DOI: 10.1590/1413-81232022279.01882022EN

Agrotoxics and the Agribusiness Industry: Discourses for a toxic
life. An analysis from a social determinants of health perspective

John Alexander Benavides Piracén (https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7632-0372) !
Thereza Christina Bahia Coelho (https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4787-4103)

! Programa de P6s-
Graduagao em Saide
Coletiva, Universidade
Estadual de Feira de Santana
(UEFS). Av. Transnordestina
s/n, Bairro Novo Horizonte.
44036-900 Feira de Santana
BA Brasil.
johnbenal@gmail.com

2 Universidade Estadual de
Feira de Santana (UEFS).
Feira de Santana BA Brasil.

Abstract In Colombia, the agribusiness indus-
try argues that pest control is essential to feed
the world population, establishing a new mo-
del of production based on the intensive use of
agrotoxics. However, the health impacts of these
products are absent from the industry’s discour-
ses. This study used critical discourse analysis to
analyze and characterize discourses of modes of
production and work process that lead to exposure
to agrotoxics and health impacts among families
in rural areas of Usme and Sumapaz in Colom-
bia. The following data collection techniques were
used: participant observation, semi-structured in-
terviews, and document analysis. The discourses
show that interaction between structural forms
that define the construction of reality transforms
subjects. In the case of agribusiness and the use of
agrotoxics, this interaction constitutes institutio-
nal symbolic violence. This discursive relationship
imposes an everyday life that normalizes exposure
to agrotoxics and transfers the responsibility for
their health impacts to rural communities.

Key words Agrotoxics, Agribusiness, Social deter-
mination, Environmental health, Occupational
health
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Introduction

Agricultural production in Colombia is charac-
terized by capital accumulation and dominated
by transnational corporations that control prac-
tically the entire food chain'?, using mechanisms
of domination and subordination to transform
traditional peasant agriculture’. Apart from
transforming the relationship between rural
populations and nature?, the industrial model
of farming seeks to standardize work processes
by planting one type of crop, a single living form
transforming energy into homogeneous food
products®.

Monocultures cause ecological imbalance and
facilitate the emergence of other species, which, in
their search for food, limit capital accumulation®.
This makes biodiversity a limiting factor for the
dynamics of good agroeconomic practices. A neg-
ative blanket term has been created for this limit-
ing factor, a biblical metaphor that alludes to the
arrival of the “pest”®’. The agribusiness industry’s
main objective is therefore to reduce production
risks by waging war on these pests.

As part of this war, the industry uses “agro-
toxics”, designed to kill all forms of life that de-
stroy crops. As a result, today global pesticide
consumption amounts to more than four million
tons per year®. The argument that pest control is
necessary to produce enough food for everyone
is used to justify a model of production based on
the intensive use of biocides, serving only the in-
terests of agribusiness.

However, the health impacts of these products
are absent from the industry’s discourse. These
impacts are aggravated by low levels of social se-
curity coverage in rural areas, which is limited to a
minority of rural workers in formal employment.
This in turn limits access to occupational risk pre-
vention services and leads to the underreporting
of the health effects of exposure to these products.

This type of farming gives rise to a contradic-
tion between production and health, with numer-
ous epidemiological studies showing the effects
of agrotoxics on the health of workers and their
families, notably teratogenicity and negative child
neurodevelopment outcomes®*2.

However, approaches tend to reduce this is-
sue to a biological phenomenon void of history
and social context, ignoring the social factors that
influence the use of use agrotoxics by peasant
farmers'**>. For this reason, this article suggests
that the relations established by agribusiness de-
fine the economic, social, and cultural processes
that determine the health of subjects and groups.

Empirically speaking, some of these processes
are expressed in a specific system of ideas, senses,
and meanings, an ideological formation that pro-
motes and hypes up particular modes of farming,
while at the same time establishing processes that
harm human health through exposure to agro-
toxics'. This formation materializes in discourses
and is present in the social struggle for conserva-
tion or resistance to domination'.

