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The politics of the avocado: Researching the social life of avocado’s originating in Michocan, Mexico.

Introduction.
	This paper examines the social life of avocados produced in the volcanic, southwest region of Michoacan, Mexico, the world’s largest producer, supplier and exporter of the avocado fruit (Hass, 2018). Historical, social, economic and political factors have impacted, the global trade of avocados over the past decade and a half has unprecedently increased, due to trajectories of popularity and “superfood” status deriving from consumerism (Blythman, 2016). The past 15 years has seen a seven-fold increased economic value of the fruit, thereby the current terminology for avocados has evolved, with Mexican producers referring to it as “green gold” (Quijones, 2018). However, the historical foundations of production and preparation have drastically altered as a result of this highly lucrative trade. Historical origins of production being regulated by Governmental security forces and farmers with ownership of land, have taken a sinister turn, as the politics of the “green gold” become embroiled in politics of hierarchy powers. Mexican drug cartels have accommodated the market, methods of violence, kidnapping and land theft are being used in order to control and dominate the production of avocados (Larmer, 2018). The social life of the once humble avocado is now complex, non-transparent and underpinned by violence. The journey from production to plate is embroiled in socio-political agendas, driven by economic gain, additionally, entanglements relating to the migration process of the “green gold” is extremely complex, therefore, by the time of consumption, the avocado’s journey has been politically volatile (Larmer, 2018). As a result of Mexico being the main global supplier, the statistics of consuming an avocado with its origins steeped in blood and violence, is highly likely. The politics of food require transparency, whereby consumers can form an understanding of the social life of their food by means of tracing the footprint of the food back to its origins, be they the local organic farmer or the Mexican drug cartels. In doing so, consumer choices and purchases gain the power to influence the politics of the avocado.

Literature review and research rational.
	There are reasonable grounds for conducting this research. Having extensively reviewed secondary sources of literature regarding the food journey of the avocado, scoping the past two decades, I synthesised, that whilst there is information available to the public consumer, this information is fragmented, whereby a consumer would have to conduct personal research on the social life trajectories of avocado’s, due to lack of transparency and collective information.  Therefore, this research validates findings in a coherent, collective paper, in order to address key issues relating to the social life, thus enabling the expansion of consumer knowledge and consumer choices.                                                                                                             This justification is based upon an exploration of avocado’s originating from Michoacan, Mexico, the ethical and unethical production of the fruit in relation to socio-political and economic forces that underpin the avocado trade. Simultaneously, the research findings bridge the gap in consumerism knowledge, and their relationship with avocados. (Bell, 2010). Therefore, conducting this research is highly justified, in order to trace the social, cultural, political and economic trajectories through which the avocado has travelled, achieving transparency of the foods journey, not only for the field of research, but also for procurers of the produce, which correspondingly vindicates my research rational (Hennink et al, 2011).

Research findings and discussion.
The history of the avocado
	Tracing the historical origins of the avocado, in theory, seems feasible. Cultivation of the avocado began in Mexico almost 9000 years ago, with low levels of exportation to importing countries, a time of humble beginnings for what was then considered a humble fruit (Popenoe, 2018). It should be noted that America, the closest country in proximity to Mexico, did not import any avocados, until 1521, when import began in Central America (Nundi, 2015). In 1914, America issued a prohibition order upon the importing of the fruit, a ban formed upon the concerns of insects infesting the country (Larmer, 2018), this ban remained in place until 1994, when America, Canada and Mexico made the agreement of fair trade (Quijones, 2018). Consequently, 1994 was also the year that the humble avocado started gaining recognition.                                                                                                                   Culturally, the Mexican people, indigenous cultures, the ancient Aztecs and Mayans had placed a great importance upon the fruit, due to cultural beliefs of sustenance, strength, vitality and mythical powers such as the connection of the avocado to fertility due to its aphrodisiac powers (avocadosfrommexico.com, 2019). The aforementioned cultural connections to the avocado could possibly have played a part in the American nations reluctance to import the produce, however, commencement of the free trade agreement, consumption of the fruit within the United states started to increase, with annual consumption rates excelling by 15% annually, a direct relationship to the social popularity of the avocados health benefits being recognised as a “superfood”. As social popularity surged, so did demand, distributors struggled to maintain the demand, whilst the economic value increases as a result of the demand. Employment rates in the supplier trades increased, in 2016 alone 19,000 jobs were created within the industry, adding an additional 2.2 billion dollars to the economy (Larmer, 2018). Currently, Mexico produces and exports to one third of the worlds production of avocados. However, as the popularity, and demand for the “green gold” increases from suppliers and procurers, so does the demand from the producers and packagers, and as a result of this spike in trade, the levels of violence hidden within the social life of the avocado have also spiked. The lucrativeness of the green gold fruit has now become a lucrative business for the Mexican drug cartels, embroiling the politics of the food journey with violence, land theft and kidnappings, as the cartels seek to dominate the production and migration of the green gold avocado.

