


Environmental Justice and Soy 
Agribusiness

Environmental justice research and activism predominantly focus on openly 
conflictive situations; claims making is central. However, situations of injus-
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in particular situations, even though they fall within classic environmental 
justice schemes.
	 Empirically, the case study focus is on the remote soy frontier in North-
west Argentina, particularly the town of Las Lajitas as the nucleus of soy pro-
duction. This represents an excellent example of the recent expansion of the 
soy agribusiness industry in Latin America. First, a classic environmental 
justice analysis is carried out. Second, and drawing on the epistemological 
works of Ludwik Fleck, an alternative analytical framework is proposed, visu-
alising locals’ thought styles on change, effects and potential conflict in rela-
tion to soy agribusiness. Here, visceral elements and the application of a jazz 
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uncovered, arguing for the importance of temporal and spatial contexts in 
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1	 Introduction

Have you ever applied environmental justice in obviously conflicting settings 
and nothing happened?

Environmental justice conflicts are omnipresent. By October 2017, 2,252 
cases worldwide had been reported to the Environmental Justice Atlas 
(EJOLT 2016), covering topics ranging from nuclear to mineral ores, waste 
and water management, infrastructure, to biodiversity conservation, biomass 
and land conflicts. Soy agribusiness-related conflicts are an under-represented 
part of this list, even though they encompass central issues like new globalisa-
tion processes, land grabbing and far-reaching environmental problems, 
deforestation, GMO and fumigation and the exclusion of indigenous groups, 
as well as fairness and fair trade.
	 The potential is there, research is missing. Adding a small part to the 
manageable corpus of literature, this book will focus on the particular setting of 
the third-largest soy producer worldwide: Argentina (FAOSTAT 2014). The 
core area of soy production lies in the Argentine Pampas Region, a traditional 
agricultural region, where – through the application of heavy machinery, fertil-
isers and pesticides/herbicides – vast areas of soy monocultures have developed. 
Based on the increasing international demand for soy and its derivatives over 
the last three decades, a spatial expansion of the producing area towards the 
North-west of Argentina (NOA) is observed (cf. Reboratti 2010, p. 65). This 
traditionally peripheral region with economic and infrastructural deficits and 
above-average proportion of the population living below the poverty line, is 
now being transformed to an area of large-scale, externally financed and export-
oriented soy fields (Bolsi 1997; Reboratti 2001; Bolsi and Paolasso 2009; Rivas 
and Natera Rivas 2009). Thus, the integration of the North-west into the pro-
cesses of globalised soy agribusiness, particularly the accompanying structural 
and procedural changes, is generating socio-spatial fragmentation and conflicts 
among local actors, among actors on different scalar levels and among different 
interest groups. Such topics have already been studied in my research area (e.g. 
Hufty 2008; Izquierdo and Grau 2009; Silva et al. 2010; Venencia et al. 2012; 
Goldfarb and Zoomers 2013; Piquer-Rodríguez et al. 2015).
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	 Three observations stand out: first, no explicit reference to the concept of 
environmental justice has been made so far, neither from an activist nor a sci-
entific perspective. Second, locals living in urban areas (i.e. the villages and 
small towns) make up the majority of the population in the Chaco Salteño; 
they are affected by both the environmental change of their surrounding 
environments (e.g. through deforestation or fumigation) as well as by social 
effects (e.g. related to health, work, crime) thereof; but their thought styles (i.e. 
processes, circulations of ideas and social practices from which the style-
appropriate conditioning of perception, thinking and acting of actors emerge) 
have not yet been the focus of social-environmental research. And, finally 
third, very little (meta-) research has been carried out (an exception is Davoudi 
and Brooks 2014) on the prequel to environmental justice conflicts, i.e. the 
focus on the asking (and subsequent questioning) of the ‘right’ questions.
	 Hence, with this book I aim to tackle those three central themes, go off 
the beaten path and introduce new forms of thinking (Schopenhauer 1851, 
p.  93) about environmental justice and soy agribusiness at the frontier in 
North-west Argentina.
	 Theoretically, I show that environmental justice activism/research – with 
few exceptions – has too narrow a perspective, leaving the pre-conflict stage 
and creation of different realities out of sight. Hence, my book ‘fills a much-
needed gap’1 by focusing on the blank spaces of thought style incommensura-
bilities that hinder the understanding among actors.
	 Empirically, I focus on the most remote soy frontier in North-west Argen-
tina, particularly the town of Las Lajitas as the nucleus of soy production. My 
aim here is to go beyond a classic stakeholder analysis and visualise the 
thought styles of locals (no extensive work has been done here so far) on 
change, effects and conflict (potentials) in relation to the soy agribusiness.
	 Finally, I show that context matters, both from a theoretical (i.e. which 
theoretical line of thought do I follow?), as well as an empirical perspective 
(i.e. what sort of questions, methods and findings do I use?).

