cause behind the illnesses and to stop them.  

More than 10 years of struggle has given the mothers legitimacy at local, national 

and international levels. In fact, many of the government officials I talked to recognized 

the group as a pioneer in the battle against the impacts of industrial agriculture. Currently 

they have found a new mission in educating others about the case of Ituzaingó Anexo. 
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Their hope is that their story will make others see that, they are not alone if they are 

suffering the same hardships, 
  

At the barrio, we never stopped working. Why? Because the problem was 
already installed into society, so children started coming from every school, 
from every university, to do their research projects and they used the barrio 
as reference. Because we were the only barrio that had so many studies 
concerning this issue [fumigations]. So our new task was to answer, give out 
information. We have never denied it [information]. We might not have been 
as visible in the media, but we are part of an ‘ant-like’ work that is very 
important to us, to keep fighting from another space [the community]. […] 
We never walked away from the barrio”  
 
En el barrio nunca dejamos de trabajar. ¿Por qué? Porque ya el tema estaba 
instalado en la sociedad, entonces empezaron a venir chicos de todas las 
escuelas, de todas las universidades a hacer sus trabajos prácticos y lo 
tomaban como referencia este barrio. Porque era el único barrio que tenía 
estudios hechos sobre esta problematica. Entonces la tarea nuestra era eso, 
atender, dar la infomación, nunca la negamos. Nosotros no nos veíamos mas 
en los medios, pero estábamos haciendo un trabajo de hormiga que para 
nosotros era muy importante, dar la pelea desde otro lugar. […] Nunca nos 
apartamos del barrio.  
(Grupo de Madres’ member, personal interview, November 15, 2014). 

THE MADRES, NOW  

The trial of 2012 marked an important milestone for the Grupo de Madres. In a 

way, it represented an essential stage within their struggle, where they proved their 

legitimacy to their own neighbors and community, and to the fragments of the state that 

did not consider their knowledge valid. After the dust had settled, the members look 

forward to the roles and actions they want to be involved with:  
 
Yes, we have changed. I think people [residents] have began to trust [us], 
which for us is the biggest prize that anyone can give you. […] We won their 
respect, and from that the group has grown a lot. Today many doors are open 
for the things we really want to do, with the children, the Universities. [We 
wanted] to effecr change through education. And we feel it, we see it in how 
we are addressed with respect now, […] and I don’t know if it happens 
because we speak from a place of pain, and it comes out different, because it 
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is noticeable when you say things from inside, no? From the belly, how I say 
– a mother speaks from inside, from her belly. But, this is visible, and the 
group, in this sense, is stronger. We work not from a place of distrust, we 
work with a lot of union. We are friends! You see, [we were] brought 
together by this situation, because we have lived through it. So there is no 
opportunity to deceive or betray one another. There is some, I don’t know 
whether to call it happiness, when we receive applause. Those things caress 
the soul; they give you the strength to keep going. From the beginning, the 
strength comes from your child, that you see suffering, the grandchild that 
you know has a problem, and then you don’t want this to happen to someone 
else. Now you’re not fighting for your grandchild or your kid, you are 
fighting for all the things we don’t want to happen! It goes from being a 
struggle of the barrio, to the struggle of everyone  
 
Sí, ha cambiado. Creo que la gente a vuelto a tener confianza, que para 
nosotras es el premio mas grande que te pueden dar. […] Ganaste respeto y 
en eso creo que el grupo ha crecido mucho. Hoy se nos abren las puertas, 
para lo que nosotros luchabamos para ir a trabajar, sea con los chicos, con 
las universidades, que haya un cambio desde la educación. Y lo sentimos así, 
lo vemos con el respeto que se nos trata, que lo que nos dice la gente no sé si 
es que uno lo dice desde el dolor, que lo dice de otra manera, que se nota 
cuando uno dice las cosas desde adentro, ¿no? Desde la panza, digo yo. Una 
madre habla de dentro de la panza. Pero, eso se ve, y el grupo en ese sentido, 
esta muy fortalecido. Aparte se trabaja no con esa desconfianza, se trabaja 
con mucha union. Somos amigas! Viste, unidas por esas cosas, pero que nos 
han pasado. Que no hay, no nos da ninguna posibilidad de engañarnos ni de 
traicionarnos. Hay una, no sé, alegría por ejemplo, al recibir un aplauso. 
Son cosas que te acarician el alma, que te dan las fuerzas para seguir. Desde 
ya, las fuerzas te las da el hijo que ves que sufre, te la da el nieto que sabés 
que tiene un problema, entonces no querés que al otro le pase. Ya no estás 
luchando por tus nietos ni por tu hijo, estas luchando por todo lo que no 
queremos que pase! Ya deja de ser una lucha del barrio nuestra, es una 
lucha de todos. 
(Grupo de Madres’ member, personal interview, November 15, 2014). 

 

There are several themes in this quote that merit attention since they speak to 

gendered knowledge production. First, there is the theme of respect and legitimacy, and 

how the knowledge that comes from lived experiences gives truth to the knowing of 

situations. This is reflected in the way in which the mother mentions how they speak 
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from a ‘place of pain’. The pain the mothers have felt for so long stems from their daily 

routines as mothers: from their lived experiences in their households and as community 

members in a Barrio that is polluted. Second, motherhood is identified as a source of 

identity as well as a privileged form of knowledge. To say that they, as mothers, speak 

‘from the belly’ makes reference to the biological capabilities of mothers as life givers. 

To speak from the belly is to speak from your womb. Furthermore, to speak from the 

belly can also refer to the fact that you’re speaking for the womb, i.e. for your children. 

Additionally, the Madres are not only mothers to their own children. The struggle also 

made them mothers of their barrio, and, by extension, the mothers of all of those who are 

suffering the same problems. Third, is the speaker’s references to emotions as a form of 

knowledge. The pain a mother feels from seeing her sick child gives her the strength to 

keep going when she knows that something is wrong.  

Collaboration and working as a team of women has been key for the members of 

the Grupo de Madres. They argue that the group has been successful in getting their 

message out because of their unity, which has forged a closeness that only comes from 

shared pain and hardship. On many occasions they would say, ‘what happens to one of 

us, happens to all of us’, which is a phrase that captures the camaraderie they share 

during happy and sad times alike. In the following quote, a member reflects on the 

importance of teamwork:  
 

Unity. [She starts to cry]. I’m very sensitive right now, sorry! [Team-work 
has taught me] That you can, in a group. That these battles, they are very hard 
struggles, that take years, it’s not from one day to the other, it is a fight where 
you have to be persistent, and all that is worth it because of the people you 
have around you. They are never achieved, in this type of struggle, alone. 
You always need someone else. […] We all have our thing, as a group. One 
is gentler, quieter, another thinks more, and the other is more, like me, that is 
more grrrr! haha! Each one has her thing, and that’s why we achieve what we 
have so far. […] But I also think it is all the years we have been in this 
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struggle. I also think it has to do with the people that have come work with 
us. Also that we never stopped working, and that there’s still a long road 
ahead. And the thing we want the most is for the youth to continue, that our 
children follow us […]  
 
La union [comienza a llorar]. Es que estoy sensible, disculpa! Que se puede, 
en grupo. Que estas luchas, son luchas muy fuertes, que llevan años, que no 
es de un día para otro, es una lucha que tenés que ser constante, y que todo 
eso vale por el grupo de gente que tenés a tu alrededor. Nunca se logran, 
este tipo de luchas, solo. Siempre necesitás de la otra persona. […] Cada 
una tiene sus cosas, como grupo. Una es más pacible, más tranqui, otra 
piensa un poco más, la otra es más, como yo que es mas Grrrr!! Jaja! Y cada 
una tiene lo suyo, y por eso llegamos a donde llegamos.. […] Pero pienso 
tambien que son los años que venimos en la lucha. Pienso tambien que son 
las personas que se nos han acercado. Pienso que tambien no dejamos de 
trabajar nunca. Y que nos va a llevar mucho tiempo más todavía. Y lo que 
más queremos es que la juventud siga […] 
(Grupo de Madres’ member, personal interview, November 27, 2014). 

As the member explains, the struggle is not over. Their current aim has shifted 

from their goals in previous years, when their main objective was to share their 

knowledge rooted in their lived experiences and motherhood. Today they are focusing 

more on awareness-raising and educating others so that they can learn from the struggle 

of Ituzaingó Anexo. The following two excerpts speak to this:   
   

Member A - Now it is about education, awareness. It’s to make people aware, 
precisely because, those who are going to follow us are the young people! 
Because we are not going to last forever. And we need to leave our seed, so 
that they can keep going. But yes, [our mission now] is to go have talks at 
schools, high schools, elementary, at the universities. And it’s so beautiful 
when you’re talking, and they listen to you! And the teenagers, specifically. 
Even if there are 40 children and only one of those approaches us, to us is an 
achievement! For me it is a celebration when a kid comes to ask us 
something, or to say ‘mothers what can we do?’ That is lovely! So, that is our 
struggle. 
 
