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1 Agroecology

Agroecological sustainability transformations have emerged as a central concern of environmental
and climate policy debates. We associate it with a political agenda emphasizing collective goods
provisioning (publicand common pool resources) from farming and food systems such as food security,
environmental health, peoples’ health, cultural diversity, climate change adaptation and mitigation,
biodiversity, etc..

Where literature on agroecology engages with imaginations of governance and institutions that embed
an agroecological orientation of the food system, these normative institutional underpinnings seem to
resonate well with collective action theory and polycentric governance, often without acknowledging
it very explicitly (Gonzdlez de Molina Navarro et al. 2020; Anderson et al. 2021). The assumption is that
shifting and competing constellations of self-organization among the different actors in the agrifood
systems may empower local agency and yield innovation and agroecologically beneficial evolutionary
change over time (for more details, see Section 2).

This paper sets out to spell out what this means for future research on agroecology and polycentric
governance and for conceptual development of either. As a result of our review of the associated
literatures on governance of agroecology and polycentric governance we aim to identify apparent
loopholes in our thinking on both. Together, they posit a fascinating field of conceptual clarification
and elaboration and further empirical research on governance of agroecology.

2 Institutions and governance of AE

2.1 What analysts consider contexts enabling AE (not transformation towards it)
Anderson et al. 2021 (Anderson et al. 2021) depict institutions and governance connected to policies
fostering agroecologically oriented food systems. Particularly, authors see institutions connected to
the following aspects: knowledge and culture, systems of economic exchange, networks, equity,
discourse, rights to nature (land, water, seeds and biodiversity). Well-functioning farmers’, bottom-
up and autonomous organizations are one important aspect illustrating the emphasis on collective
action (Dumont et al, 2016, cited in Anderson et al. 2021). As regards property rights they consider
equitable and formally as well as informally secure access to land, water, forests, fisheries, seeds,
biodiversity as of great importance. Corresponding property rights distribution is important for
empowering actors, even where it implies redistribution e.g through land reforms. Property rights
should further be culturally and contextually sensitive enabling implementation of traditional
management regimes and allow for community managed property rights. Further, traditional
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knowledge and knowledge exchange matter, the dissolution of hierarchies, sharing of experiences,
farmer-to-farmer exchange, reflexive learning, political training, and learning across territories. Local
and expert knowledge is to be equally important and power imbalances are to be overcome.

In agroecology economic exchange should be organized in diverse manners, including Value
Community networks, informal markets and barter, markets are to be akin to multiple values and
benefits from production. Of importance are similarly organized upstream or input factor markets for
example for fertilizers and seeds and processing. Altogether, corresponding market organization is
considered counteracting current globalization and harmonization of food markets. The role of the
state is to set the corresponding regulatory framework conditions for interactions between civil
society, different scales and levels, grassroots innovation networks and alternative approaches to the
food regime. Agroecological governance is considered a territorial approach encompassing the entire
food system and households.

Gonzalez de Molina Navarro et al. (2020) argue for political agroecology and the incumbent need for
interrelated changes in cognitive frameworks and institutions. They recognize the political nature of
this shift (Gonzdlez de Molina Navarro et al. 2020, 73) and emphasize communal institutions or
cooperatives. The idea is to design / craft for agroecological resilience out of collective, polycentric
multi-level governance. They emphasize the role of the family to cater to intergenerational solidarity,
biocultural memory, continuity, stimulating community connections and socioenvironmental capital,
favouring integral connections. They suggest a reform global commercialization. Internalization of
costs of global chains is advised and creation of short, medium and long chains and the restriction to
trade of non-homogeneous goods between bio-regions, which, however would imply important
challenges to design international global regulatory institutions.

Agroecological districts are to be introduced as institutional networks of supralocal and interlocal
cooperation assimilated to bioregions to generate cooperation and democratic coordination based
on collective decision-making, optimizing natural resources from an agroecological, technological and
institutional perspective. Disconnection from the global monetary system is to be strengthened
through a community currency and democratic governance; horizontal cooperation is to replace
vertical, coercive relations between state and civil society against neoliberal policies and
orientations.. For Gonzalez de Molina Navarro et al. (2020) characteristic are local markets and
relative local autonomy. Peasant agriculture is not organized to extract and appropriate wealth
generated by work of others by generation of surplus value but integrates values, norms, collective
memories, beliefs and shared experiences, and cultural references that condition perceptions,
conceptualizing agents radically different from the Homo Oeconomicus.