Structure of the book

Research on environmental justice allows room for experimentation with 
research designs (Funderburg and Laurian 2015; Hodges and Stocking 2015). 
This book falls into this category. It is highly influenced by two elements: 
perspective and jazz. While the former draws heavily on the thinking of 
Ludwik Fleck (1980) and his thought styles and thought collectives (i.e. a 
group of people with similar backgrounds who share the same codes and 
rationalities as well as context) to obtain an understanding of the underlying 
dimensions that ultimately lead to the construction of differing realities (thus 
he can be considered a proto-constructivist), the latter resembles the meth-
odological approximations that I have used to design both my fieldwork as 
well as post-processing, applying the attributes of this musical genre as a 
strong metaphor (Chapter 3).
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	 This book, while maintaining the spirit of alternative research designs, is 
divided into three parts. Part  I focuses on the meta-contextualisation of the 
research process and the epistemologies of cognition that become relevant 
throughout the empirical analysis. Here, Chapter 2 on thought styles and 
incommensurabilities, two terms highly influenced by Ludwik Fleck, lays the 
foundation for Chapter 3, dealing with the method(olog)ical consequences of 
Fleck’s forms of thinking. Viscerality, jazz and the translation of those two con-
cepts into the research process are put to the foreground. Thus, understanding 
the epistemology of my thinking, as I argue, is the first step towards the under-
standing of my perspectives, my thought styles and ways of thinking.
	 Part II deals with the contextualisation of the two main themes of this book. 
In Chapter 4, the notion of justice is conceptualised and analysed according to 
its origins and forms of normative interpretation, as well as dimensions. Con-
sequently, those considerations hold true for the debate on environmental 
justice (EJ), a concept that has undergone major shifts in foci over the last year. 
Chapter 5 highlights the thematic, temporal and spatial contexts of the soy agri-
business in Argentina. In so doing, strategic reasoning for expanding the soy 
frontier to the North-west of Argentina is revealed, which will be of particular 
importance for the in-depth analysis of the case study in Chapter 8.
	 Part III re-contextualises both the thematic as well as the spatial configura-
tions presented in Part  II. Chapter 6 embeds the debate on environmental 
justice in a Latin American context, highlighting the challenges that come 
with the concept in this particular setting. Going more into detail in Chapter 
7, the Chaco Salteño research area located in the North-west of Argentina is 
used to combine and adapt classic environmental justice concepts discussed in 
Chapter 4. Here I take up one aspect that has not yet been studied: EJ incom-
mensurabilities, or why environmental justice activism/research does not 
work under certain circumstances. Taking up this omission, I develop an 
environmental justice incommensurabilities framework (EJIF ). However, 
unlike those concepts’ focus on openly conflictive situations, the starting 
point of my approach is pre-conflict, thus particularly designed for cases 
where all conditions for EJ activism are given, but still nothing happens, no 
conflict arises. Chapter 8 relies on the new framework and takes up different 
realities and readings (CLASSIC, ALTERNATIVE and the COMPLETE, 
see the next section) of local facts in the town of Las Lajitas located in the 
nucleus of soy production in the Chaco Salteño.
	 Finally, Chapter 9 ties all the loose ends together, answering the questions 
posed in three different readings as well as giving a contextualisation of the 
whole method applied.

As you like it: a guide to three different perspectives

In line with the two themes of perspective and jazz, I propose three different 
readings in this book. They are based on three perspectives towards environ-
mental justice (Table 1.1): the CLASSIC, the ALTERNATIVE and the 
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Table 1.1  Three perspectives discussed in the book

THE CLASSIC
environmental justice 
activism/science perspective
The first reading focuses on a narrow 
perspective of environmental justice, 
greatly influenced by the early stages of 
environmental justice (particularly phase 
1; cf. Chapter 4) in general and 
distributional justice in particular. The 
thought style is framed deductively, i.e. 
the research area is viewed explicitly 
theoretically informed, applying 
environmental justice methodologies to 
identify conflict potentials.

Thus, the main questions in this  
field are:

What forms of social-environmental conflicts 
are observed in Las Lajitas?

•  �Where are those conflicts located?
•  �Who are the actors in the conflict?
•  �How are environmental goods and 

bads distributed?

The requirements for an analysis of this 
sort are relatively low; little time for 
fieldwork is necessary to identify 
conflicts, interactions can be kept to a 
minimum by identifying and working 
with key actors.

The alternative
beyond environmental 
justice and what ‘really’ 
matters
The ALTERNATIVE approach goes the 
opposite way to the CLASSIC one. 
A theoretical embeddedness in 
environmental justice discussions is – 
though important – not primarily the key 
aspect and induction central here. The 
main objective is to construct thought 
styles of local actors first, identifying their 
concerns and claims, highlighting 
underlying dimensions that can or cannot 
lead to conflicts in the research area.1

Here, the central questions are:

Who are the core actors in the research area?