In this way, relationships between structures
and forms of life are established in communities
around the world'®'®. Hence, the construction of
subjectivity and intersubjectivity manifests struc-
turing dispositions, that is, dispositions that guide
the practical choices that define rural life through
schemes of perception adopted by communities
throughout their lives'. This shift in perception
of the rural world is shaped by discourses within
settings of symbolic struggle against hegemony
that legitimize industrial practices and deny the
negative impacts of industrial agriculture'®. These
discourses are targeted at rural communities, who
either accept it or reject it, depending on the per-
ceptions of interlocutors, symbolic power, and
their level of practical competence within rural
modes of production’®?.

In light of the above, this study sought to
understand the use of the food production dis-
course and agrotoxics in Usme and Sumapaz in
Colombia. To this end, we used critical discourse
analysis (CDA), which allowed us to study the ef-
fect of meaning on the interlocutors and identi-
fy meanings assigned to agrotoxics'® in order to
understand how discourses generate social power,
which dominates and creates illness-generating
processes’.

To this end, the discourses were grouped as
follows using the three social determinant do-
mains proposed by Breilh™: 1) discourses ad-
dressing the structural relations and processes
of accumulation that define models of produc-
tion that use agrotoxics (general domain); 2)
discourses involving the organicity of accu-
mulations that determine the work processes
and practices involved in the use of agrotoxics
(particular domain); and 3) discourses express-
ing mental representations of the health effects
of agrotoxics, depicting the materialization of
structures in bodies (singular domain). The aim
of this article is therefore to analyze and charac-
terize discourses of models of production and
work processes that lead to exposure to agrotox-
ics and health impacts among families in rural
areas of Usme and Sumapaz.



Method

This article presents the findings of the qualita-
tive component of a study of social determinants
of health among children in rural areas exposed
to agrotoxics. The data were collected in Usme
and Sumapaz in Bogotd, where one of the main
economic activities is intensive potato and chick-
pea farming characterized by heavy pesticide
use?!.

The data were collected using participant
observation, semi-structured interviews, and
document analysis. For participant observation,
we visited 42 plantations, 30 using industrial
methods and 12 that adopt agroecological prac-
tices. We also observed the potato growing cycle,
from soil preparation to the sale of produce, tak-
ing notes on activities. Key activities during the
purchase, use, and disposal of agrotoxics where
filmed, resulting in a total of 720 hours of ob-
servation.

Seventeen semi-structured interviews were
conducted with subjects who live in rural areas
and rural workers. The inclusion criteria were
participants who had been living and working in
the region for at least one year. Chart 1 shows the
interviewee codes and production model.

The number of interviews was determined
using theoretical saturation, which is reached
when additional data do not generate any new el-
ements. To this end, the interviews were analyzed
using a saturation matrix*.

The interviews were conducted using an in-
terview guide to capture discourses on produc-
tion models, work processes, and use of agrotox-
ics, and the relationship between these elements
and the health-sickness process. The questions
were open ended, with no influence on any spe-
cific alternatives suggested by the interviewer®.
The interviews were transcribed and for the
purposes of discourse analysis, notes on the re-
searcher’s subjective impressions of the linguistic
and extralinguistic elements of the interviewees’
statements were also considered™.

The document analysis consisted of eight in-
stitutional documents, three of which concerning
local rural development and four addressing rec-
ommendations regarding the use of agrotoxics.
Finally, we created a document consisting of three
interviews with institutional actors about cases of
pesticide poisoning in rural areas published on
digital news platforms in 2019 (Chart 2).

To gain a deeper understanding of the mean-
ings assigned by the subjects, a first reading of the
corpus was performed to gain an insight into the

context of the discourses, the respondents, and
their circumstances. The second reading focused
on the fragments of text related to the theoretical
categories, coding statements based on the asso-
ciation between textual elements and the theoret-
ical constructs of the general, particular, and sin-
gular domains mentioned above. Links between
textual units were highlighted to identify repet-
itive, associated, and contradictory elements,
generating a semantic web of empirical material.
Finally, we performed another reading to iden-
tify the relationship between the production of
meanings, when a word, sentence, or gesture
acquires symbolic representation. Following the
assumptions of CDA, we studied the relationship
between the construction of forms of language in
the texts and their use in rural settings®.