Miembro A - Sí, ahora es la educación, la concientización, concientizar. Es 
concientizar, justamente para, los que nos van a seguir son los jóvenes! Y 
nosotras no somos eternas. Tenemos que dejar nuestra semilla, para que 
ellos puedan seguir adelante. Pero sí, es hacer la charla de los colegios, la 
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secundaria, la primaria, en las universidades. Yes tan lindo cuando vos estas 
hablando y que te escuchen! Sobre todo los adolescents. De 40, uno que se 
acerque para nosotros es un gran logro! Pero para mi es una fiets un chico 
que se acerque a preguntarte o decir 'mamas, ¿qué podemos hacer?' Eso, eso 
hermoso! Asi que bueno, esa es nuestra lucha. 
(Grupo de Madres’ member, personal interview, November 29, 2014).  

 
Member B - The struggle [back then] was to know what we didn’t want, 
which was the fumigations. Unfortunately, they fumigated us, and sickened 
us. The fight today is to create a board of the afflicted. The first fight is that 
they recognize us as victims. […] But not only us, but all those who are 
exposed to pesticides, and that fumigations stop! 
 
Miembro B – La lucha fue saber qué es lo que no queríamos, que era que no 
nos fumiguen. Lamentablemente nos fumigaron, nos enfermaron. La lucha 
hoy es formar una mesa de afectados. La perimera lucha es que nos 
reconozcan como afectados. […] Pero no solamente a nosotros, sino todas 
las personas que estan expuestas a los agroquímicos, y que no nos fumiguen! 
(Grupo de Madres’ member, personal interview, November 15, 2014).   

As the women indicate, education has become their number one priority in the last 

couple of years. During my time working with the group, they were invited to speak on 

13 different occasions at schools, universities, and academic congresses throughout 

Argentina. The mothers were also approached by local (Córdoba, Buenos Aires) and 

international (from Spain, Germany, Morocco) reporters interested in reporting their 

story, and they welcomed these opportunities.   

Informing politicians is another important, current objective. During fieldwork, I 

was able to join the Grupo de Madres in a series of meetings with Córdoba legislators. 

The main reason for these meetings was to seek support from government officials for the 

creation of a public civil society group to be named the ‘Environmentally Afflicted’ 

(Afectados Ambientales). This was a strategic move by the Madres to use the language of 

the state reflected in the recently updated Provincial Environmental Policy Law, in their 

favor. Within the ‘Actions of Environmental Health’ chapter, the new law describes the 

creation of a new Five-Year Health and Environment Plan. This Plan is to be created by 
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the Ministry of Water, Environment and Public Services together with the Ministry of 

Health with the participation of academic and scientific organizations. The main 

objective of the Plan is to “carry out proposals targeted to minimize prejudicial health 

effects that can result from any actions conducted on the environment” (Ley de Política 

Ambiental Provincial, Article 85, 2014). Furthermore, the plan should: (a) identify and 

measure environmental risk factors that could cause any alterations to human health, 

emphasizing illnesses such as cancer, respiratory diseases, endocrine and neurological; 

(b) create a risk map that identifies and analyses the measures to minimize health 

impacts; (c) for every risk factor identified and analyzed, propose strategies of 

coordinated efforts between the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Water, Environment and 

Public Services, Municipalities and communities to effectively face any sanitary 

environmental problem; and (d) analyze the principal causes of sickness and death in 

Córdoba Province and the environmental factors associated with them.   

The Madres have had several meetings with other community organizations, 

researchers and friends to discuss the law and how it affects them. Together, they found 

some important flaws in the law: first, the law speaks extensively about prevention but 

does not mention the people who have already been harmed by projects that negatively 

affect the environment. Second, there is no detailed explanation regarding local and 

community participation for the creation of the Five-Year Plan. Because of these 

limitations in the law, the Grupo de Madres and others decided that an ‘environmentally 

afflicted’ civil society group should be formed to participate in the creation and 

implementation of the Five-Year Health and Environmental Plans. The Grupo de Madres’ 

members contacted legislators and asked for meetings to discuss the development of this 

group.   
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One of the first meetings they had was with legislator Santiago Clavijo. Clavijo 

has been involved in many environmental bills and is known for his advocacy in 

environmental causes. A researcher and professor at UNC who is very close with the 

Grupo de Madres, Dr. Berger put the mothers in contact with the legislator. On 

September 8 of 2014 the Madres met with the legislator Clavijo to discuss the creation of 

the civil group. The following is an excerpt of the dialogue during that meeting: 
 

Madre A - “You know what the problem is? That while they play with time, 
they play with the health of the people. Because in Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo, 
ok, they don’t sow anymore, but as time passes there are more cases, more 
sick people. This is a working people barrio, people who have obra social 
[government health insurance], and even with it, sometimes the insurance 
does not cover certain health studies. I mean, this is an issue! The issue here 
is the people! There are children that are born with malformations. We can’t 
say that because they don’t sow anymore, then the problem has been fixed. 
No! The problem is still there! The other day, on Thursday, a mom comes to 
my house, crying, desperate, because her baby possibly has cystic fibrosis. A 
seven-month child. What do we do with this? What? While the Justice is, still 
studying, for two years, to see if this [to fumigate] is a crime or not. We want 
the Causa Madre to begin, so that at least those parents get something! 
Because, regrettably, they are playing with the health of the children. I’m is 
already old, and [if something happens] well, I’m done! But what about the 
children?  
[…] 
Legislator Santiago Clavijo – Wait, so that I can read it [the part of the 
Provincial Environmental Policy Law that describes the Five-Year Plan]. 
This is a big issue. All this stuff about health issues that is included in the 
new law, the truth is that it is something very new in the country, because it 
was not there before. […] the reality is that now there are so many laws. For 
example, the environmental laws we have in Córdoba are very good, the 
problem is that no one pays attention to them, no one enforces them, no one 
implements anything! In other words, that’s what happens with the laws, 
right? Not because a new law comes out it means that the problem will be 
solved, not even the issue that made that law come out in the first place! I 
mean, this law needs to be validated, make it effective… […] That is the 
issue. 
[…] 
Legislator Santiago Clavijo – Well, there are various things here. One thing 
that is stated here [in the law] is the environmental impacts assessment for 
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new projects under development, and then the five-year plan, which is what 
we’re talking about now. That is, the government, what have we tried to do 
with this? That the government gets involved with this topic. I mean, it can’t 
be that the state doesn’t have information or can’t follow-up on these things! 
That there are private studies that measure the air quality or private studies 
that say that the Departments at the east of the Province, which are the sojero 
[soybean] Departments, and there the cases of cancer double the values of the 
whole Province, and that the state does not… how is the state not doing 
something? Or just how it happened to you [Madres] that have had to go to 
the Justice System so that the quality of the air you breath can be measured! I 
mean, how is it that the state will not, can’t do that? That is the intention this 
has, to implicate the state in all this. 
[…] 
Madre – The state does not take care [of the affected]! […] What do you 
think [of all this]? It seems you’re very thoughtful about all this! [she laughs] 
  
Santiago Clavijo – No, it’s just that I am thinking how to give some shape to 
all these things… With the implementation of the Law, we have been able to 
add things that we didn’t even imagine we would be able to add, it’s just 
that… So, let’s see how we can… I was thinking to ask for a hearing with the 
Ministry of Health and start there, pushing the Ministry with these things… 
Because regardless, there are things that have to… how is it that the state is 
not taking care of this?  
 
Madre A - ¿Sabés cuál es el tema? es que mientras ellos juegan con el 
tiempo, juegan con la salud de la gente. Porque allá en Barrio Ituzaingó, 
está bien, no siembran, no se fumiga, pero cada vez hay más casos, cada vez 
hay más gente enferma. Es un barrio donde vive gente trabajadora, gente 
que tiene obra social y a veces los estudios no les cubre. Osea, es todo un 
tema, es todo un tema! El caso es la gente! Hay niños que nacen con 
malformaciones! No es solo que decís 'no, no siembran más y se terminó el 
problema'. No! Sigue! El otro día, el Jueves, fue a mi casa una mama 
llorando desesperada, pobrecita, que tiene su hijo con posible fibrosis 
quística. Un niño de 7 meses. Entonces, ¿cómo se hace ahí? Mientras que la 
Justicia pasó dos años esperando a ver si esto es un delito o no... Nosotros 
queremos que llegue la Causa Madre, que llegue ese juicio, que por lo menos 
le de algo a esos padres! Porque, lamentablemente, acá se esta jugando con 
la salud de los chicos! Uno grande, bueno ya esta! Pero, ¿los chicos? 
[…] 
Santiago Clavijo - Pará, así lo leo [lee para sí el plan]. Esto es un tema. 
Todo este tema de toda la cuestión de salud que está puesta en la nueva ley, 
en realidad es algo muy novedoso en el país, porque no estaba. […] en 
realidad las leyes ahora hay tantas leyes. Por ejemplo, las leyes ambientales 
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que tenemos en órdoba son muy buenas, el tema es que nadie le da bolas, 
nadie las aplica, nadie ejecuta nada. Osea, con las leyes pasa eso, ¿no? No 
porque salga una ley se soluciona un problema, ni siquiera el problema que 
origina esa ley! Osea, hay que poner en vigencia la ley, hacerla efectiva […] 
El tema de esto. 
[…] 
Sanriago Clavijo - Bueno son varias cosas. Una cosa que está desarrollado 
aca es la evaluación de impacto en salud para nuevos proyectos que se estén 
desarrollando, y después el plan quinquenal que es un poco lo que estamos 
charlando ahora. Osea, el gobierno, ¿nosotros qué hemos querido hacer con 
esto? Que el gobierno se involucre en este tema. Osea, no puede ser que el 
estado no tenga información y seguimiento de estas cosas! Que haya estudios 
privados que midan el aire que respiramos o estudios privados que digan que 
en los departamentos del este de la provincia, que son los departamentos 
sojeros, los casos de cáncer duplican a la media de toda la provincia, osea y 
que el estado no… ¿cómo no lo va a hacer el estado eso? O como les paso a 
ustedes que han tenido que ir a la Justicia para qu le midan el aire que 
respiran! Osea, ¿cómo el estado no va, no va a poder hacer eso? Esa es la 
intención que tiene, involucrar al estado en esto. 
[…] 
Madre A – El estado no se hace cargo! […] ¿Qué opina usted? que lo veo 
está muy pensativo [se ríe] 
 