•  �What are their thought styles in relation 
to the soy agribusiness, regional 
development and social-environmental 
interaction?

•  �What types of social-environmental 
problems are identified?

•  �How far are claims made, against whom, 
and why (not)?

This exploratory approach has the great 
advantage – by means of long-term 
fieldwork and by being ‘more than just 
physically “there” ’ (Atkinson, 2015, p. 39) 
– to obtain a broader picture of local 
structures and elements of (thought style) 
powers.

THE COMPLETE
ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE INCOMMENSURABILITIES
The last perspective is a combination and comparison of the CLASSIC and the 
ALTERNATIVE approach. Here, the cognitive interest is of a more abstract nature: 
The incommensurabilities (i.e. the blind spots that hinder the understanding among 
the thought collectives) of the different thought styles’ realities will be revealed. The 
central question is:

What consequences arise from environmental justice incommensurabilities?

•  �What differences and similarities of results show the CLASSIC and 
ALTERNATIVE perspective on environmental justice?

•  �How and why are they manifested in the way they are?

Note
1	� While four different actor groups are identified, I have placed the main focus on the locals’ 

perception, since very little research has been carried out on that topic so far.
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COMPLETE. Each perspective has different – thought-style-dependent – 
research questions. Here, the concept of ‘methodological drag’, ‘a perform-
ance in which qualitative methodologists convincingly masquerade as situated 
within epistemological, theoretical, and methodological frameworks, even 
those that they may not situate themselves in personally or professionally’ 
(Nordstrom and Happel-Parkins 2016, p. 149) becomes important. Counter-
discourses beyond the familiar are deliberately shown to unearth new forms 
of cognition and allow for the creation of ‘space[s] of curiosity’ (Phillips 
2014). So, based on the thought styles, certain contextual information is pro-
vided, ultimately leading to the construction of different realities. Each 
chapter is (or not), marked according to its inclusion/exclusion in the respec-
tive perspective.

Note

1	 This is part of an alleged quote by Moses Hadas (cf. The Quotations Page 2015).
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Part I

Meta-contextualisation





2	 Thought styles and 
incommensurabilities

Writing in the realms of science presupposes the possession of a certain concep-
tion of science itself. The epistemology of thinking, i.e. the membership in par-
ticular thought collectives, interactions and experiences of and among 
researchers, the articles and books read; all those elements are influential for the 
thinking process of an individual (Egloff 2005). Thus, context matters, be it 
(inter-, intra-, multi-, or trans-) disciplinary, outside the walls of academic insti-
tutions, i.e. in the field while doing research, or after results have been com-
piled and are being transmitted to the audience. This context also influences the 
way of how to do science, which questions are to be asked and which conclu-
sions are drawn (see Ginev 2015). Nevertheless, as Das (2015, p. 39) highlights, 
most of the studies do not reveal their epistemological perspective for research 
question framing or how the data collected is applied in answering the ques-
tions posed. I fully agree with Das and therefore have the obligation/privilege 
to uncover the meta-theoretical and meta-contextual background of this book. 
In this sense, I find the writings of Ludwik Fleck highly enlightening; his ideas 
and thoughts have deeply influenced my way of doing science.
	 Ludwik Fleck, a physician and biologist, sees science not as a formal con-
struct but rather as a task carried out by communities of scientists. His writ-
ings on the philosophy of science and logology are (as yet) little known, even 
though they had a great influence on Thomas S. Kuhn and his The Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions (1971), where he mentions that Fleck had actually antici-
pated many of his own ideas; but beyond this comment, he does not make 
the references to Fleck explicit (ibid., pp. 6–7).
	 Kuhn’s terminology in his (1971) model of change was an eye-opener in 
the 1960s and 1970s, particularly for many geographers, even though years 
later, Kuhn (1991) himself argued that his model was not suitable for discip-
lines in the pre-paradigmatic stage:

A paradigm is an academic culture, a means of operating whereby the 
adherents … agree on issues of epistemology, ontology and methodology 
within a defined sphere of academic activity – usually a sub-discipline 
rather than an entire discipline, as Kuhn made clear in his later writings.