The textual units and semantic webs were
classified empirically as ideological formations of
the agribusiness industry. The ideological forma-
tions, which reproduce themselves and are em-
bodied in the memory of the subjects, are classi-
fied in the texts as discourses (D) or practices (P),
making the empirical material a presentation of
the predicate, giving it historical significance: the
acquisition of meaning and symbolism (symbol-
ic power)”. To this end, we returned to the anal-
ysis and lexical codes, searching for commonly
used words, euphemisms, and metaphors in the
discourses and writings of the actors. These were
identified and marked in the texts as ways of ex-
ercising power that seek to control or modulate
what is said and not said about the reality of life
and health in rural areas.

Finally, we grouped the textual elements re-
lated to the social determinants of health frame-
work. Data analysis was performed using ATLAS.
ti version 9.

Results and discussion

General domain: the potential
and harmlessness of agrotoxics

The discourse of subjects from organizations
that promote agribusiness, which are external to
rural life, constructs a definition of rurality as po-
tential, an element of development and econom-
ic success. They represent an urban, commercial
bourgeoisie interested in accumulation through
the trade and export of agricultural and food
products.

It is worth mentioning that discourses of
rurality in Colombia center around production,
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Chart 1. Interviewee codes and production model.

Code Sex Predominant production model
P6 Female Agroecology
P7 Male Industrial
P8 Female Agroecology
P9 Female Agroecology (agronomist)
P10 Male Industrial, transitioning to agroecology
P13 Male Industrial
P14 Female Agroecology
P15 Male Industrial
P16 Male Industrial
P20 Male Industrial
P21 Male Industrials (wholesaler)
P22 Male Industrial
P23 Female Agroecology
P24 Male Industrial
P22 Male Industrial
P23 Male Industrial
P24 Male Industrial

Source: Authors.

with the documents highlighting the potential of
the rural population for exporting food. To this
end, semantic construction is replete with nouns
and adjectives typically used by the agribusiness
sector, such as potential, development and suc-
cess, almost always used to refer to the outside
world and to export capacity.

Graph 1 shows that the most frequent lexical
elements are the words potential, millions, global
and quality.

The discourse of the agribusiness sector uses
terms such as “leading driver” (justification), sug-
gesting that the industry has a “potential” that
needs to be developed, that is, that requires “in-
vestment”. Another keyword is “player”, a term
commonly used in business management. A
player is an “actor” who is in the game, not on the
bench. A metaphor representing the market as a
football stadium and agribusiness companies as
key players.

The actor is the sector, which at the same time
provides the illusion that small-scale farmers can
take part in the game, be a player. All these syn-
tactic elements are accompanied by the frequent
use of complex technical terms and economic
statistics to strengthen the “potential” discourse:

P1.2 (DI) Historically, the agribusiness sector
has been one of the leading drivers of economic de-
velopment in Colombia.

P1:5 (DI) [...] the agricultural sector, a major
player in the Colombian economy.

P1:3 (DI) [...] with a view to turning them into
global players.

P3:7 (DI) [...] develop a methodology that
identifies and prioritizes existing agribusiness cor-
porations and areas with new clusters that have
agricultural potential [...].

Agribusiness uses its discourse to portray
the sector as a subject of potential. In this case,
the subject defines itself as having “potential”
and the sector as a “player”, while the population
vanishes, hidden below a blanket of discursive
actions. This discourse belongs to social groups
with commercial interests; in these texts it is pos-
sible to trace the construction of human action
in rural areas seen as commodities, revealing the
dehumanized and dehumanizing nature of the
relationship between the market and rurality. As
a result, the laws of capitalist production are nor-
malized, and agribusiness reproduces itself eco-
nomically. The structure of reification penetrates
the human mind more and more intensely, to a
point where the suffering caused by the industry,
its interests, and needs are no longer seen®.