Social, political and economic factors affecting Producers, preparers, procurers and consumers.
Social factors
	Socio-political and economic relations are enacted through the food journey of production, exchange, preparation and consumption, via the medium of food, these relations form hierarchies. Socially, the demand for the avocado trade market has reached unprecedented levels due numerous factors. Firstly, social awareness regarding the health properties of the fruit has dramatically increased as a result of reaching “super food” status, such as low carbohydrates, high natural fats, high levels of nutrients and vitamins, decreases depression and protects cells from cancer (Ware, 2017). Interestingly, knowledge of these benefits has largely resulted from consumers relationships to the food, sharing the information on social media platforms whilst creating an iconic, fashionable image of the super food. Formerly, simply known as an avocado or guacamole, the paradigm shift of social media has created an expediential demand for the produce (D’Costa, 2017). The publics demand for consumption has therefore increased social and economic demand. According to Hansen 2008, the superfood has almost reached a celebrity status, enabling society to tangibly experience celebrity status themselves, hence a social harmony has been created with the humble avocado and the consumer (Hansen, 2008). Yet, revolutionising the image of the avocado in such a manner requires a responsibility on the consumers part. The social life of the avocado, the foods journey throughout the stages of production, packaging, preparation and migration however is not transparent on social media platforms, social awareness of the foods trajectory is not openly visible, therefore consumer choices are uneducated regarding the journey of the fruit throughout its social, economic and political life, from production to plate (Goodman et al, 2010). Tracing the social life of the avocado is a responsibility on the consumers part, not only for consumer choices and purchases to be informed, but for them to be undertaken from an ethical and humane perspective. A revolutionary food, as the super food avocado has now become, should be traced through all stages of its social life in order to have transparency, fair trading in production, fair treatment for preparers and a clean social footprint for consumers. This should be achieved via
“The good food revolution – from foods defined variously as health, low carbon, fairly traded, local, organic, free-range, cruelty free, natural, and or slow” (Goodman   et al, 2010. P. 1782).                                                                                                              										                                         However, the production of avocados from Michoacan, Mexico is not fully transparent and whilst there are legal avocado plantations, owned and run by farmers whom adhere to organic and non-organic fair, trading standards, there lies a sinister line of production deep behind the veil of transparency. The Mexican drug cartels have entered the avocado market, cashing in on highly lucrative trading of “green gold”. The social ramifications for farmers producers and local packagers have become extremely dangerous as the impact of the cartels dominate the market. Illegal avocado plantations now dominate production, farmers have been kidnapped, ownership of land stolen, all at the hands of violence and blood (Larmer, 2018). It is a plight not commonly known, nor socially shared alongside the images of guacamole on social media. The Mexican cultures of not only the local communities, but the culture of the cartels is hidden, as the social life of the “green gold” is not traced by all consumers, relationships are unformulated between food, environment, production, packaging and procurer. The integrity of the superfood is therefore lost as a result of consumer knowledge lacking integrity regarding the social, political and historical trajectories the fruit has migrated through.

Political factors.
	Whilst the contemporary routes through the global system have previously been identified, from the myriad of social networks such as producer, preparer, and procurer and consumer, the journey from production to plate has an additional complexity. Politically and economically, food is amalgamated with socio-economic relations. The enactment of politics through the food journey is via the power, governance and control of the food product. The politics of food are the political facets not only of control, but of production, preparation, import, export distribution and consumerism, hence the need to trace all aspects of the produce and its migration through the trajectories of its social life (Quijones, 2018). Currently, in Michoacan, Mexico, there are two networks entangled in the operation cycle of avocados and the routes used for its migratory journey. Firstly, the contemporary route of local, commonly associated to the consumer market for the fruits production are land owning farmers, organic and non-organic farmers cultivating the avocado on legalised plantations. Approximate land ownership per farmer, equates to 10 acres, with fair-trade farmers producing 100% organic produce (Blythman, 2016). Contemporary routes in Michoacan tend to produce ethical, fair-trade produce, working in partnerships with companies such as Pragor, a 100% certified trader supporting the ethos of equal exchange throughout the fruits migratory process (Blythman, 2016). The richly volcanized soil of the Michoacan state produces an abundance of crop, therefore these plantations are sustainable, ethical and fair to producers, processors and procurers, thereby legitimizing the integrity of the trade and enabling the transparency of the avocado’s social life for the consumer.
However, there is a second network entangled within the politics of the superfood as a result of achieving “green gold” status amongst the consumer market. Whereas previously the Mexican drug cartels were the driving political and economic forces driving the trade of Marijuana, cocaine and methamphetamines, the lucrativeness of the “green gold” has driven the cartels to cash in on the trade of the once humble avocado.
	 Ten years ago, the La Familia Michoacan gang entered the market of Urupan, the location of contemporary route avocado processing and packaging. Their statement of hierarchy powers taking control of the trade was initiated by the beheading of five competing traders, in order to declare their arrival. Via means of violence and bloodshed, the cartel gangs proceeded to dictate power, seizing farmers lands and legal plantations, kidnapping farmers, increasing taxation and exporting the green gold via illegal methods of movement (Larmer, 2018). In conjunction with these forces, the cartels developed illegal forest plantations, destroying forests in order to produce the avocado, impacting not only the sustainability of the produce, but the environment, as deforestation and heavy use of chemical pesticides impact the area of Michoacan (Tucker, 2018). Current estimates indicate that one half of forestation has been destroyed over the past 5 decades, one fifth of the remaining forests are legally owned and controlled by farmers, whilst the rest remains under the control of the cartels. Statistics of deforested plantations controlled by the cartel are unknown (Jaffee, 2018), however one can presume that in a country with an exporting trade to one third of the global economy, these statistics would be extremely high. A political war between the hierarchy networks, thus ensued, a war between the Mexican cartels and Government official security forces, fighting to reclaim possession and control of the trade. Farmers also fight back, yet their lack of power places them under par with the two large political networks (Larmer, 2018).