We argue that some of the aspects referred to above as agroecologically oriented food system
resonates well with what is conceptualized as normative polycentric governance. Thus, a review of
normative polycentric governance enhances our understanding of agroecological governance and its
constitutional and social-ecological underpinnings. At the same time, governance for agroecology
covers a relevant though significantly more complex as well as somewhat utopian subject than
polycentric governance usually does. Below we want to engage more deeply into the discussion of
these concepts.

2.2 Normative polycentric governance and agroecology

Polycentric governance addresses the analysis of order and coordination in interactions between de
facto autonomous actors across levels, scales, sectors and different types of actors. It is open on the
modes of coordination employed and argues that governance that way becomes adaptive, resilient

and context-sensitive as well as best suited to meet consumer-citizens preferences. In their roles as

consumers and / citizens populations can engage through markets, political participation and voting




and deliberation and/ or associative engagement. Coordinated governance, equivalent to effective
governance is the paramount intermediate performance criterion of work on polycentric governance
according to the definition. Ultimately, however, it is interested in catering to sustainable collective
goods provisioning that is sensitive to context, where institutionalizable interests of citizens and
consumers are met. Thus, in relation to agroecology it aims to conceptualize effective provisioning
and production of collective goods such as food security, environmental, social, and cultural qualities
of food production.

With regard to conceptual underpinnings, it should be noted that research on polycentric
governance in the vein of the Bloomington School adopts a position of methodological
institutionalism (Vatn 2005). The approach holds that individuals make their choices under conditions
of ‘bounded rationality’.

Polycentric governance has been hailed for several normative aspects. For example, redundancies
between decision centres are held to promote the system’s resilience, even if to the detriment of
efficiency. Connected to resilience, adaptability to social-ecological contexts is considered another
key virtue. Also, polycentric governance allegedly more easily supplies collective goods where
institutions fit the social problem characteristics at hand promoting effective governance (Folke
2006; Biggs, Schliter, and Schoon 2015; Young 2010; Ekstrom and Young 2009; Carlisle and Gruby
2017).

Normative polycentric governance should meet three related modes of shaping the way collective
goods are provided . First, actors should be able to express their concerns over how a polycentric
governance arrangement (fails to) provide(s) collective goods. This is the criterion of voice. Second,
members of a collective should be able to leave an existing collective and with that option exert
pressure to change the polycentric governance arrangement. This is the criterion of exit. Third,
members of a collective who are unsatisfied should be able to establish a new collective that better
meets their needs. This is the criterion of self-organization. Together, these three criteria cater to
orderly contestation (McGinnis 2019; Baldwin et al. accepted). The fulfillment of these three criteria
is part and parcel of the adaptiveness of polycentric governance. Rights to voice, exit, and self-
organization can induce competition among providers to better meet demands for collective goods.
Colloquially, this dynamic is described as a system of checks and balances and it needs to
characterize the way collective goods provisioning is organized in its entirety (i.e. public
administration, civil society, courts, public sector, economy, parties, science, etc.).

The normative approach holds that actor orientations need to be conducive to collective action
through decentralized self-organization. Moreover, actors need to be learners who strive to improve
their well-being over time. Ostrom underlines the requirement for ‘informed citizens . . . [who are]
able to challenge efforts to take over their democratic system by powerful autocrats’ (E. Ostrom
2014) . Ostrom also considers it necessary for effective polycentric governance to have leaders with
public entrepreneurship and artisanship (V. Ostrom 2015).

Finally, from a normative perspective, for polycentric governance to operate productively, the
collective amidst its heterogeneity needs to share underpinning values: that is, a shared basic
judgement about what is right or wrong, or what is valuable and what is not (V. Ostrom 2008). It
should be noted that both the positive and normative strands of polycentric governance research
tend to be rather ahistorical and culturally blind. Instead, it looks for explanatory factors and
principles that favor sustainable collective goods provisioning that apply irrespective of spatio-
temporal context.

Normative proponents of polycentric governance affirm that, when members of a collective are
unhappy with a particular arrangement, the system will induce an evolutionary adaptation or self-




correction of the system so that it better delivers on the people’s wishes and priorities. That said, the
Bloomington School’s normative analysis gives less emphasis to democratic qualities and
encouragement of citizen activism or those marginalized in institutionalized ways of exit, voice and
self-organization (Thiel and Swyngedouw 2019).