Santiago Clavijo - No, es que estoy pensando cómo darle forma a estas 
cosas... Con el tema de la ley hemos metido cosas que ni nos imaginábamos 
que ibamos a poder meter, básicamente es eso. Entonces, que frente a esto 
veamos cómo... Lo que estaba pensando era pedir una audiencia en el 
Ministerio de Salud y empezar ahí apurando al Ministro con estas cosas. 
Porque independientemente de esto hay cosas que hay que... ¿cómo el estado 
no se va a hacer cargo? Pero, ¿cómo el estado no se va a hacer cargo de 
estas cosas? Osea, la respuesta no puede ser 'andá a hacer juicio' 
¿Entendés? Esa no puede ser la respuesta. 
(Meeting between Grupo de Madres and Legislator Santiago Clavijo, 
September 8, 2014). 

  

It is important to unpack some of the themes presented in the previous exchange 

between the Madres and the legislator Clavijo. First, the mother lays out the situation of 

the Barrio as an ongoing struggle. Contrary to what some might think, Ituzaingó Anexo is 

still plagued with pressing health issues stemming from pesticide use in adjacent fields. 
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Even though the fumigations have stopped, the effects of past contamination are still very 

much present. They know this because the health impacts are part of their everyday 

reality. The state, as she suggests, has the luxury of taking their time to deliberate on 

ratifying the verdict of the 2012 trial143. The illnesses, on the other hand, will not wait. In 

other words, the residents of the Barrio have become patients of the state, and ‘to wait’ is 

an act of political domination that re-creates the subordination of poor classes in 

Argentina (Auyero, 2013). In making them wait, the state acts as if the time and efforts of 

the residents of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo are not valuable. However, in this case we are 

not just talking about time, but about lives. Second, the legislator notes a conflict of 

knowledge production between the state and the Grupo de Madres. He recognizes and 

values the knowledge the mothers bring, and does not understand why the state has not 

responded to the situation. This is another instance where we can see the tensions of a 

fragmented state at different levels of state practice, as explained by Gupta (1995) and 

Yang (2005). While some state actors follow a rational vision of development and 

planning, others see the importance of alternative forms of knowledge based on local, 

lived experiences. Lastly, the legislator also realizes there is a “translation problem” 

(MacCallum, 2008) with the laws, in the sense that the health impacts identified by the 

Madres cannot be legitimized since they have not been subject to scientific validation. 

Clavijo states that a new law might not be able to resolve the issues the mothers have 

been struggling with for more than a decade.  How, then, does one incorporate the views, 

experiences, and perspectives that come from lived experiences into the language of the 

law? In the end, once more, Clavijo does not know how to act and opts to organize 

another meeting. Again, the mothers have to wait.    

                                                
143 By the time of this interview, the verdict of the 2012 trial was still pending. The High Court 
was still deliberating the decision. They finally ratified the verdict in May of 2015. 
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By the end, Santiago Clavijo seems optimistic about creating a public working 

group to participate in the development of the Five-Year Health and Environment Plan, 

as described in the updated Provincial Environmental Policy Law. However, by the date 

of this writing, the ‘environmentally afflicted’ working group has not been created and 

there is no information about the status of the commission in charge of creating the Plan.  

A couple of weeks after meeting with Clavijo, the Grupo de Madres met with 

another legislator, Liliana Montero (Illustration 8.1). This encounter did not go as 

smoothly as the meeting with Clavijo, and the Madres felt that the functionary was not 

really listening to their claims. Below is an excerpt that captures an important part of the 

dialogue: 
 

Madre – The problem is that, there is prevention, but what do we do with 
those who are already sick? Because the [new] law talks about prevention, 
which I think is great! […] but what do you do with the people who are 
already sick? Like in Barrio Ituzaingó, which is an example of this. Although 
there are many places that have the same problem, and maybe worse. There, 
in Barrio Ituzaingó, there are people who knock on our doors because we are 
from the Grupo de Madres, and they say ‘I can’t get a [medical] appointment’ 
or ‘I got a [medical] appointment but it’s in three months’. And the disease 
does not wait, the cancer, will not wait! 
[…] 
There are people who don’t even have money to take their sick kid to the 
doctor, because of transportation costs! These are the type of things that the 
law overlooks, which has to do with the damage that has been caused already, 
and it’s not [a damage] for two, three months; it’s for the rest of your life!  
[…] 
Legislator Liliana Montero – Do you have some sort of census or survey with 
the amount of families, affected, elderly, minors… Has that been completed? 

 
Madre – You know? We have been working on this for 12 years. And you 
want me to tell you the truth? We are tired, of getting surveyed, of hearing 
‘yes, there is x amount of people sick here’, of hearing ‘oh, here you have 
this’. You know what we need? That people have somewhere to go to get 
checked! Not have to wait three months to get an appointment. A cancer will 
not wait for you those three months. A kid that has a malformation can’t wait 
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three months for an appointment, or to take a bunch of paperwork to get a 
medicine. Or have to do a bake sale so that they can go to the doctor because 

 

 
Illustration 8.1. Meeting with Legislator Liliana Montero. 

they have no money for transportation. To beg [for money]! Then, what, why 
are we here? It’s good what the law says, on protection, but what do we say 
about those that have already been affected? We are not just talking about 
Barrio Ituzaingó, that is just one of them, I don’t know if I should say 
‘example’ [the Barrio]… But there are a lot of people in the Province of 
Córdoba that is having a worse time than us! And they don’t have any help, 
for medicines, doctors, not even able to say ‘every month I will earn 3,000 
pesos to buy medicines’, which anyways will not cover everything! I don’t 
know if I’m being understood. I mean, that is what we are trying to [she is 
interrupted] 
 
An assistant of the Legislator – It’s fine, but is there a registry, a census, a list 
of the affected?  

 
Madre – You want me to tell you the truth? We are sick, tired of being 
studied, ‘yes, there are affected’ or ‘no, there’s no affected people’ [she is 
interrupted] 
 