The basis of success of agribusiness’ world
of production is very unstable, not to mention
the successive economic failures experienced by
farmers. The “potential” discourse manipulates



Chart 2. Document codes and characterization.

Code Type of Type of actor Document name Author
document
P1 Institutional Agricultural The Colombian Agribusiness Sector | Proexport Colombia
document - DI development
Technical report | institute
P2 Round table talks | Government The Open Library of The Office of the High
minutes organizations and | Colombian Peace Process: Towards | Commissioner for
FARC-EP a New Colombian Countryside: Peace
Comprehensive Rural Reform
P3 Institutional Government National Development Plan Reports | National Planning
document - DI organization 2018-2022 Department
Technical report
P4 Institutional Government Decree 1843, 1991 on the use and Ministry of Finance,
document - DI organizations management of agrotoxics Ministry of
Rules and Agriculture, Ministry
regulations of Labor and Social
Protection
P17 Institutional Organization Pesticide packaging and return Clean Countryside
document - DI that promotes protocol Corporation
Brochure or agribusiness and
technical guide use of agrotoxics
P18 Institutional Organization Pesticide triple-rinsing technique Clean Countryside
document - DI that promotes Corporation
Brochure or agribusiness and
technical guide use of agrotoxics
P19 Institutional Government Good Agricultural Practices: A Colombian
document - DI organization Guide for Agribusinesses Agricultural Institute
Brochure or
technical guide
P29 News about Government Why are accident rates high in the | Media
agrotoxics in the | organizationsin | Colombian countryside?
media between the media More than a million bees die from
2018 and 2019 poisoning in Quindio
Crop dusting plane flies close
to small rural school: children
poisoned
Other school affected by dusting

Source: Authors.

lived experience, matching what is said with
an appropriate tone of promise. Rural workers
should therefore work in continuous pursuit of
potential under a model of production whose di-
rect consequences include destruction of life:

P24:1(man working in the agribusiness indus-
try) Yes of course, no, no, no, it’s that you get really
screwed in the countryside, really screwed, it’s obvi-
ous that prices are low in agriculture.

With the dissemination of this ideology in
rural communities, workers are manipulated to

take on specific models of production, commit-
ted to the idea of potential and future growth
and development, with the promise of a future of
profit and accumulation?.

The “potential” discourse adopted by the
agrobusiness industry therefore has a life-distort-
ing effect, which is interpreted as intersubjective
alienation of the subject-object relationship by
the communicative rationality of the interests of
others?, disguising and perpetuating inequalities
and poverty in rural areas.
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In conclusion, the logic of communication
seeks to impose models of production and work
processes subsumed by agroexport interests, hid-
ing the fact that the benefits of exporting agri-
cultural products are centered around food trade
and speculation. These discourses therefore dis-
tort the reality of marginality and poverty caused
by this model.

The safety discourse

Linked to the “potential” discourse, we iden-
tified discourses about safe production and plant
health, understood as the elimination of forms of
life that interfere with capital accumulation, us-
ing different paraphrases and synonyms:

P3:2 (DI)[...] low productivity persists, the
weakness of value chains and food safety and an-
imal and plant health systems, which prevent [the
industry from] harnessing both internal and exter-
nal markets.

These discourses normalize the planting of
monocultures, which cause intense ecological
imbalance and lead to the emergence of “pests”,
as reported in Latin America’s sugarcane plan-
tations®. “Pests” certainly cause financial loss-
es. Thence an industry emerges that produces

discourses offering technologies that maintain
productivity, primarily agrotoxics that help crop
development, and a new way of subsuming life
in rural areas. Thus, the “potential” discourses,
paraphrasing the safe-healthy-plant health rhet-
oric adopted by the institutions, are not read or
scrutinized by rural communities, but rather
conveyed using other much easier-to-understand
messages.

