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13 Smolinski, J. and Lambert, E. (in press). Des dispositifs numériques d’aide aux choix  
alimentaires aux dispositifs des jugements : quelle régulation de l’information des 
consommateurs ? Revue interdisciplinaire d’études juridiques. 
14 Smolinski, J. (2021). Un musée qui conjugue les temps composés. Antiquités nationales, 
50–51. 
15 Smolinski, J. and Calvignac, C. (2019). How can the use of a mobile application change 
the course of a sightseeing tour? Tourist Studies. 
16 Wagner, A. (2023). Blablabla : en finir avec le bavardage climatique. Éditions Le Robert, 
Paris. 
17 Wagner, A. (2022). Mèmologie : théorie postdigitale des mèmes. Éditions de l’Université 
de Grenoble-Alpes, Grenoble.  
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20 See: www.sysdiscours.hypotheses.org.  
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Foreword 

With the growing power of questioning, social mobilization and lawsuits brought 
against industries, and also with the increase in public policy systems with reduction 
objectives, pesticides have become a concerning matter, shaking up the social, 
economic and political spheres. Researchers in the humanities and social sciences 
(HSS), attuned to societal changes, have become increasingly involved in these 
issues. Up until the end of the 20th century, pesticides were rarely the subject of 
studies in the HSS in their own right. However, since the 2000s, a field of study has 
been progressively emerging in French academia, with numerous studies, teams and 
researchers documenting the controversies raised by the production, regulation and 
use of pesticides1. It was against this backdrop of expanding work in the social 
sciences and humanities that a network was set up in February 2020. Coordinated by 
Eve Bureau-Point and Carole Barthélémy, it had a view to better identify the 
scientific community on the subject, the diversity of work in progress, and link 
people with their knowledge on the subject. 

The network’s activities focused on organizing a series of study days (annual or 
biannual) and managing a mailing list designed to facilitate the flow of information 
concerning HSS work on pesticides (events, publications, calls for projects, etc.). To 
date, 120 people have subscribed: an almost equal number of men and women,  
50 researchers, around 20 teacher-researchers, and 40 doctoral and postdoctoral 
students, underlining the interest of the subject for young researchers. Around  
50 people work for EPSTs, mainly INRAE, while the others work in joint research 
units. Sociology (37 people) and anthropology (18 people) are the most represented 
disciplines. Researchers in agronomy (11) and life sciences (10) have also 
subscribed, underlining the network’s appeal to colleagues outside the HSS field. 
                                 
1 Bureau-Point, E. and Temple, L. (2022). La recherche en sciences humaines et sociales sur 
l’objet pesticide dans le cadre académique français : état des lieux et perspectives. VertigO – 
la revue électronique en sciences de l’environnement, 22, 2. 
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Economics (11), geography (7) and history (5) are the other main disciplines 
represented. In addition to facilitating exchanges within the pesticide research, this 
list is proving to be a very useful way of linking researchers with public policy or 
civil society players. They can also be used to meet a variety of social demands 
(such as finding speakers for public debates, improving the research-public policy 
interface, etc.). They also have several objectives during the study days: to deepen the 
angles of analysis in HSS on the “pesticides” matter, to reinforce interdisciplinarity 
(HSS/environmental sciences/medical sciences interactions) and to improve the link 
between science/society (impact of research in society, research systems and 
knowledge sharing). On each day, a moment of collective reflection is devoted to the 
network’s coordination and the choice of themes to be addressed on future days. 
Participants propose new topics, and an organizing committee is set up with the 
network’s initiators and theme leaders. Three study days were thus organized in 
2020, 2021 and 2022, each of which was the subject of a publication (a thematic 
issue in the VertigO2 journal, an article for the “Vie de la recherche” section of the 
Natures, sciences et sociétés3 journal, and a collective work published by 
OCTARES)4. The fourth study-day event was held in Paris in March 2024, on the 
theme of pesticide industries. 