Legislator Liliana Montero – I want to explain the following to you. I 
understand completely what you are presenting. I have not been involved in 
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the issue of Barrio Ituzaingó. From what I understand, and you, being from 
there, know that sometimes there have been frictions [she refers to some 
women who was part of the group in the past]… so then, I don’t know… We 
are legislators since 2011, yes? And we have tried to get involved in every 
issue in every vulnerable sector, say, vulnerable population.  And, the first 
contact, beyond getting together with Medardo [Ávila]… at the trial, to have 
been in the resistance tent during the trial, to have lent what was within our 
power, to pay for sound for the marches… […] This is the first time I have a 
conversation with you guys, like we are having now! And I am happy about 
that.  
[…] 
So when I asked for the data, and I understand that you guys are tired, it’s 
because we can arrange, like Santiago [Clavijo] said and he asked for a 
meeting with the Ministry [of Health] specifically on this topic, because he 
had been with you guys… We made the arrangements, we are going to have a 
meeting with him. Now, if I was the Minister I would say ‘look, Liliana, all 
those who have cancer, there is the [name of hospital] that works with cancer 
patients’. I mean, how do I discriminate among all these groups and say 
‘well, let’s see, Ituzaingó Anexo has priority, Porta has priority, the flooded 
communities have priority, the ones that are affected by sewers have 
priority… I mean, priority for health [issues] is so important, it’s so big!! So, 
why are we asking for the data? Because for us it would be much easier to 
tell the Minister ‘we need this and this and this [person]’ and if it doesn’t 
exist, let’s create a special devise. I can’t advocate for everyone! For me the 
optimal would be, for us, that the health system works, and that you or you or 
you or anyone in the Province would not have to wait three month to get an 
appointment or get an oncological treatment. That would be ideal. So what 
we need to evaluate is what are the things that we can do, and in that meeting 
with the Minister tell him ‘look, we have to create a special method for these 
people’, precisely because of those things you are saying! Because you have 
been with this issue for 12 years and it can’t be that you have to go ask for an 
appointment every time something happens. A special procedure for this 
group, independent from the law, which is a different category, since your 
struggles is prior to this new law […] That’s why we ask, what can we do to 
help effectively? How can we do it? If we say ‘ok, the people from Barrio 
Ituzaingó, who are they, how many, what are their issues?’ I’m not even 
asking you to conduct another survey, I guess what I am asking is for 
whichever registry you already have, whichever. […] We need to identity the 
population we need! If the lists exist we have see how we can make the 
Minister understand that there needs to be a special method in place for these 
people. [Her tone is very scolding and intimidating (Personal note)]”  
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Madre - El tema es que, esta la prevencion, ¿y qué se hace con la gente que 
ya esta enferma? Porque la ley habla de prevención, que me parece bárbaro! 
[…] pero ¿qué se hacen con las personas que ya están enfermas? Como 
Barrio Ituzaingó, que es un ejemplo de esto, y hay muchos lugares que tienen 
el mismo problema, y quizás peor. Allá, en el Barrio Ituzaingó, hay gente que 
como nosotros somos del grupo nos tocan la puerta [y dicen] 'no tengo 
dónde sacar un turno', o 'me dan un turno y me dan de acá a tres meses', y la 
enfermedad, el cáncer, no te espera! ¿Entendés? 
[…] 
Hay personas que no tienen a veces ni para llevarlo al chico al médico, 
hacer un viaje! Entonces, eso es lo que no se contempla en la ley, es el daño 
que te causaron, y no es un daño que te dura dos, tres meses... es un daño 
para toda tu vida!  
[…] 
Legislator Liliana Montero - Tienen un censo medianamente hecho sobre la 
cantidad de familias, afectados, mayores, menores… ¿Ese relevamiento está 
hecho? 
Madre - ¿Sabé que pasa? Nosotros hace 12 años que venimos trabajando. Y 
¿quiere que le diga la verdad? Estamos cansadas, de que nos hagan censos, 
que digan 'sí, acá hay tanta [cantidad] gente enferma', que digan que ‘acá 
hay esto’. ¿Nosotros sabe lo que necesitamos? Que vaya la gente y tenga 
dónde hacerse atender! Que no tenga que esperar tres meses para que te den 
un turno. Un cáncer no te espera tres meses. Un niño que tiene una 
malformación no puede esperar tres meses para que le den un turno, o llevar 
un montón de papeles para que te den una droga. O hacer venta de 
empanadas para vos, para que tenga esa señora o ese señor para que pueda 
ir al médico porque no tiene dinero para viajar. Mendigar! Entonces, ¿por 
qué estamos aqui? Está bien lo que dice la ley, de la protección, de todo, 
pero qué se habla de los afectados? No estamos hablando de Barrio 
Ituzaingó, es una de las partes, no se si decir 'ejemplo'... Pero hay mucha 
gente de la provincia de Córdoba que la está pasando peor quizás que 
nosotros. Y que no tiene ayuda, ni en medicina, ni en medicamentos, ni 
siquiera decir 'todos los meses voy a cobrar aunque sea 3,000 pesos para 
comprar los remedios', que ni siquiera te va a alcanzar! No se si me explico. 
Osea, eso es lo que nosotros estamos [la interrumpen] 
Asistente de la legisladora – Está bien, ¿pero existe el registro, el censo, la 
lista, la nomina de los afectados? 
Madre - ¿Quieres que te diga la verdad? Nosotros ya estamos hartos, 
cansados de que nos hagan tantos estudios, si hay afectados, no hay 
afectados [es interrumpida otra vez] 
Legisladora Liliana Montero - Yo lo que te quiero explicar es lo siguiente. Yo 
entiendo perfectamente lo que estas planteando. No he estado  en la 
problematica de Barrio Ituzaingó. Tengo entendido que ademas ha sido, 
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ustedes que son de ahí saben, que a veces ha habido dificultades […]  
entonces yo no se… Nosotros somos legisladores desde el año 2011, ¿si? Y 
hemos intentado involucrarnos en todas las problemáticas que tienen los 
sectores más vulnerables, digamos, de la población. Y, yo el primer contacto, 
y más allá de haberme juntado muchas veces con Medardo [Ávila]... del 
juicio, de haber ido a la carpa cuando fue el juicio, de haber llevado lo que 
estuviese a nuestro alcance de pagar sonido cuando hacen las marchas... Yo 
es la primera vez que tengo con ustedes una conversación así, como la que 
estamos teniendo, ¿si? Y de verdad que me alegro.  
[…] 
Entonces, cuando les preguntaba los datos, y entiendo que ustedes estén 
cansados, es que nosotros podemos conseguir, como dijo Santiago [Clavijo] 
y pidió que gestinaramos una reunión con el Ministro, especificamente para 
este tema, porque habia estado con ustedes, nosotros hicimos la gestión, 
vamos a tener una reunion con el Ministro. Ahora, yo ministro digo, 'mirá, 
Liliana, todos los que tienen cáncer, están en Urrutia, que es el hospital que 
trabaja el cáncer'. Digo, cómo hago para discriminar todos estos grupos, y 
decir, 'no bueno a ver, tiene prioridad Ituzaingó, tiene prioridad Porta, 
tienen prioridad los inundados, tienen prioridad los que se les levantan las 
cloacas, tienen prioridad.... Digo, la prioridad en salud es tan grande, es tan 
grande!! Entonces, ¿por qué pedimos los datos? Porque para nosotros sería 
mucho más fácil decirle al Ministro 'necesitamos que acá esta, esta, esta 
[persona]... […] Yo no puedo pedir por todos!¿Si? Porque para mí lo óptimo 
sería, para nosotros lo óptimo sería que el sistema de salud funcione, ni que 
vos ni que vos, ni que nadie de esta provinci tenga que esperar tres meses un 
turno para hacerse un tratamiento oncológico. Eso seria lo idea. Lo ideal no 
existe. Entonces lo que tenemos que tratar es ver qué nosotros podemos 
hacer. Y en esa reunión con el Ministro decirle, 'mire, [a] estas personas hay 
que crearles un dispositivo especial', por esto que vos decís! Porque hace 12 
años que vienen con la problemática, porque no puede ser que tengan que ir 
a sacar turno cada vez que pasa algo. Cual es el dispositivo especial para 
este grupo independientemente de la ley que es un rango aparte y que rige a 
partir de ahora, digamos, la problematica de ustedes es previa a la ley.[…] 
Por eso simplemente preguntamos cómo hacemos nosotros para efectivisar 
la ayuda ¿Cómo hacemos, si decimos 'a ver, la gente Barrio Ituzaingó, 
quienes son? ¿Cuántos son? ¿Cuáles son las problemáticas? Ni si quiera te 
digo que los censen de nuevo, por ahí lo que estoy pidiendo es el registro que 
haya, el que haya.[…] Necesitamos identificar la población a la que 
necesitamos! Si los registros estan de anterior tenemos que ver cómo 
hacemos para que el Ministro entienda que tiene que haber un dispositivo 
especifico para la gente -- [su tono es bastante de regaño e intimidante, 
como un altercado personal – notas personales] 
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(meeting between the Madres and Legislator Liliana Montero, September 23, 
2014).   

 

This conversation is highly relevant for the overarching theme of this research: 

the conflict between different forms of knowledge production. First, the mother presents 

the legislator Montero with the current situation of Ituzaingó Anexo, referring to her 

knowledge as a resident and as a member of the Grupo de Madres who has been engaged 

in this struggle for more than 10 years. The exchange with the legislator clearly illustrates 

that such situated knowledge is inadequate from the perspective of the state: the state 

requires scientifically based, rational knowledge, and, furthermore, there is never enough 

such knowledge produced to satisfy the demands of the state. Regardless of the numerous 

studies that have been completed and the surveys that have been conducted or 

commissioned by the state, the legislator still needs more information from the group, i.e. 

information that is scientifically verifiable and hence ‘rigorous,’ rather based on ‘what 

they know’ through experience. The burden of proof is placed on the subject. It is the 

members of the Grupo de Madres who need to obtain the information that the state will 

be able to validate. Any other form of information, such as the experiential knowledge of 

the mothers who live there, is not acceptable.  

By the end of the meeting, Legislator Montero committed to meet with the 

Ministry of Health to bring up the issues of the Barrio. Montero agreed that it was 

important to start a civil group for the environmentally afflicted, and she said she would 

bring the health conditions in Ituzaingó to the Minister’s attention. Unfortunately, the 

Madres never heard back from Montero and do not know if the meeting with the Ministry 

of Health ever took place.  

In addition to meeting with legislators and government officials, the Madres had 

meetings with the doctors from the Barrio’s Health Clinic. During my fieldwork in 2014, 
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the team of doctors was helping the Madres update a health map for Ituzaingó Anexo. 

The doctors also helped them draft letters to various government officials, asking for 

more medical supplies and personnel given the detrimental conditions of the Clinic. The 

relationship between the Madres and the doctors of the Clinic was very strong. In 2002, 

the Grupo de Madres had asked the Municipal government to open a medical office in the 

Barrio given the health situation facing the residents. That same year the mothers located 

a house for rent in Ituzaingó Anexo that would later become the first Health Clinic of the 

Barrio. By March 2007, the Clinic moved out of the rented house and relocated to its own 

building, next to the main plaza of the Anexo section (Illustration 8.2).  