Beyond this normative perspective on polycentric governance we should emphasize that research on
polycentric governance elevates the role of networks, decentral decision-making, federated, multi-
level decision-making, and dynamics of competition and cooperating in such contexts. Further it
addresses the role of learning in collective good provisioning and multi-level governance and
competitive and evolutionary selection of modes of organizing the provisioning of collective goods
across systems of co-production and co-management between public, private and civil society actors
at different levels of societal organization (Baldwin et al. in press). Thus, we would argue that not
only the normative perspective but also the research program on polycentric governance resonates
well with exploring some of the normative claims for agroecological governance.

Once we see polycentric governance and normative agroecological governance as overlapping
conceptualizations we can also pinpoint towards aspects where they complement each other. Thus,
polycentric governance adds constitutional and dynamic underpinnings of governance as well as the
details of governance arrangements and what shapes them. Agroecological governance
contextualizes polycentric governance in relation to specific claims on governance to make
agroecological food systems work.

Conditions in table 1 below specify some of the core constitutional and ontological underpinnings of
polycentric governance. In our view many of those overlap with normative agroecology, some of
them go beyond. In any case, if association of normative polycentric governance and governance of
agroecology could be assumed, agroecology would quasi “inherit” those as polycentric governance
holds these principles need to be in place for desirably operating polycentric governance.

However, polycentric governance allows goes beyond agroecology, for example, in regard to the
analysis of hybrid combinations of modes of coordination of competition, cooperation and
hierarchies. It holds that the most appropriate hybrid depends on context. Therefore, it would
withstand broad claims for how to best govern agroecology (e.g. through cooperation) as the
discourse on normative agroecology posits. We may therefore expect that agroecological farming
and food systems need to be organized very differently in countries of Western Europe and Eastern
Africa, as a result of large discrepancies in social-ecological contexts. Thus, polycentric governance
normatively and positively expects diversity in the way agroecology is governed without preferring
one mode of governance over another (i.e. competitive governance versus collaborative
governance). Also, polycentric governance specifies agents as boundedly rational, fallible learners.
While this is indeed a very open, flexible conceptualization of actors, it is still more closely associated
with the homo oeconomicus than maybe discourse on the governance of normative agroecology
presumes. Also, in this regard differences need to be sounded out as regards their implications for
outcomes of governance. Further PG is not primarily concerned with equity, marginalization,
redistribution, but only to the extent this aligns with citizen-consumers interests etc..

In contrast, also normative agroecology also challenges polycentric governance. Specifically, this
refers to its rejection of commodification and information sharing through the market. Further, it
posits bioregionally oriented constraints on the scale of competition and collaboration in polycentric
governance, something which has not been thought through as regards its implications for
polycentric governance. This also implies consideration of how to organize interrelations and
exchange between bioregional scales. Further, agroecology posits that innovation and
entrepreneurialism needs to be beneficial to the sustainable collective goods provisioning; however,




it is silent on how innovation is to be valued. It is unclear if the evolutionary adaptive pressures
conceptualized in polycentric governance would exercise such societal evaluations. Similar to
polycentric governance, with its emphasis on multi-level and horizontal cooperation agroecology
runs the risk of large transaction costs and biases that are difficult to overcome in a cooperative
manner.

Political Agroecology further posits that an agroecological metamorphosis was possible through
crafting (polycentric) institutions that foster cooperation at and across scales and that at the same
time more complex values and considerations enter actors’ considerations and agency in
agroecology. Similar presumptions are not an explicit part of the discourse on polycentric
governance. Rather, capacities of voice, exit and self-organization are expected to be fostered in
polycentric governance. Thus, it sees considerations of diverse and alternative values as outcome of
evolutionary change in polycentric governance and dynamics of respectful contestation, where
agents nonetheless maximize their perceived (and therefore malleable) net benefits in regard to an
open-ended plethora and potentially changing set of values in relation to outcomes of governance
arrangements.