( Johnston 2004, p. 267)
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Thus, this discrepancy of the use of paradigms and Kuhn’s original intention 
will be used as a starting point to compare Fleck and Kuhn, allowing for a 
better understanding of the overall context (Table 2.1).
	 The core difference between Fleck and Kuhn is based on the fact that the 
former works on a very small-scale level, focusing on practical applicability and 
thus developed a well-described and named methodology for the generation of 
knowledge in different and plural contexts. The latter wants to reflect the bigger 
picture deriving from the history of physics (Werner and Zittel 2011, p. 15) and 
thus striving for very high levels of abstractions. This feature had been highly 
criticised by Fleck (before Kuhn even published The Structure of Scientific Revolu-
tions) as being methodically outdated (Werner and Zittel 2011, p. 12).
	 For the purposes of this book, I favour Fleck’s approach of an open epis-
temology (cf. Borck 2004) and his considerations of fluidity and evolution 

Table 2.1 � Differences between Ludwik Fleck’s and Thomas S. Kuhn’s philosophies of 
science

Category Ludwik Fleck* Thomas S. Kuhn

Central concept for 
common thinking

Denkstil
(thought style)

Paradigm

Change of ideas Denkstilumwandlung
Denkstilumänderung
(transformation of thought style)

Paradigm shift

Occurrence of 
change of ideas

often Very rarely

Type of change of 
ideas

Fluid, transformation-like Radical; Kuhn mentions up 
to four examples for paradigm 
shifts, such as Copernicus

Discipline of origin Medicine, microbiology Physics

Origin of thinking From praxis, i.e. scientific 
communication

Large-scale theoretical 
changes

Type of approach Bottom-up Top-down

Scalar focus Small-scale occurrences Large-scale epochs

Reach of philosophy 
of science

Beyond the scientific 
community

Remains predominantly 
within scientific community

Understanding of 
history and 
sociology of ideas 

Fluid, context-loaded and 
historically influenced

Properly developed and 
established patent and 
received structure

Note
*	� Most of Ludwik Fleck’s work has been written in German and is therefore read in the ori-

ginal language. Translations of the terms applied by Fleck derive from the work of Graf and 
Mutter (2006), who compiled the Flecksikon, a list of key words and concepts used by Ludwik 
Fleck in German that are translated into French and English. (own elaboration based on Kuhn 
1971, Fleck 1980, Kuhn 1991, cf. Babich 2003, p.  88, Fleck 2008, 2011f, 2011g, 2011b, 
2011a, 2011c, 2011e, 2011d, Werner and Zittel 2011, p. 16).
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rather than revolution. Thus, the following pages briefly describe the core 
elements of Fleck’s ideas.
	 Thus, thought styles1 are neither methods nor fixed forms of thinking; 
they do not represent an epoch, worldview or ideology and they do not char-
acterise any individuals, social groups or institutions; they are processes, circu-
lations of ideas and social practices, out of which the style-appropriate 
conditioning of perception, thinking and acting of researchers emerge 
(Werner and Zittel 2011, p. 19). Or, as Fleck writes, ‘[t]he style is, then, a 
limited entity, a closed organism, and there is no possibility to obtain access 
through a common human, i.e. “logical” or “rational” way’ (2008, p. 92; my 
translation).
	 The interrelation of science with praxis is crucial: ‘Science is not a flower 
from the greenhouse, cultivated in absolute isolation from the world’ (Fleck 
2011f, p. 328). Each scientist is influenced by her/his socio-cultural surround-
ing, which consequently influences the form of how to approach scientific 
work, and vice versa (Stuckey et al. 2015). Thus, Fleck talks about the three 
components of cognition (both in everyday life and in science): Besides the 
subject and the object as the first two elements, the third is considered the col-
lective (Fleck 2011b, p. 411), later termed community, defined as being ‘creative 
like a subject, stubborn like an object and dangerous like an elemental force’ 
(Fleck 2011a, pp.  470–471; my translation). His main objective here is to 
humanise science (particularly natural sciences), with the proposed advantage 
that the gap between theory and praxis in scientific life would disappear, 
leading to less hypocrisy. New ideals would develop, bringing the natural sci-
ences and humanities closer together, allowing scientific conventions to 
become more transparent and explicable (ibid., p.  471). In a certain way, 
Fleck has already argued strongly (though implicitly) for the incorporation of 
transdisciplinary research, highlighting the democratic attribute of open as 
well as citizen science in order to validate ‘truth’ by the community rather 
than the elite (Fleck 2008, p. 98).
	 The three components of cognition have far wider-reaching consequences 
than just bringing together different strands and standards of science and the 
community. The interrelatedness of science and non-science mean that sci-
entific achievements are not the outcome of individuals but produced by col-
lectives (Fleck talks about thought collectives; Fleck 1980) during complex 
exchange processes (Werner and Zittel 2011, p. 18). This, again, has two sub-
sequent effects:

1	 Personalised thought styles, such as ‘Galileo Galilei’s thought style’, or 
‘Nicolaus Copernicus’ thought style’2 cannot exist, since they too were 
involved in and influenced by their surroundings, be it supportive, 
accepting, critical or hostile (ibid., p. 21).

2	 Thinking and cognition are both social and collective activities, expressed 
both in the form of ideas but also materialised in scientific practices; the 
scientific objects of the communication of thoughts are not only thought 