The mothers worked with doctors from the clinic for several months, updating the 

health map. Unfortunately, in February 2015 the office that housed the map and most of 

the patients’ clinical health histories caught fire, with foul play suspected. The hard work 

completed jointly by the Madres and doctors was lost.    
   



 192 

 
Illustration 8.2. Health Clinic of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo (UPAS 28). 

 

Another important meeting took place November 17, 2014, when the Madres 

spoke with the new president of the Neighborhood Association. For years, the Madres did 

not have a good relationship with the former president, whose decisions regarding the 

barrio were strongly influenced by political connections with government officials. The 

new president, however, wanted to reach out to the various organizations and groups 

within the Barrio, including the Madres. The discussion turned out to be a positive 

experience, with the new elected president describing his first memories of the women 

from 10 years ago when they would knock on every door trying to complete a health 

survey. Both parties understood the importance of working together to serve the people in 

their community. The meeting concluded with an agenda: the Neighborhood Association 

would support the Madres’ activities in the Barrio, they will cooperate on topics that 
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affect community members, and the Madres will participate in Neighborhood meetings in 

order to present their organization and their work.    

ACTIVISM OF THE GRUPO DE MADRES 

In 2014 the Madres began a new initiative, the Concentración de los Barbijos 

(Facemask Manifestation). Through this activity, they would convey their knowledge 

concerning the situation in Ituzaingó Anexo to the public in Plaza San Martín, which is 

the main plaza of the city. Starting in June of 2014, the Madres walked around the Plaza 

holding the group’s banner on the 19th of every month. While walking, the Madres 

handed out small flyers with information on the health situation of the barrio and a brief 

explanation of the 2012 trial (Illustration 8.3). For the most part, the walks were silent, 

but on various occasion a megaphone was lent to the group by other activists and friends 

who have been working with the group for years. When the megaphone was available, 

the Madres would be hesitant to talk because they felt shy and didn’t know what to say. 

Mauricio, a very close friend of the women who is also an academic and activist, would 

start talking, and then press the Madres to take the lead. Below is an excerpt from one of 

the Madres as she talked over a megaphone on September 19th of 2014, explaining who 

they are and why they are doing the demonstration in the Plaza:      
 
We are from the Grupo de Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. For 12 years 
we have been fighting against the environmental pollution in the Barrio. We 
make this march every 19th of the month at 18:00hrs to demand to the 
Supreme Court of Justice, to remember that there are a lot of sick people, that 
there needs to be a firm verdict to the people that have polluted our lives for 
various years, and that the people are still sick, with very serious illnesses 
such as cancer, children with malformations, who are born with very terrible 
health issues... and even today [the situation] is very dire. We are here, we are 
here making these rounds, asking the Justice to finally sentence these people 
so that the Causa Madre doesn't fall through, just like all the official 
complaints that one makes and are just left in a drawer. We ask the Supreme 
Court of Justice to condemn these people from the 2012 trial so that the 
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Causa Madre can continue. So that all of us who are polluted from Barrio 
Ituzaingó Anexo can have a worthy life. We need the support of all of 
Córdoba citizens to make these rounds, every 19th at 18:00hrs in the Plaza 
San Martín. That all Córdoba citizens support us. This is everyone’s' 
problem, not only for the residents of Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. 
 
Somos del Grupo de Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. Hace 12 años que 
venimos luchando contra la contaminación ambiental del barrio. Hacemos 
esta marcha todos los 19 de cada mes a las 18 horas para reclamarle al 
Tribunal Superior de Justicia de que se recuerde de que hay mucha gente que 
está enferma, de que tiene que haber una condena para esta gente que nos ha 
contaminado de hace varios años, y que la gente sigue enferma, con 
enfermedades gravísimas, como el cáncer, malformación de niños, que nacen 
con terribles enfermedades. Y hasta el día de hoy, es muy grave. Estamos 
aquí, estamos aquí haciendo esta ronda, pidiendole a la Justicia de que 
condene a estas personas, para que la Causa Madre no quede en la nada, 
como todas las denuncias que uno hace y quedan cajoneadas. Le pedimos al 
Tribunal Superior de Justicia que condene a estas personas del juicio del 
2012, para que la Causa Madre pueda seguir adelante. Para que todas stas 
personas que estamos contaminados del Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo, puedan 
tener una vida digna. Necesitamos el apoyo de todos los cordobeses para 
hacer estas rondas, todos los 19 a las 18 horas en la Plaza San Martín. Que 
todos los cordobeses nos apoyen. Que es un problema de todos, no solamente 
de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. 
(Concentración de Barbijos, September 19, 2014). 

 

As the quote shows, the Madres talked about their struggle, the illnesses, the lack 

of attention by the state, and the delay in the final verdict of the 2012 trial. In doing this, 

the mothers were appropriating a public space to share their stories, their experiences, 

and their knowledge regarding the health issues of their Barrio. They were making their 

claims visible while confronting a fragmented state which has not fully acknowledged 

their presence. They have, literally, put their bodies on the line. This action of poner el 

cuerpo (to put the body on the line) is common in Argentina, and the mothers ponen el 

cuerpo to show their serious commitment to their cause while at the same time breaking 

gendered expectation for action (Sutton, 2007). In calling on others to join in their cause, 

they are also appealing to the experiences and alternative forms of knowledge of people 
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in the plaza: maybe they have a relative from Ituzaingó Anexo or a friend whose 

community is being fumigated elsewhere in the province. The important fact, as she says 

during the Concentración, is that this problem is not limited to Ituzaingó Anexo but also 

affects others in one way or the other.    

  

 
Illustration 8.3. Flyer from the Concentración de Barbijos. 
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After talking through the megaphone, the mother turned to me and said “I get so 

nervous!” before laughing, visibly flustered. In addition to speaking and handing out 

flyers, each of the Grupo de Madres’ member wears an apron that bears the group’s logo: 

a mother holding a child in her arms. They also wear a barbijo, a face mask, just like 

those used by people in the Barrio on people who were ill or had cancer. Those 

participating with them in the Concentración also get a barbijo to wear and signs to hold 

that portray various slogans, such as ‘We are not plants, so we don’t need to be 

fumigated’, all related to the Barrio and its problems (Illustration 8.4-8.5).  

The year 2015 marked a new and exciting chapter for the group. On January 3 the 

local newspaper La Voz del Interior announced that “Madres de Ituinzagó have legal 

status”144. As a civil association, the group has more opportunities to raise funds 

strengthen their national and international network. The symbol of a mother with a child 

in her arms is now their legally recognized symbol (Illustration 8.5).  

 

                                                
144 “Madres de Ituzaingó tienen personería juridica”. La Voz del Interior (Córdoba, Argentina). 
3 de Enero, 2015. La Voz del Interior digital archives. 
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Illustration 8.4. Concentración de Barbijos in Plaza San Martín (2014) 
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Illustration 8.4. Marching around the Plaza, Concentración de Barbijos (2014). 
 

Later that same year, the month of June marked the first anniversary of the 

Concentración de Barbijos. To honor it, the Madres decided to move the march from the 

Plaza to the grounds of the Palace of Justice (Illustration 8.6). This move made the group 

visible to the government officials and others that worked in the building, some of whom 

were still deliberating the verdict of the 2012 trial. During a short visit in August 2015, I  



 199 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Illustration 8.5. Asociación Civíl Grupo de Madres de Ituzaingó Anexo. 

was able to participate in the latest Concentración. The Madres explained that being on 

the grounds of the Palace of Justice was a better strategy and hoped their presence would 

put further pressure on government officials. One of the mothers explained that 

sometimes employees shout at them from the building windows, asking them to stop 

chanting or speaking through the megaphone. Others simply close the windows 

altogether. To the mothers, however, these actions by the state employees represented 

small victories: it meant that the women had been heard and that the employees would 

talk about them. That was precisely what they wanted to happen: “we are out here, 

outside of the court house, but that flyer goes in, and people see it” explained a member 

to me.  
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Illustration 8.6. Concentración de Barbijos (August 19th, 2015). 

The Concentración de Barbijos reflects the desire of the Madres to educate 

younger generations about the pollution and contamination issues of their Barrio. They 

hope that spreading knowledge about the impacts of the production process of GM 

soybean, specifically, will generate changes in the future. During my time in Córdoba, 
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the Madres were able to give talks in four different schools (including the Universidad de 

Córdoba) and present in five conferences or symposiums145. Below is an excerpt from the 

Q&A during their presentation at the Instituto San Jerónimo (Illustration 8.7):  
 

Student – How has the state reacted to the situation in the barrio, to the 
claims of the Madres? 
 
Madre – “Ignoring, denying. Every study that was made happened because 
we asked for them, by making blockades, mobilizing so they would be 
conducted, to get the results back. And even then, having the results 
describing the different pollutants present [in the Barrio], they kept denying 
it. So much that today, in the field where there used to be soybean, there is a 
new barrio with people living in it, they sold [the land] to people saying it 
was not polluted. But nothing was done to clean that soil, and the soil is still 
the same. So that gives you an idea on how the state reacts. Giving houses in 
a place they know is polluted. […] 
 
Student – So the state is indifferent? 
 