Other events were organized in parallel with those of the network, such as the 
“Pesticides : dialogues pluridisciplinaires en sciences humaines et sociales” 
(Pesticides: multidisciplinary dialogues in the humanities and social sciences) study 
days in Dijon in October 2021, which led to the publication of this collective work. 
Organized by Nataly Botero, Hélène Ledouble and François Allard-Huver, as well 
as laboratories specializing in communication and media issues (CIMEOS, CREM, 
BABEL), these events have provided an opportunity to approach pesticides from the 
original perspective of linguistics, communication and interdisciplinarity. Case 
studies from sociology, ergonomics and economics were also presented on other 
aspects (prevention, public policy, farmer/riparian relations, etc.). The two-day event 
brought together around 30 participants, who specifically examined the discursive 
and argumentative activity surrounding pesticides, scientific and communication 
practices, legal initiatives and court proceedings, as well as productions from the 
cultural industries. These events were unique in that they brought together academic 
researchers, independent researchers and activists (crop reapers). Each of the 
conference contributors addressed these diverse issues from the perspective of their 
own discipline. Interdisciplinarity was a rare feature of the contributors’ research. As 
                                 
2 Bureau-Point, E. et al. (2021). Les mondes agricoles face au problème des pesticides. 
Compromis, ajustements et négociations. Introduction au dossier. VertigO – la revue 
électronique en sciences de l’environnement, 21, 3. 
3 Bureau-Point, E. et al. (2022). Focus sur les deuxièmes journées d’études du réseau sciences 
humaines et sociales/pesticides. Natures, sciences, sociétés, 30(1), 82–88. 
4 See: https://www.octares.com/accueil/306-exposition-aux-pesticides-ce-quen-disent-les-sciences- 
humaines-et-sociales.html. 

https://www.octares.com/accueil/306-exposition-aux-pesticides-ce-quen-disent-les-sciences-humaines-et-sociales.html
https://www.octares.com/accueil/306-exposition-aux-pesticides-ce-quen-disent-les-sciences-humaines-et-sociales.html
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the title of this book suggests, the focus was on multidisciplinary. Interdisciplinarity, 
which implies a real co-construction of research from different disciplines, was 
ultimately not very frequent in the research schemes of the participants over these 
few days. Its modalities, benefits and limits can be analyzed in a more specific 
framework, yet to be determined. 

Eve BUREAU-POINT 
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Aix-Marseille Université 
France 

Carole BARTHÉLÉMY 
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 Introduction 

This book presents the work of researchers in the humanities and social sciences 
(SHS), presented at a conference held at the University of Burgundy in Dijon on 
October 21 and 22, 2021. The aim of this scientific event was to provide an 
overview of contemporary research on pesticides in the humanities, as well as to 
encourage multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches on the subject. 

Conceived and organized by researchers from the fields of information and 
communication science and linguistics, this conference outlined insufficient research 
in these disciplines. Indeed, the problem of pesticides seems to have been little 
explored in its communication, language and lexical aspects: a few articles were 
produced on the media coverage of pesticides in the written press (Ledouble 2020; 
Botero 2021) or on the controversial aspects of the subject. (Allard-Huver 2021). 
However, this issue was already debated by numerous geographers, sociologists, 
ergonomists, anthropologists and historians, which the conference brought together. 
Some were members of the SHS–Pesticides network, whose work reflects both a 
growing interest and a change in perspective in the SHS. While for much of the 20th 
century, pesticides were seen as a vector for agricultural modernization, a turning 
point has been reached in recent years: pesticides are increasingly being studied as 
problematic and controversial technologies (Galochet et al. 2008; Roussary et al. 
2013; Aulagnier and Goulet 2017; Chateauraynaud and Debaz 2017; Chlous et al. 
2017; Catellani et al. 2019; Foucart 2019; Jouzel 2019; Lambert 2020; Bureau-Point 
et al. 2022). The emergence of this research group and questions concerning the 
circulation of pesticide-related information in the public sphere reflect a deeper 
dynamic linked to environmental social sciences. Indeed, while the contribution of 
life sciences is essential to understanding and highlighting the issues surrounding the 
use of pesticides, so is the contribution of the SHS. 

                                    
Introduction written by Nataly BOTERO, Hélène LEDOUBLE and François ALLARD-HUVER. 



xx     Pesticides 

Our initial aim is to contribute to the emergence of cross-disciplinarity and the 
transfer of methods specific to interdisciplinarity, which has become necessary to 
understand the complexity of environmental issues (Jollivet 2008). Convinced of the 
richness that dialogues, confrontations and debates between different scientific 
disciplines can bring, such interdisciplinarity has proven difficult to implement and 
remains a work in progress on this subject, as on others. There are numerous barriers: 
the need for scientific acculturation to other disciplines; the identification of objects 
and the fields in between; the social organization of research (particularly in France, 
where disciplines have differentiated perimeters and are strongly framed by national 
bodies); the valorization of work in higher education and research; etc. The research 
presented in this book is therefore more of a multidisciplinary approach, which is 
nonetheless proving to be a fruitful scientific approach to the problems caused by 
pesticide use, and suggests avenues for further reflection. 