During participant observation, we found
that these discourses are conveyed by an organic
intellectual from the agribusiness industry (an
agrotoxics sale representative), an agronomist, or
the owner of an agricultural and farm supplies
store. The power of these actors resides in their
cultural capital. They express themselves discur-
sively using technical terms, always in direct con-
tact with the community, pushing the econom-
ic-safe-plant health discourse'®, transforming
agricultural practices and giving advice on the
use of agrotoxics for eliminating so-called pests:

P6:32 (woman working in agroecological farm-
ing) Just one shock and that’s it, you can continue
selling or working; just one fumigation and hey
presto; because he’s an agronomist too, because he’s
an agronomist and grower, and he told me to apply
it.
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Graph 1. Lexical analysis of textual units in the documents and interviews.

Source: Authors.



Gramsci suggested that in rural settings this
social group of organic intellectuals plays the role
of intermediary between peasant farmers and the
“general administration”; a group tasked with the
technical organization of modes of production
and work?. These intellectuals are born on the
terrain of an essential function in the world of
the economic production of agribusiness, and at
the same time a social class of intellectuals is cre-
ated which give agribusiness homogeneity and
an awareness and establish a process of forma-
tion of hegemony?.

Lamosa® outlines how, making full use of
creative capacity, the agribusiness “party” in Bra-
zil has formed organic intellectuals responsible
for disseminating the ideology of capital through
public schools and the work of teachers. These in-
tellectuals produce and disseminate the ideology
of heads of companies and political parties who
support agribusiness and the use of agrotoxics.

These discourses therefore determine the
ideological enabling conditions for the reproduc-
tion of modes of production, while at the same
time normalizing death and illness by fostering
toxic lifestyles. In this regard, in a recent study
investigating the relaxation of the rules and regu-
lations governing pesticide use in Brazil, drawing
on Foucault’s concept of biopower (2007) and the
power to “make live” and “let die” and Mbembe’s
(1997) writings on necropolitics, Gurgel et al.*
explain how “policies of death” are engendered
both by the state and by its absence. The authors
show how the policy relaxing the rules governing
the use of agrotoxics introduced by Jair Bolson-
aro’s government was influenced by companies
and constitutes a strategy to consolidate practices
of biopower intended to satisfy the interests of fi-
nancial capital, manipulating science and the law.
According to the authors, the policy defines the
lives of those who may be put at risk. Thus, poor
working terms and conditions and vulnerability
are conditions created by necropolitics to favor
agrotoxics™.

The particular domain: life centered
around toxic work processes

Rural life, defined by institutional discours-
es, materializes in practices centered on work
processes. Determined by modes of production,
groups of workers and their families transform
the nature of the territory, body, and subjectivi-
ty®. It can be observed that the relationship be-
tween work processes and agrotoxics is planned
by external actors using task organization.

This is evident in the “technical assistance”
provided by organic intellectuals, which is de-
fined according to an institutional discursive
framework and used by the pesticide industry
to sell its products. In general, it can be said that
there is an illusion of control over work, a core
component of technical knowledge symbolized
by agribusiness’ discursive formation expressed
as the elimination of pests, giving agrbtoxics the
capacity to materialize the desire for potential
and safety.

During participant observation it became
clear that the promotion of agribusiness is sit-
uated in a specific social space: agricultural and
farm supplies stores. In general, these spaces are
small, located in urban centers or peri-urban ar-
eas, and dominated by shelves full of agrotoxics
and pharmaceutical industry advertising. Larger
stores feature “technical assistance” provided by
pharmaceutical companies and agronomists sell-
ing agrotoxics at the store entrance, where insti-
tutional discourses are reproduced using techni-
cal economic and chemical terms describing the
products being sold.

The agronomists are predominantly men,
whose body posture seeks to promote a form
of symbolic domination. Technical language is
mixed with rural jargon, powerful cars, and a
stylish combination of urban clothing and work
boots, imaginatively attempting to represent the
ideal of agribusiness industry: the financially
successful man.

The work of these men is not limited to ag-
ricultural and farm supplies stores. They often
have to travel for work, especially to large farms,
seeking to fertilize crops vulnerable to the threat
of pests with the goodness of their knowledge.