Madre – Yes, […] There are big interests here at play. Multinationals that 
buy governments, buy doctors, buy… you probably have heard about 
Monsanto, the agreement they did with the School of Agronomy [of the 
UNC]… So, you see, what do we do when we farm? We fertilize the soil, no? 
Then we put the seed, and then we harvest the flower or fruit. These people 
[Monsanto] do the same. What’s their soil? That school [of agronomy]. They 
cultivate so that those professionals can later attend them. So they are at their 
service, and not working for the people.  
 
Student – Is everyone united in the Barrio or are there some people who do 
not support you? 
 
Madre – At first it was very difficult, because people would say that we 
devalued their homes. […] But there were those who believed [us] and those 
who didn’t. Until the trial of 2012. Nowadays there is another mentality. 

                                                
145 The talks took place in the Barrio’s Elementary School (June 23rd), Instituto San Jerónimo Secundario 
(August 29th), Colegio San Pablo Apóstol (November 11th), Universidad Nacional de Córdoba (October 
3rd). The Group was also invited to talk and present at the activity Primavera Sin Monsanto (September 
21st), Political Ecology Symposium (October 3rd), Latin American Congress on Environmental Conflicts 
(CoLCA, October 30th), Environmental Afflictions Symposium (November 26), the Universidad Nacional 
de Córdoba (October 3rd), and for the premier of the movie Desierto Verde in Buenos Aires (August 23rd). 
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There is more awareness, there is more knowledge. […] people now accept 
the problem.  
 
Student – How do you guys manage to live there? What precautions do you 
have to take? 
 
Madre – You can’t take any precautions, because they would fumigate with 
that machine and it was impossible not to breathe it. The water… and this is 
not just Ituzaingó Anexo, let’s make that clear, the water gets polluted, and 
the water reaches everyone! The water, the air, the food! For example, the 
vegetable gets fumigated and in 15 days it’s in the market… There has to be 
control, which is what us, as common citizens, have to demand. Those are the 
preventions we can take. […] For example, we had a garden with vegetables 
and fruits, and when they fumigated they looked like someone had thrown 
hot water on them! And the sensation of your throat being on fire, your 
eyes… it was horrible! Because even though time has passed, and today they 
don’t fumigate next to our houses, those chemicals are still on the soil. 
[…] 
For many, what we are doing [going to the schools] is silly, but the best thing 
to do is to raise awareness, and that you, young people, continue this fight. 
This is our mission. Now doors have opened to us at the schools, at our 
[barrio] school, that we couldn’t do before. To see the children in the Barrio 
work on topics related to contamination, and they already know more than 
us! It’s amazing how they do research! And that child takes it [knowledge] to 
her house, and now the parents are aware of what is going on. It is a type of 
work that you don’t see in the media, but it’s being done. It’s an ant’s work 
that will show results with time. That you guys continue this, that you fight 
for your rights. No one has a reason to come and fumigate you, because you 
are people and have rights.   
 
Estudiante - ¿Cómo ha actuado el estado con su situación, ante las 
denuncias de las madres? 
 
Madre - Ignorando, negando. Todos los estudios que se hicieron, se hicieron 
exigidos por nosotras, cortando rutas, movilizándonos para que los hagan, 
para que nos entreguen los resultados. Y aún así, teniendo los resultados con 
los distintos contaminantes que habían, lo siguen negando. Tal es así que hoy 
en el campo donde se sembraba soja hay un barrio, que ya está la gente 
viviendo ahí, y a la gente se lo vendieron y dijeron 'acá no hay 
contaminación'. No se hizo nada para cambiar la tierra, el suelo sigue siendo 
el mismo. Entonces para que veas como responde el estado. Albergando más 
gente en un lugar que saben que está contaminado. […] 
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Estudiante - ¿Es indiferente el estado? 
 
Madre - Y sí, porque [...] Acá hay grandes intereses. Son multinacioales que 
compran gobiernos, compran médicos, compran... Si ustedes habrán 
escuchado de Monsanto, el acuerdo que ha hecho con la facultad de 
Agronomía... Entonces, viste, ¿nosotros qué hacemos para sembrar? 
Abonamos la tierra,¿no es cierto? Luego ponemos la semilla, luego 
cosechamos las flores o frutas. Estos señores hacen eso. ¿Cuál es la tierra? 
Esa facultad [de Agronomía]. La van cultivando para que esos profesionales 
luego sean servidores de ellos. Etnonces están al servicio de ellos y no de la 
gente. 
 
Estudiante - ¿En el barrio están todos unidos con esta lucha o tambien hay 
sectores que luchan menos o no les interesa? 
 
Madre - En los primeros tiempos era muy difícil, porque la gente decia 'se 
desvalorizan las viviendas'. […] Pero estaba la gente que creía y la gente 
que decía que nosotros desvalorizabamos las viviendas, que no creían. Hasta 
el juicio, hasta el 2012. En este momento es otra la mentalidad de la gente. 
Hay mas conciencia, hay mas conocimiento. […] Aceptan más el problema. 
 
Estudiante - ¿Cómo hacian para vivir ahí? 
 
Madre - no se pueden tomar precauciones, porque fumigaban con esa 
maquina mosquito y era imposible no aspirarlo. El agua... inclusive no 
solamente barrio ituzaingó anexo, eso que quede claro, se contaminan las 
aguas, y el agua llega a todos los seres humanos.. por el agua, por aire, y 
por los alimentos! Por ejemplo, la verdura, se fumiga y a los 15 dias esta en 
la verduleria, entonces no se puede evitar.. Tiene que haber controles, que es 
lo que nosotros como ciudadanos comunes les tenemos que exigir. Esas son 
las unicas prevenciones que podemos tomar. […] Nosotros por ejemplo 
teniamos una quinta con verduras, y cuando fumigaban quedaban como si le 
hubieran echado agua hirviendo! agua caliente. y la sensacion de que te 
quemaba la garganta, de los ojos.. era horrible! es horrible.. porque aun que 
haya pasado el tiempo, que hoy no fumigan hasta el lado de nuestras casas, 
esos agroquimicos siguen en el suelo, no se van! siguen existiendo ahi. 
[…] 
Para muchos, esto que estamos haciendo nosotras [ir a escuelas] es tonto, 
pero la mejor manera es concientizar, que ustedes jóvenes continúen con esta 
lucha. La tarea nuestra es eso, para nosotros aohra se nos ha abierto las 
puertas en las escuelas de nuestro barrio, que antes no se podia hacer. Ver 
que los chicos del barrio trabajen sobre la contaminación y saben mucho 
más que nosotros, que no sabemos nada! Es increíble como investigan! Y ese 
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chico lleva a la casa, entonces el papa tiene conciencia de lo que pasa. Es un 
trabajo que no se ve en los medios de comunicación, pero se hace. Es un 
trabajito de hormiga que con el tiempo se va a ver el resultado. Que ustedes 
sigan, que ustedes defiendan sus derechos, que nadie tiene por qué venir a 
fumigarlos porque ustedes son personas y tienen derechos. 
(Madres at Instituto San Jerónimo Secundario, August 29th, 2014). 
 

Ultimately, educating has become another way of caring for others. As the quote 

above describes, the group has focused on younger generations because they will be able 

to make important changes in the future. The mothers are showing these children the 

importance of local knowledge that you can gain through experience. These children, 

they suggest, are the ones who one day will be deciding the future of the country. Hence, 

the Madres hope that the children will recognize the stories, hardships and knowledge 

gained through lived experiences. The Grupo de Madres, in short, are teaching the 

importance of storytelling as an alternative and valid source of knowledge (Throgmorton, 

2003).  
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Illustrtion 8.7 Madres giving a talk at the Instituto San Jerónimo Secundario (2014). 
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The Grupo de Madres has also been able to educate through various presentations 

at conferences and symposiums (Illustration 8.8). Every talk and presentation I attended 

began with the story of the Barrio and the early days of struggle. The mothers explained 

the tensions with government officials, the actions they took in order to be heard, how 

they asked the government to conduct health studies, and how, afterwards, they also had 

to fight to see the results of those studies. They also shared their own personal stories, 

including the illnesses suffered by their children, family members, and themselves. It was 

for the sick family members that they fought, it was because of them they would not rest. 

They called for others to unite and also fight for their rights, because the battle is not easy 

and cannot be fought alone, but rather alongside others. 

Lastly, the mothers also engage in activities in their Barrio, such as ferias 

(bazaars) and educational forums. These activities help reinforce the ties between 

residents who share a common knowledge of their Barrio. The first bazaar was held on 

September 6, 2014, in the main plaza of Ituzaingó Anexo. The members of the Grupo de 

Madres came up with the idea of a community bazaar just a month before, thinking it 

would be a good way to do fundraising for the group. Moreover, they also recognized 

that many of their residents struggled economically and decided to spread the word 

throughout the barrio: on Saturday September 6, all those who were interested in selling 

arts and crafts, clothes, or any other products, should participate in the Barrio’s first 

bazaar organized by the Grupo de Madres. For the Madres, this was a good opportunity 

to gain visibility and show their neighbors that they care about their barrio. The ferias 

soon became a monthly occurrence, and every month more people would request their 

own table at the bazaar. All of those who signed up were women, accompanied by their 

children and relatives (Illustration 8.9). 
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Illustration 8.8. Grupo de Madres giving various presentations. 
Top: Grupo de Madres at the CoLCA, October 30th, 2014. 
Bottom left: Madres at the Universidad Nacional de Córdoba (October 3rd, 2014).  
Bottom right: Madres at the Environmental Afflictions Symposium, IIFAP (November 26th, 2014). 
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Illustration 8.9. Ferias in Ituzaingó Anexo (2014). 