Table 1 Categories of self-organization derived from theories of polycentric governance

Sets of
categories

Questions Relevance to polycentric governance

a. | Are agroecological practices There needs to be a basic level of

present among, at least. sub- knowledge among farmers and food
groups of farmers and, ideally, system actors to form preferences for
also food system actors? agroecological practices that diverge

from mainstream farming practices.

b. | Do farmers hold a variety of Polycentric governance, where farmers

values and preferences about and food system actors go after their
farm practices? business in distinctive, potentially self-
organized ways requires heterogeneity

of preferences.

c. | Are data about the performance | Formation of distinctive preferences on

I. Preference formation in relation to farming
practices

of the farming sector and its
environmental implications
readily available for farmers and

consumers?

farming systems requires transparent,
readily available information on
different modes of farming and their
implications, ideally this is
complemented by actors accountable to
their actions.

I1. Contestation and self-
farming practices

organization in relation to

Are property/tenure rights stable in
the farming sector and do they
allow agents to adopt decision
about their explanation with some

degree of autonomy?

Incentives to engage increase when they
internalize the benefits of such
engagement, which presumes stable
property rights and secure tenure. This
extends to situations where assets ate
affected by the way collective goods are
managed. Secure property and tenure
rights also grant a greater level of autonomy

in decision-making.




Do

government

local actors and local

have some
independence/ autonomy from the

and do
have the

central state, sectoral
administrations

independence to self-organize?

Autonomy/ independence of actors in the
food system as well as administrations
different
levels. By providing for checks and balances

promotes self-organization at
and windows of opportunity to share
different kinds of information, this is an
important mode of contesting the way

collective goods are produced.

Are farmers and actors in the
food
relation to

farming  and sector
entreprencurial  in

private benefits or public goods?

For self-organizing and contesting existing
modes of provisioning and production,
certain  attitudinal

actors need a

disposition towards public
entrepreneurship. Obviously, this depends

on the context and room to maneuvet.

Can farmers and food system actors
freely organize their way of farming
and food commercialization

The right to self-organize provisioning
and production activities is key to
polycentric governance, to enable freedom
to contest existing orders, e.g., through self-
organization.

Do farmers have the means and
abilities and knowledge (also of
agroecological practices) to
organize themselves and farming

practices?

Effective self-
organization requires knowledge and

contestation  through

abilities of how to self-organize.

Does the government or public
administration allow and promote
cooperative behaviour by farmers

and food
alternative

system actors and

farming  techniques;
does this also extend to consumers,

producers and civil society?

Do the government/ state and public
administration, as well as the private sector,
facilitate the association and self-organizing
behaviour of farmers and, so, foster
contestation through self-organization for
example among farmers catering to
agroecology? Does the government and
private sector enforce ground rules in
relation to modes of contestation and

specifically support marginalized interests?

Can farmers, consumers and food
system actors easily speak up about
their preferences and potential
misgivings regarding farming and
its relation to the environment?

Contestation of the way collective goods ate
produced and provided depends in part on
the ability and right to voice concerns
about current ways in which alternative
collectives and higher levels of jurisdiction
go about collective goods provision and
production.

Grey areas and critique of polycentric agroecological governance

Finally, once we associate polycentric governance to agroecology the latter also inherits the critique
of the former, respectively its grey areas. Also, polycentric governance and governance for
agroecology seems to partly differ which finally questions their compatibility. In what follows we
want to elaborate on these issues.




a) ,,Citizen consumer” and “public and private” - This concepts of polycentric governance theorizing
intends to ,,earmark” that individuals have at least two roles or functions in the system, as citizen and
consumer. However, the theory does not disentangle both roles and address the tension between the
two logics at work: The potential role conflict has been described by Ben Barber (2007) as ,civic
schizophrenia. “ The conflation of citizens and consumers also reflects on the lack of clarity how the
theory treats public vis-a-vis private spheres, actors, institutions, preferences; collective goods
provisioning vis-a-vis public good provisioning; and how it makes value judgments about what is “fair”,
“just”, or “good” in the context of transformation processes. Particularly, social justice, however, is a
paramount impetus to struggles for agroecology.

b) Sustainability transformations and innovation as preference formation for the sustainable,
better? - Polycentric institutional landscapes are to enable farmers and local communities to approach
the diversity of context-specific social-ecological problems in the way they consider most suitable.
While this observation seems empirically grounded, it remains unclear, what the mechanism is, and
whether what communities think of as suitable also is sustainable.