As a result of our interest in discursive and linguistic aspects, this book pays 
particular attention to the ways in which the object of study is named, what it refers 
to and what it produces in terms of risks and benefits. Indeed, the act of naming “is 
less about designating fragments of reality than conveying the speakers’ social 
experience”1 (Branca Rosoff 2007, p. 14). As this social experience is not devoid of 
interest, the words used to refer to pesticides are conflicting and competitive. On the 
one hand, industries, trade unions and public authorities favor relatively established 
names such as “phytosanitary products” or “phytopharmaceuticals”, recalling the 
need for plant protection, implicitly suggesting the threat imposed by “crop 
enemies”, “pests” and “weeds”. These products are thus often presented as 
unavoidable for agricultural production, food sovereignty and competitiveness. As 
such, these names can be used in communication strategies aimed at presenting these 
products in a relatively neutral way, in contrast to current debates on the issues they 
raise. On the other hand, the names used by associations and professionals with 
alternative practices, such as “agro-toxic”, “biocide” and even “pesticide”, have a 
more conflictual and accusatory impact. We are therefore faced with the same 
reference, but with a lexicalization which conveys opposite values: while the former 
are focused on plant protection, the latter evoke their potential to destroy 
biodiversity. 

Historicizing and politicizing pesticide use 

Crop protection has been documented since antiquity, with the use of sulfur, 
copper and arsenic. From the 1960s onwards, agricultural production began to 
modernize, abandoning the production methods of agrarian societies and adapting to 
Fordist capitalism. This period saw a series of technological innovations that 

                                    
1 Author’s translation. 
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enabled unprecedented increases in yields: mechanization, irrigation, monocultures 
and synthetic pesticides (Deléage 2019). However, this green revolution was 
achieved “at the cost of serious environmental consequences” (Gisclard 2020, p. 15). 
Biologists in the United States became interested in these effects, as witnessed by 
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962. At the same time, toxicologists set out to 
understand the consequences of pesticide use on human health. These studies were 
carried out thanks to public pressure, exerted by representatives of immigrant farm 
workers, who were particularly exposed (Jouzel 2019). With both a cognitive and a 
moral dimension, pesticide use has rapidly become a public problem in this country. 
From a cognitive point of view, a production of knowledge began to unfold, 
revealing facts and figures related to health consequences. Morally speaking, the 
highly problematic nature of the problem called for its resolution (Gusfield and 
Cefaï 2009, p. 9). 

Historians and sociologists of science have identified three periods 
corresponding to modes of governance, linked to the widespread toxification of 
ecosystems and organisms (of which pesticides are just one manifestation). The first 
period is “government by control” (from the end of World War II to the end of the 
1960s), in which pollution was seen as something that could be contained, 
circumscribed and limited. The second period is “government by risk” (from 1970 to 
1990), in which the possibility of damage from pollution was accepted, but this 
damage remained manageable. The third period is “government by adaptation” 
(since the 1990s), characterized by the organization of a contaminated world that has 
become impossible to properly manage. The challenge is no longer to limit it, but to 
live with it, reflecting a shift in the paradigm of negative externalities, as public 
authorities disengage in favor of individuals, who are forced to manage their own 
exposure (Boudia and Jas 2019). 

In Europe, challenging the dominant agricultural model only took place in the 
1990s, placing farmers between the imperative of productivity and the expectations 
of civil society (Gisclard 2020), and also reflecting the complex position of 
regulators and institutions in charge of risk assessment and management. In France, 
large-scale public measures began with the Grenelle de l’environnement (political 
environmental forum), launched under the Sarkozy government in 2007. One of the 
working groups was mandated to reduce “the use of phytopharmaceutical  
products by 50% within ten years, if possible” (Ministère de l’Agriculture et de 
l’Alimentation 2020), giving rise to the Écophyto program. Two opposing 
perspectives clashed within this group: on the one hand, advocates of a systemic 
vision of agronomy, arguing for the profound transformation of agricultural 
practices; on the other hand, actors in favor of the substitution of the most dangerous 
pesticides (Aulagnier and Goulet 2017). This second vision was the one that 
prevailed from 2012 onwards, and which currently remains dominant in the 
Écophyto II plan, whose objective has been postponed to 2025. There are at least 