In addition, seeds (many of which genetical-
ly modified), the main focus of their work, are
bought in these stores, almost always as part of
a technological package. Methods are defined
by the store owner, consisting mainly of agro-
toxics to eliminate other species that “threaten”
rural areas and interfere in the accumulation of
capital, becoming the ultimate solution to pests.
Observed during participant observation, this
process aims to subjugate agriculture and rural
communities to the logic of accumulation and
trade of toxic chemicals, leading to a contradic-
tion whereby technical knowledge does not nec-
essarily favor food production:

P6:26 (woman working in agroecological farm-
ing) Two or three chemicals are applied [...] the
ones they use are chemicals, the same ones that the
door-to-door salespersons sell [...] It didn’t use to
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happen in the region. Six or seven years ago sales-
persons from laboratories began to arrive and go
from field to field delivering these products. They’re
agronomists, they go to the fields and plan for you
so planting is on a certain date, and then they bring
the disinfectants, fertilizers and everything, and tell
you which days you have to fumigate.

Once transformed into the logic of others,
the seeds are treated with preventive pesticide
applications to “protect” them from insect and
animal attacks, in addition to applications in-
dicated for storage to avoid the proliferation of
fungi and insects:

P28:142 (man working in the agribusiness in-
dustry): Yes, that is the good one, the poisoned seed.

Poisoned seeds need poisoned soil. After
planting, soil “disinfection” methods are used,
which translates into the application of insecti-
cides and fungicides:

P22:21 (man working in the agribusiness in-
dustry) No, no, no, no, first you give broccoli a good
poisoning, spraying as soon as the plant emerges,
then another spray with poison. This one has al-
ready been sprayed three times, with this one four:
one when it was planted, another when it got a bit
bigger, another later, and this one now.

In the rural settings observed by this study,
the structure of the concept of agrotoxics gives
rise to polysemy, presenting a meaning with var-
ious other meanings, which are changed strate-
gically according to the social space and situa-
tions of work practices and social reproduction,
enabling the manipulation and domination of
understanding and representation of meaning.
That is, symbolic power is conferred to the use of
agrotoxics, a power that has real effects.

The meaning of the institutions is conferred
by decrees, guidelines, and recommendations re-
garding the use of agrotoxics and reproduced by
agronomists. Agrotoxics are defined according to
their technical characteristics (agents, substances
or chemicals), featured in the glossary of terms.
The documents emphasize their merely biocidal
nature in work processes, because they prevent,
destroy, combat, and control pests, listing their
ideologically positive properties.

This positive notion is linked to effective ac-
tions that benefit food production and accumu-
lation of capital. However, associated with this
benefit, it is necessary to discursively construct
a subject that is the target of these actions: the
pest, insect, pathogen, the non-beneficial agent,
the enemy to be destroyed:

P4:9 (ID) Any agent of a chemical, physical,
or biological nature that in a mixture or combina-

tion is used for the prevention, combat, attraction,
or control of insects, mites, pathogens, nematodes,
weeds, rodents, or other organisms that are harm-
ful to animals, plants, and derived products, health,
or beneficial fauna.

The intention of this meaning is to commu-
nicate the need to increase productivity by elim-
inating non-beneficial species. The “agrotoxics”
discourse, alluding to the biblical metaphor,
where other living species are likely to destroy
property, justifying their elimination.

Another metaphor used in agrobusiness dis-
courses is that of the unhealthy crop, which que
needs a “remedy”. The technical language of plant
health has an incredible discursive capacity to re-
produce itself in everyday rural life. The medical
idea of healing is used, overlooking the idea of
toxicity in work processes. The product is not
toxic, but rather phytosanitary:

P25:23 (man working in the agribusiness in-
dustry): I don’t know whether the chemists were
inventing them based on diseases before, first we
didn’t have diseases, the diseases emerged, the rem-
edies emerged.