 

After gaining legal status as a civil association, the Madres began organizing 

forums oriented towards environmental education and action called ‘Ciclos de 

Autoformación’ (Self-Development Cycles) in the Barrio. The first forum took place 

during August and September 2015 and included three interrelated workshops or talks: 1) 

an open discussion titled ‘Unión de Luchas en Defensa de la Vida y la Salud’ (Union of 

Struggles in Defense of Life and Health), organized by a nearby community (August 16th, 

2015); 2) the workshop ‘Creando Comunidad y Movilización’ (Building Community and 

Mobilization), organized by the Madres and myself146 (August 29th, 2015) and lastly; 3) a 

                                                
146 This workshop was funded through the LILLAS Argentine Studies grant.  
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talk titled ‘Plaguicidas y Salud’ (Pesticides and Health), offered by a researcher and 

professor of the Universidad de Buenos Aires, Dr. Javier Souza (September 5, 2015).  

I helped coordinate and plan the second workshop of the first forum. It took place 

at the Grupo de Madres’ headquarters, which is a detached room at the house of one of 

the members (Illustration 8.10). The forum comprised three talks that took place between 

October and December of 2015, and which aimed to inform the public about the 

upcoming trial, the Causa Madre. For the first talk, the Madres invited speakers to discuss 

the 2012 trial in an event titled ‘Ituzaingó 2012: Analisis y Proyecciones’ (Ituzaingó 

2012: Analyses and Projections). The second talk, titled ‘Pesticides Laws and Other 

Protective Norms on Life, Health and the Environment’ was moderated by two 

researchers; and the last, titled ‘The Environmental Law and its Commitment to Human 

and Non-Human Health’, was moderated by a lawyer and a professor (Illustration 8.11).    

These forums show that the Madres have not been alone in their fight. In addition 

to people from their Barrio, they have developed strong bonds with several researchers 

and activists from Córdoba throughout the years. These partners have been key in 

providing advice, supporting the Madres in their activities and, most importantly, just 

accompanying them through good and bad times.  
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Illustration 8.10. Grupo de Madres Workshop at the group’s headquarters (August 29th, 

2015).  
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Illustration 8.11. Flyer for the “Self-Development Cycles” coordinated by the Grupo de 

Madres. 
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GENDERED MOBILIZAING: MODERHOOD AND THE GRUPO DE MADRES:  

The Grupo de Madres de Ituzaingó has been successful in confronting a 

fragmented state that favors a rational planning vision of development rooted in the 

production of scientific and objective knowledge. Their activist awakening took place as 

a result of what Borland and Sutton (2007) refer to as the ‘quotidian disruption’, a 

concept proposed by Snow et al. (1998) to describe how threats to the quotidian, every-

day routines and attitudes increases the potential for activism. There are two dimensions 

of the quotidian: daily activities and routines, and natural or taken for granted attitudes. 

Quotidian disruptions occur when “both natural attitude and routine practices become 

problematic and confusing, and this is the impetus for mobilization” (Borland and Sutton, 

2007:703). In attending to their natural attitudes and daily routines, the mothers were 

faced with situations that affected these practices, making them come to terms with a new 

daily reality of family sickness, and suffering. Protesting, then, became a new form of 

their everyday landscape.   

As the accounts in this chapter have illustrated, the Madres understand the 

difficulties of their struggle and how it has affected them personally and socially. As the 

mothers contend, their fight is not one that can be done alone, and their individual 

suffering has transformed into collective action. The Grupo de Madres has been able to 

create a collective identity rooted in mothers’ knowledge (Doss et al., 2014, Jacobs, 

2014; Peeples and DeLuca, 2006) of their sick children, relatives, residents and entire 

communities. As research suggests, “those who perform motherwork in oppressive 

contexts necessarily recognize that “individual survival, empowerment, and identity 

require group survival, empowerment, and identity. This sense of collective identity is 

nurtured, moreover, in contexts characterized by communal motherwork” (Boor Tonn 
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1996, 5). Having a collective identity has enabled them to legitimize the move from the 

private to the public claim-making space.  

The Grupo de Madres’ use of motherhood as a particular source of knowledge is 

also combined with ‘the body’ as an important space of collective identity and activism. 

Scholars, especially those engaged with gender studies, have long paid attention to the 

body since it represents a space of physical, ideological, social and performative struggle 

(Perkins, 2000; Peterson, 2001). As Sutton (2007) asserts, “[w]ounded bodies, tortured 

bodies, defiant bodies, bodies that confront repression, bodies that protest in surprising 

ways, and out-of-place bodies shape both the political landscape and the embodied 

consciousness of participants” (130). When talking specifically about Argentina, the body 

and protests, Sutton (2007, 2010) uses the commonly used phrase ‘poner el cuerpo’, 

which means putting ‘the body on the line’ or to ‘give the body’ (Sutton, 2007). This 

phrase goes beyond talking, thinking about or wishing to be present to support to a cause, 

but to actually put the body into action, “to be committed to a social cause, and to assume 

the bodily risks, work, and demands of such a commitment” (Sutton, 2007: 130). Sutton 

highlights how protests that involve women’s groups and activism in Argentina can be 

centered on bodily issues: the disappeared bodies, food security, healthcare, reproductive 

care, sexuality, and physical violence, to mention some. Through the mere act of ‘poner 

el cuerpo’, women break or reshape current gender expectations. In this sense, the body 

embodies not only the physical, but also the attitudes, character and responsibilities:  
 
The maternal body means not only the pregnant or nursing female body but 
also one that represents the traits of nurturance and sacrifice for others. The 
association of women with self-giving attributes is commonly seen as rooted 
in women's biology and reproductive capacities. Yet social arrangements, 
including the gendered division of housework and care work (which 
disproportionately fall on women), produce and perpetuate the sacrificial 
character of maternal embodiment. Women are expected to dedicate their 
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bodily energy and resources to family, and by extension to community, even 
if that means sacrificing their own bodily needs or health (Sutton, 2007:135).  
 

And powerful institutions have perpetuated this embodiment. As explained 

before, the state gave particular importance to women because of their role as the builders 

of society. Sutton further points to the church as another important actor in praising 

women’s bodies, and even important political figures, such as Eva Perón, in “spreading 

the ideology of sacrificial motherhood” (2007:136). The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo 

provide another point of analysis that strongly bring together activism with the body 

(Borland and Sutton, 2007; Guzman Bouvard, 1994; Sutton, 2007, 2010). These mothers 

and grandmothers politicized motherhood, challenged the state with their claims, 

confronted the military and their repressive tactics, and shaped the human rights agenda 

in the country and worldwide (Sutton, 2007). The body, then, is synonymous with 

political resistance, as Paterson (2001) explains: 
 
In the struggle against existing structures of power, the body is the most 
primary interface of powers of resistance. However, the body is more than an 
interface of the power of resistance, the militant body is a power of 
resistance. [...] Feelings, emotions, lived and living experiences of oppression 
and resistance, even bodily secretions such as adrenaline and sweat, are 
brought directly to bear upon a political struggle (In Sutton, 2007:139). 
 

In her book Revolutionizing Motherhood, Guzman Bouvard (1994) analyzes the 

Mothers of plaza de Mayo and their use of female bodies, especially pregnant bodies and 

mother’s bodies, in political struggles. These bodies, Guzman Bouvard contends, try to 

undermine the roots of a militaristic form of thinking that is divided by a reason-body 

dichotomy: while the military represents control, autonomy, and mind, mothers’ and 

pregnant bodies expresses passion, lack of control, and femininity. When the body is 

guided by reason, she continues, it can be an instrument of military will, whereas the 
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image of pregnancy and maternity represents an antimilitaristic conception of bodies. 

Hence, the Madres are able to appropriate the knowledge of what it means to be a mother 

and the body, to counter the tension between knowledges with a fragmented state that 

emphasizes the importance of rationality over situated and lives ecperiences. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has described the vision, struggle, and lives of the members of 

Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo. Moving from housewives to activists, the Madres 

have been able to confront a fragmented Argentine state with an alternate form of 

knowledge rooted in their daily lives and experiences of motherhood. All the Madres’ 

activities reflect one, overarching objective: to demonstrate the validity of their 

knowledge, which is rooted in their lived experiences and in motherhood. As Peeples and 

DeLuca have argued, this is an alternative knowledge that has been gained “from the 

community and their bodies” (2006, 62). The Grupo de Madres remind us that knowledge 

is gained through active participation, through the creation of symbols and actions, and 

intuitively (Sandercock and Forsyth [1992] 2005). In other words, knowledge is not just 

learned at an educational institution and not merely scientific data that can be supported 

by a rational explanation: knowledge is also acquired through lived experiences and 

exposure to life situations. In reevaluating their roles as mothers, they accessed the 

knowledge acquired through their daily interactions with the private space and brought 

this into the public arena. In making their knowledge public, they politicized their 

experiences as women through a collective action that advances their interests (Beckwith, 

2005).  