Another open question about the conceptualization of change and adaptation based on preference
formation and self-organization is how new ideas, solutions etc. emerge in self-organizing collectives
and how they are evaluated as regards their long-term sustainability effects (see also below on
innovation)? For example, farmers in the Global South might associate agroecology with poverty, high
work load, high dependency on information. Also, is CRISPR-CAS good or bad for agroecology? How
are such judgments to be made? In view of agroecology there are debates about innovation that can
serve as an orientation. Altieri (1989), for instance, provides useful categories on the basis of which to
evaluate technological innovations. Such normative orientations are not considered in polycentric
governance.

c) Coordination — in regard to the process of governance PG evaluate coordination and systemic
functioning, as regards outcomes it is open on normative orientations applied. Coordination however
is conceptualized as most (cost-)effective way to attain citizen-consumers’ aggregated collective goods
preferences. Meanwhile, it remains unclear who made the decision, how, about what? Thus, it is less
interested in other process qualities or in the political economy that determines outcomes. Fairness
and transparency of governance process are appreciated as long as they serve sustainable collective
goods provisioning in line with citizen consumers’ preferences, they are not an end in themselves.
Similarly, it does not explicitly account for power asymmetries in the theory on coordination, as these
are part of context factors — also in form of gender, class, market position, etc.. Rather, it wonders
what distribution of power in governance promotes outcomes in line with citizen-consumers’
preferences.

d) Checks and balances within polycentric governance and beyond. The theory focuses on visible and
directly interlinked de facto autonomous public administrations, and on political, economic and civil
society actors in the way they provide for collective goods. This downplays the structural, socio-
economic impetus to the food system that may be outside of the regulatory and civic realm of
polycentric governance. However, as our brief introduction to the IPE and governance of food and
agriculture has highlighted, is remains largely unclear, who the political authority is, whether and how
different organisations interact, and who drives developments. In view of the rise of private authority
and governance the assessment of checks and balances should include new “global rulers” such as
transnational corporations, who set standards that shape what is being produced, how, for whom, and
by whom. In addition, checks and balances within the collective would need to be assessed, in view of
guestions of democratic governance and embeddedness of collectives.




e) Ignorance of structural power in polycentric governance: Operating with the assumption of natural
and analytical equality of polycentric governance basically ignores that power and resources are
distributed highly unequal between different (market) actors. Consequently, the “snap shot overview”
of conditions promoting polycentric agroecological governance leaves out crucial aspects needed to
explain why things are the way they are, and what can be done about it — namely, it is blind to
institutional and systemic connections. Therefore, the analytical and empirical egalitarianism does not
contribute to improving the circumstances and —in the end —might be a barrier to evolutionary change
in that regard (e.g., Ouma 2023). Reflecting on justice in the context of heterogeneity, Young (2011)
argues that therefore the “particularities of context and affiliation cannot and should not be removed
from moral reasoning” (Young 1997) The very same points of reflection apply to literature on
agroecology, that oftentimes also has communitarian underpinnings and analytical egalitarianism (in
view of agroecological farmers and groups) that becomes essentialist, thereby ignoring the politics of
difference as they play out.

f) Politics and the political in polycentric governance. Polycentric governance addresses
institutionalized politics in which modes of affecting collective goods provision are well defined and
institutionalized. However, any such institutionalized system creates outsiders, marginalized actors
and perspectives that are systematically sidelined, excluded and therefore disempowered. This
insulates the system from radical/ political concerns that do not align with its institutionalized politics
and undermines innovation and adaptation. The question emerges how such marginalized groups can
be heard and how their stances can be integrated into polycentric governance. To say the least,
redistribution of access and resources may be necessary to include such groups into politics and have
their concerns heard and inform politics on collective action. Indeed, struggles for agroecology among
farmers and experts often concern their recognition in institutionalized processes, we would argue.

g) Polycentric governance conceptualizes interdependency of actors that are constituted as de facto
autonomous. However, what does autonomy mean in view of interdependency? As a tendency,
polycentric governance views autonomy as institutionally grounded and interdependence as physically
and functionally grounded. However, such a clear separation is empirically not viable and institutional
autonomy is always relative. Thus, to understand agroecology and polycentric governance fully, it
would be important, to develop the inter-relational element further. Sociological institutionalism and
historical institutionalism are two avenues that would complement and be compatible with the theory
of polycentric governance (e.g., Padmanabhan, 2010). Such modifications, we expect, would also
enhance our understanding of power and domination and potentially detrimental biases in polycentric
governance.
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