These discourses therefore downplay the ef-
fects of agrotoxics on the health of humans and
other species, which are disregarded in commu-
nications. In mental representations of health
and the relationship between health and expo-
sure to agrotoxics, the discourses manipulate
the need to protect life, eliminating any conse-
quences for workers and their families from so-
cial spaces. In this way, practices normalize the
use of these methods in everyday life, for example
fumigating in close proximity to children or ac-
tively involving pregnant women in preparation
and fumigation:

P10:15 (man working in the agribusiness in-
dustry): Once, a man started fumigating next door
to a school, and the teachers and children left the
area and shut themselves in the classrooms.

As a discursive practice, communications
eliminate the discussion about health impacts —
including those involving vulnerable groups such
as pregnant women and children — from social
spaces. Manipulative discourses therefore legiti-
mize the use of toxic chemicals in rural life.

In turn, peasant farmers in Usme and Suma-
paz reproduce and transform these discourses.
The presentification of practices has a simple
meaning in communication. Technical terms
disappear and the use of the word “pesticide”
becomes very strange. However, associations
with agrotoxics’ biocidal actions stand out: “kill’,

» «

“combat’, “put an end to pests”. Actions that have



one specific objective: the elimination of a partic-
ular type of pest (“moths”, “worms”, “flies”, “fun-
gi”, among others):

P15:4 (man working in the agribusiness in-
dustry) ...kept fumigating as normal, and spray-
ing practically everything with poison, on leaves,
flies, worms, almost around the clock, poison, and
I don’t remember ever not using poison, not buying
drugs and poisons.

One of the most frequently recognized lexical
forms (Graph 1), the word “poison” does not ap-
pear in association with toxicity in humans. It is
used discursively to emphatically emphasize the
capacity of work processes to eliminate, put an
end to the insect:

P22:3 (man working in the agribusiness in-
dustry) more than all the poison is used there.
If’s mixed, prepared in the can and sprayed, yes
too high, yes sir. That’s the function of the poison,
because this is the poison I use here, this poison is
strong, it’s Fulminator [an insecticide].

The technical use of toxicity classification
does not appear to be an element that influences
health and safety work practices. Quite the con-
trary, it is used more as a symbol of efficiency,
where highly-toxic rede-label products are recog-
nized as potent, efficient, and strong, while other
colors (blue and green) are defined as “non-tox-
ic” or fungicides:

P10:26 (man working in the agribusiness in-
dustry) And that worm is alive, that worm lives in
the potato. Red-label remedies are used to kill that
worm.

Finally, when agrotoxics cease to be a com-
mercial product or part of the process of accu-
mulation, their meaning changes; they become
waste, a hazard, a risk:

P4:20: (ID) When applying agrotoxics in pop-
ulated areas, to fish farms, bees, birds and other
animals, and in water courses, springs, and special
management areas for the protection of natural
resources, the techniques used shall be accordance
with the risks inherent in the respective activity.

This discourse implies that it is the farmers
who are responsible for food safety. It constitutes
a subtle way of transferring responsibilities, us-
ing expressions, the imperative mood conjugated
in the first and third persons, and adjectives with
the obligation of action, creating a framework of
language use:

P19:(DI) As agribusinessmen, we are obliged to
assure consumers that the fruit and vegetables we
grow do not cause health problems. It is therefore
our responsibility to produce safe fruit and vege-
tables.

The health and environmental impacts are
transferred to the work practices involved in the
use and final disposal of agrotoxics by peasant
farmers, without taking into account the toxic
nature of these products, generating manipula-
tive discourse to transfer risks and putting the
blame on certain groups. This discursive blan-
ket is reproduced by some studies investigating
health and safety at work, which define chemi-
cal risk as the failure to use personal protective
equipment. However, this literature fails to rec-
ognize the processes of discursive dominance
and strengthens an ideological formation that
revictimizes peasant farmers®*.

The singular domain: the body
and practices in toxic rurality

Finally, determined by structural and partic-
ular processes, the bodies of groups in the region
mold and modify their psyche and biology over
the course of their lifetimes. The agrotoxic-body
interaction, defined as exposure, gives rise to
pathophysiological processes involving toxicoki-
netic and toxicodynamic mechanisms within
organisms, resulting in health-disease profiles as-
sociated with exposure and the particularities of
rural groups at specific moment in time*.