Some argue that to politicize an identity rooted in ‘motherhood’ continues to 

perpetuate socially constructed divisions that merely keep women attached to the private 
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house space. While I am aware of this critique, I still believe that these actions produce 

changes that, with time, can overturn perpetuation of the socially constructed role of 

‘motherhood’. In fact, activism gives women new tools to express themselves and stand 

up for their rights. I echo Guzman Bouvard’s opinion on this matter when analyzing the 

Mothers of Plaza de Mayo’s motherhood activism:  

 
The feminists in Argentina criticize the Mothers on these grounds, claiming 
that they perpetuate the concept of self-sacrificing woman. The Mothers, 
however, are not engaging in self-denial but in an attentive caring that 
recognizes the other and lets that person be, with all his and her differences. 
Such a perspective stems from a position of strength and self-confidence 
rather than from a feeling of emptiness and renunciation. The Mothers 
consider caring an essential trait of a new political activism and see no 
inconsistencies between their identities as housewives and as politically 
active women (1994:189).  
 

The Madres de Barrio Ituzaingó Anexo, in a similar way, have appropriated a 

social construction of motherhood, contesting the state with the knowledge and 

experiences that their gender has provided them. Their gendered knowledge guides them 

into a politicized space that allows them to take care of their own, their community, and 

all of those who suffer the consequences of a fragmented state in tension between a 

planning vision based on economic expansion and the local implications that are 

generated by such planning.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 217 

Chapter 9. Final reflections and concluding remarks 

This dissertation has examined the local impacts of the expansion of GM soybean 

production in Argentina. National plans supporting the expansion of the agrarian frontier 

through the intensification of an industrial agricultural model reveals a fragmented 

(Gupta, 1005; Yang, 2005) Argentinean state which quickly responds to global capital 

market trends, but which is slow to attend to the local impacts of agricultural expansion. I 

presented the local responses against the impacts of this rational planning vision, 

exposing how the tensions of a fragmented state provide openings that are available to 

those affected. I framed this conflict as, in part, reflective of the politics of knowledge 

production which centers on contested claims to legitimacy.   On the one hand, state 

actors privilege a form of rational knowledge production whose legitimacy derives from 

its ostensibly scientific, calculated, technical and objective basis. This type of knowledge 

production, in turn, supports and is supported by national plans that focus on the 

expansion of an agricultural sector strongly linked to global economic markets. On the 

other hand, local communities impacted by the expansion of the agrarian frontier present 

a situated knowledge, rooted in everyday experiences and practices. Different state actors 

attempt to respond to these alternative knowledge formations, and in so doing, producing 

tensions with other state actors and hence producing openings for counterhegemonic 

action. The Grupo de Madres de Barrio Ituazaingó Anexo, together with the residents of 

the barrio, is able to take advantage of these openings and confront the state by presenting 

their own, situated and gendered knowledge as valid and legitimate. In the end, they are 

able to maneuver through the system in such a way that there is a redefinition of national 

laws.  
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Despite challenges from authorities and doubts voiced by other residents in the 

Barrio, the Grupo de Madres and their supporters were able to engage in radical and 

insurgent practices as they presented knowledge emerging from local values and needs 

(Friedmann, 2011). Maneuvering among the fragments of the post-neoliberal state, they 

were able to draw attention to the impacts of a development path premised on rational 

planning that is detrimental to their livelihoods, health, and lives. In so doing, they 

engaged in what Miraftab (2009) refers to as insurgent planning; i.e. “those radical 

planning practices that respond to neoliberal specifics of dominance through inclusion. It 

highlights the hegemonic drive of neoliberal capitalism to stabilize state-citizen relations 

by implicating civil society in governance, and it stresses the importance to radical 

planning of the contested terrains of inclusion and dominance” (32). As the last chapter 

illustrated, the story of the Grupo de Madres sheds light on issues of insurgency, 

radicalism, and the importance of storytelling as a valid form of knowledge. In particular, 

this case also illustrates the role of gendered mobilizing and the construction of 

motherhood identity in radical and insurgent planning. In order to weave all this together, 

I want to bring back some of the main theoretical themes discussed in Chapter 3, since 

they speak to the stories, narratives, and actions of the Grupo de Madres. 

In the last several decades, planning theory has recognized the importance of 

making visible alternative forms of knowledge that differ from the commonly accepted 

science-based, rational epistemologies (Miraftab and Wills, 2005; North, 2001; Roy, 

2005, 2009, 2010; Sandercock, 1995, 1998, 2003; Watson, 2003). For critical planners, 

participation and pluralism is essential within a process where emancipatory practices 

and knowledge direct actions for collective self-empowerment and self-reliance 

(Friedmann, 1987). Radical planning, as Friedmann (2011) asserts, pays attention to local 

knowledge and actions in seeking ways to change existing power relations. This implies, 
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in many instances, working in direct opposition to the state and corporations. Sandercock 

(1998, 2000, 2003), Watson (2003, 2012) and Holston (1995, 1998) all value local 

knowledge and its significance in terms of producing spaces of insurgency. Ultimately, 

this case brings the classic, problematic debate regarding planning’s gap between theory 

and practice to the forefront. The conflict faced by the Grupo de Madres and the residents 

of Ituzaingó Anexo shows that planning needs to learn ways to value and incorporate 

alternative forms of knowledge into plan-making processes. 

Grassroots and community movements, then, are essential sources for planners to 

learn ‘radicalness’ and insurgency. I would argue that such movements become windows 

of learning and growth, where new forms of knowledges are presented in ways that 

directly or indirectly contest the rationalities and hegemonic knowledge formations that 

serve to support dominant planning strategies. In particular, planners have recognized 

that women’s grassroots organizing has played an important role in leading planning and 

policy change (Fainstein and Servon, 2005). A gendered positioning of planning issues 

not only provides an essential space for the voices of an invisible group within the 

discipline, but also serves to center a form of knowing that challenges planning’s 

preferred attention to positivists and technical constructions of knowledge (Sandercock 

and Forsyth, [1992] 2005).  

 For the Madres, their collective suffering is made visible through the various 

moments of their activism: the monthly ‘Concentración de Barbijos’ and wearing the 

facemasks that once covered the faces of their own kids or relatives; their personal and 

communal stories of struggle with illnesses; having to endure the difficulties of a public 

life for such personal situations; the constant rejection from state officials who would 

discredit their accounts for being just ‘housewives’; the current invisibility they feel. 

However, these challenges strengthen their relationship as a group. By transforming their 
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grief into action they have also transformed their identity as politically active citizens 

who visibly demand information and action from the state.  

I have argued that for the Madres de Ituzaingó, the knowledge acquired through 

their lived experiences as mothers has given them the tools to take advantage of the 

fractures in the post-neoliberal state, exemplified on the one hand by state actors wedded 

to positivist economic planning strategies and, on the other, state actors who seek to 

support public health and justice but who are mostly absent and ineffectual. Moreover, 

actions such as the Barbijos March, the constant visits to government offices, 

appearances in schools and academic conferences, and the most current educational 

activities performed in Ituzaingó Anexo are not only acts of collective empowerment but 

alternative activities that continue to challenge the state on various levels. They have 

stepped into a role as “caretakers” because of the paradoxes of the fractured state. On the 

one hand, the post-neoliberal Argentinean state quickly responds to the positive economic 

gains of soybean expansion. On the other, the state is slow to react to the negative 

consequences of this expansion. As radical and insurgent planners have argued, these 

actions signify new and alternative mechanisms imagined and materialized by grassroots 

movements. They reflect oppositional practices that, on the one hand, confront agents of 

the neoliberal state and, on the other, create innovative ways and terms of engagement 

with other agents of the state (Miraftab, 2009).  

As feminist scholars maintain, the use of a motherhood identity has much to do 

with the body as a space of activism. The body which suffers, moves, sweats, walks, and 

helps their sick family members becomes a place of struggle and the physical barrier for 

contestation (Sutton, 2007, 2010). To be actively and physically present carries more 

weight than merely supporting a cause. The body materializes an idea, a claim, a point of 

view, and in this case, a particular type of knowledge. This perspective on the body as a 



 221 

site of struggle allows us to better understand the struggle, actions, and the use of 

motherhood in the Madres’ fight against the state and others who put the health of their 

families and entire community at risk. Their bodies and lived experiences provide them 

with a powerful tool and knowledge base to stand up and fight, knowing that the actions 

committed against them directly affect a women’s right to produce healthy life. The 

group symbol of a mother holding a child is a reminder of their direct connections to the 

suffering of their families. Their personal experiences are a reminder of an alternative 

source of knowledge not available to the state. For the Madres, motherhood provided a 

politicized identity that they have used to educate others, especially younger generations, 

to contest the more economic and scientific rationalities of the fractured post-neoliberal 

state. 
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