Economic Factors
 	 A decade later and the war continues, the politics of the avocado are now more entangled than ever, obscuring the transparency of the social life of avocados from the consumer. The commodity of the avocado, with its associations to the value of gold, are embroiled in power struggles of control as a result of one factor, the objective of economic gain and vast profitability. The amalgamation of politics and economy are evident in the social life of the avocados journey as it migrates from the production stages to the consumers plate. As formerly mentioned, the value of the avocado has increased in value seven-fold (Hass, 2018). The value of the avocado as an economic commodity in 2017 is evident, export trades from Peru have increased, Mexico’s exporting continues to increase and dominate the economic market. Currently, as demand continues to increase, China, a leading economy, wants to gain power within the market of avocado production (Hass, 2018).  These prove to be interesting times, political and economic wars are now branching out globally, with the current trade policy war between China and America under the Trump administration, however the present times indicate the hierarchy of the cartel powers continue to be the dominating force, exporting to both China, America and globally. The consumer, eating the produce at the final stage of its migration through the social, political and economic networks may not form a connection or relationship to the avocado. However, as a consumer it is of paramount importance to form this relationship, to expose the integrity of the food and its social life, for knowledge enables consumer choices, for which consumers should take responsibility. Hidden within the foods journey are facts that are uncomfortable, unpleasant and harmful to digest, for the statistics and evidence uncovered behind the cartels “green gold” are ingested with every mouth of guacamole, whether the consumer knows the trajectories of the social life, or not.
[bookmark: _GoBack] In 2017, levels of violence within the borders of Michoacan, Mexico increased drastically, surpassing previous years and reaching an all-time record high, consequently this trajectory correlated with the economic profit of $1.7 billion for the exporting of the “green gold”, making the fruit the most lucrative fruit globally for export and import (Larmer, 2018). With a third of the worlds export originating from Michoacan, with only one fifth of farmers trading legally in Michoacan, the statistics suggest that for every ten avocados exported globally, nine of them have been produced in Michoacan. It can therefore be theorised that the majority of that $1.7 billion profit went straight into the hands of the Mexican drug Cartels. As consumers of avocados, despite social trends, social trajectories of the superfood and its beneficial values, the consumer has the right to know whether or not that superfood has blood and violence within its origins, for consumer knowledge equals consumer choices, consumerism has purchasing powers, which in turn supports the power hierarchy networks. Transparency of the social life of the avocado enables the consumer to support 100% organic, fair-trade, legal plantations and farmers and the political officials and security forces, or unknowingly support the illegal, unethical, inhumane violence of the Mexican drug Cartels and their blood guacamole.

Conclusion
	By the time they reach the supermarket, the social life of the avocado has been extensive, a journey embroiled in numerous social, political and economic entanglements. From production, processing, preparation to procurer, the simple avocado and its migrations have migrated into complexities beyond the consumers wildest imaginations. The transparency of the social life of the avocado, as identified within this research is so challenging to trace, it proves even more challenging for the consumer to comprehensively understand its origins and migratory patterns. The heavily embroiled politics of two political networks, the contemporary route of legal farmers and government security forces and the non-contemporary route of the drug cartels, have been identified. The economic profitability of the avocado has derived from social factors increasing the avocados social status. Social media, societal knowledge, information and awareness regarding the superfood and its beneficial health properties have iconised the importance and value of the once simple and humble fruit. Yet this social awareness has created a global trade of political and economic gains, an entanglement of the socio-political and economic forces, interlocked for over a decade, continue to entangle the social life of the avocado. It has been identified throughout this research paper how the actions of the hierarchical powers of the cartels have tainted the production, processing and migration of the food journey, yet the procurer has the ability to empower a political network of their choice, based upon transparency and knowledge of the origins of the avocado as a consumer.                                                                                                                          Integrity of the superfood can be upheld and empowered via ethical choices and consumer purchases. Identifying the trajectory of the foods journey enable the choice to purchase organic, fair-trade avocados originating from legal plantations owned by ethical farmers, this in turn disempowers the cartel control and trade of the “green gold”. Ultimately, the violence and bloodshed hidden behind the social life of the avocado will remain to continue until social responsibility changes course. Procurers of the produce however, have the power and ability to alter the course of future trading as a result of understanding the social, political and economic factors of the avocados social life. This research has identified the transperency of the foods, thus enabling the consumer to form an understanding and a relationship to their food and avocados originating from Michoacan, Mexico.
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