The first practice in which bodies come into
direct contact with agrotoxics is preparation,
where toxic products are mixed to produce the
so-called pesticide “bombs” or “cocktails”, com-
binations of fungicides, insecticides, and/or foli-
ar fertilizers prepared by one man: the most pow-
erful, the one who has most experience, or the
crop owner. The doses are usually defined by the
farmer himself or technicians. In all the visits we
made, the doses used were more than four times
the recommended dose on the product label and
leaflet, as if exceeding the dose was a demonstra-
tion of strength in a quest to reproduce recog-
nition and achievement through the use of the
product. Overdoses are not even associated with
the possibility of greater exposure and toxicity
and impacts on human health:

P10:03: (man working in the agribusiness in-
dustry) A rich man gets enthusiastic about mixing
bombs in containers with agrotoxics. At the end of
the day, this has no use at all for agriculture |...]
these people get enthusiastic about mixing water
with poison, washing; they say it washes the peas.

Environment, health, and safety practices in
work processes embody the discursive forma-
tions domain within the general and particular
domains, allowing the establishment of destruc-
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tive processes. There are few ways of caring for
the bodies of dominated workers, so environ-
mental and work practice controls, such as the
use of personal protective equipment, are prac-
tically non-existent:

P8:13 They died from the same thing that the
fumigators died of; and they don’t use face masks,
it’s like they inhaled it and died, of course they died,
they were fumigating.

As mentioned above, institutional discourses
seek to hold peasant farmers exclusively respon-
sible for health and safety, marginalizing and an-
tagonizing the practices they adopt. Indeed, the
discourses of rural producers and peasant farm-
ers seek to address this contradiction, placing the
blame for health impacts on other people:

P10:30: (man working in the agribusiness in-
dustry) When we were sowing, there was a girl, I
don’t recall her last name, who drank the remedy
[referring to the agrotoxic] and died, and a boy
who was treated for [pesticide] poisoning.

It is worth noting that discourses in rural
areas establish that the use of and exposure to
agrotoxics are dependent on individual charac-
teristics, cementing the imposition of the norms
of perception and valorization of the body in the
structure of promotors of agribusiness. In this
logic, one could talk about the alienated body;,
because it embodies the identity defined by
agribusiness. In this way, domination of rural
communities imposes a specific system of social
categories of perception and appreciation of in-
dividual identity, which blames the subject for
exposure and forces him or her to not take care
of the body, thus establishing legitimacy as an in-
dividual or member of a group by pursuing the
promise of potential®'.

This study has some limitations. To analyze
the complexity of rural reality and the processes

that determine exposure to agrotoxics and health
impacts, we obtained a large quantity of qualita-
tive information and therefore some discourses
were not mentioned due to the limited number of
words. Discourses such as the male symbolization
of agrotoxics and the aesthetics of the agroindus-
trial green desert, and descriptions of processes
of resistance stemming from the strengthening of
family agriculture as strategies to promote health
and caring for pregnant women and children will
be addressed by future articles.

Moreover, as Orlandi asserts', in-depth dis-
course analysis requires a transdisciplinary ap-
proach, which a public health group cannot es-
tablish by itself. For future works, it is important
to draw on knowledge of history, linguistics, and
agricultural sciences to enrich our understanding
of this complex reality and generate new plat-
forms for transformation.

Final considerations

Interaction between structural forms that define
the construction of reality transforms subjects.
In the case of agribusiness and pesticide use, this
interaction constitutes institutional symbolic
violence. This structuring relationship defines
everyday life and is evident in the discourses
and practices of the peasant farmers. This arti-
cle seeks to overcome the purely theoretical bi-
ological notion of exposure to agrotoxics and
health impacts. In this vein, the reassessment of
the health needs of rural populations from a so-
cial determinants of health perspective, enriched
by critical discourse analysis, can offer critical
knowledge to generate counter-discourses that
help create a new approach to health promotion
in rural areas.
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