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The effects of organic farming on the landscape

- Reflections on a Ph.D. project in the context of values and ideologies
Introduction

Human behaviour and action is never value-free and will always in different ways relate to values and ideologies. Within natural science, the integration of personal attitudes and feelings is often looked down on. Paradoxically, this claim on objectivity can in itself be seen a central value or ideology of natural science. Consequently, values and ideologies, whether linked to our individual thinking or influenced by our socio-cultural surroundings, will always influence our way of performing research.

With this in mind, I try to reflect on my own research project in the context of values and ideologies. By going through a number of written documents, which are or have been connected to my project, I outline both external and my own internal values and try to analyse how these have influenced the design of my Ph.D. project.

For a short clarification, in my project I investigate if and how the last 10 – 15 years’ growing conversion to organic farming has affected pattern and structure of the Danish rural landscape. Furthermore, I analyse what different parameters within both the biophysical and socio-economic sphere are important to understand the current appearance of the rural landscape.

The original advertisement of the project

In the context of this paper it is important to note that the subject and primary aims for my project were defined in advance by the funding agencies and other stakeholders. So, in principle it was not my own idea. This is not to say that this has been a drawback or that I had to take choices I did not feel comfortable with. Within the overall framework I was quite free to include my own preferences and ideas. Furthermore, my own scientific background also fitted quite well into the expectations outlined in advance. Still, the project subject and aims having been defined in advance of course influenced my project design.

The Ph.D. scholarship was advertised by the National Environmental Research Institute (NERI), Department of Policy Analysis. In addition to the general organisational and logistic information the advertisement gave a relatively detailed description of the Ph.D. project in terms of background, aims and methods, which were to be included. Furthermore, the scholarship’s collaborators were highlighted. 

At a first stance, the advertisement is characterised by a scientific and objective terminology. Phrases like “...a potential influence on landscapes...”, or “...still no adequate documentation exists...”, underline an overall natural scientific world view, where value-laden statements are rejected. However, at several points, words or expressions come up which are related to certain, more value-laden viewpoints. E.g. the terms: “nature-promoting landscapes”, and “nature-quality”, indicate that nature in its biological meaning is a central element or value for the project.

Values also appear when looking at the whole advertisement as such. Why is it important to investigate rural landscapes? Why focusing on organic farming? Of course this can be due to some kind of pure scientific interest. Still, in spite of a general scientific objectivity, obviously some kind of intrinsic value is subscribed to the nature, rural landscapes and organic farming.

Stakeholders

The project is related to different institutions, of which I think the following have been most important to my project. The funding agencies: the National Environmental Research Institute (NERI) and the Danish Research Centre for Organic Farming (DARCOF) and the Danish Research Training Council have played a vital role in the establishment of the scholarship. Furthermore, the scholarship is related the Research school for Organic Agriculture and Food Systems (SOAR). Finally, the Ph.D. project is imbedded in the larger interdisciplinary research project: Nature Quality in Organic Farming. In the next section I take a look at how these different stakeholders describe the subjects and aims of their work, and what intrinsic values there might be related to them.

NERI recognises the existence of “...specific environmental problems...”, indicating that the environment itself makes up an important value for their work. “...Far-seeing strategic research...” is seen as a central tool to remedy environmental problems. In the Department for Policy Analysis more attention is paid to “...relationships between society and effects on environment and nature...”. Here society is seen as connected to and not separated from the environment.

DARCOF points to the importance to “...promote organic farming...”, which in itself is seen as valuable for a “...sustainable development...”. The term sustainability is here seen in a more holistic context embracing economic, ecological and social aspects. Still, “...scientific expertise and professionalism with high quality...” is put forward as the central tool to achieve these goals.

SOAR addresses the aim “...to raise the scientific level of research...”. Meanwhile, an “...interdisciplinary and holistic...” approach is important to promote students’ “...critical attitudes towards values and principles for organic farming...”. This shows a more reflected approach towards science. Further, terms like “...quality of the environment...” do indicate an attitude, where environment or nature form important values themselves. Finally, the establishment of this research school shows in itself that a central value is subscribed to organic farming. 

For the Danish Research Training Council, values seem to be mainly rooted in good and high quality science. “...internationalisation...” and “...development of scientific quality...” are put forward as the aims of the council’s work.

The overall aim of the research project Nature Quality in Organic Farming is “...to identify the key components that ensure a continuous development of organic farming towards a closer integration of nature quality with food production”. Again, organic farming is in itself seen as a value, which needs to be promoted. Meanwhile the term “nature quality” also unveils the general recognition of nature as an important value. In addition, much of the project is characterised by science being the major tool to promote and communicate these values.

All stakeholders have in common to highly value science as an intrinsic tool, and sometimes even the aim, for their work. This focus on natural science with a sometimes mechanistic worldview has its origins in the natural science revolution of the 17th century and still dominates large parts of the research agenda (Merchand 1992). Most scientists and institutions need to adopt this value in order to be scientifically accepted.

Still, except for the Danish Research Training Council, the different stakeholders legitimate their work by attaching certain values to subjects like environment, nature, society and more specifically to organic farming. These central values of course also have to be seen in a broader socio-cultural and political development of the last 30-40 years, where environmental concerns were increasingly debated and became a central issue in the societal and political agenda (Vincent 1995).

My own background
After having presented the different stakeholders of my project and values related to their interests and work, I will now reflect on myself as the probably most important stakeholder. I will try to discuss my own values and later see how these are reflected in the design of my Ph.D. project.

Generally, my own values can be divided into those related to my scientific or educational and those related to my more personal background. The two are difficult to separate. E.g. my choice of education has been influenced by my personal interests and vice versa. Nevertheless, for keeping up some kind of structure in this paper, in the following I will distinguish between the two spheres.

I am educated within the field of cultural geography. Broadly, geography is the science of the description of the world. In my own context geography deals with the mutual interactions between humans and nature in space. Much of my education has been characterised by an ecological worldview. Though ecological, it was not biocentric but rather anthropocentric, where human welfare has first priority. Humans have the right to use nature for their own well being in a sustainable manner. Besides this ecological and holistic worldview, the field of geography, as I have experienced it, has its roots in a natural science tradition. Even though other thoughts and methodologies are not necessarily rejected, I generally experience a seeking for objectivity and generalizability through use of quantitative and so called reliable methods.

In comparison to stakeholders’ values and values related to my own educational background, I find it much more difficult to discuss or even analyse values and attitudes related to my own more personal sphere. First, I can not really refer to any phrases or terms. Second, analysing my own personal values is affected or even biased by these values themselves. However, keeping this in mind I will try to reflect on my personal values’ affect on my research. 

I grew up in the 1980’ies and 90’ies, where environmental issues achieved growing concern and became part of the political and societal debate. Much of this debate was characterised by a biocentric worldview, where nature had a right in itself. Largely, I adopted this biocentric view as a central value in my own thinking. I believe that this biocentric view was related to my general concern about losing some of the uncontrollability and virginity, which I attribute to wild, unaffected nature. Later on, my worldview became more pragmatic. I began to see a necessity to trade off nature in its own right against the dilemma of humans suffering in many parts of the world. This view was very much affected by travelling in Latin America in my youth. Over the last roughly 5 years, I have begun to adopt a more complex, maybe ecocentric, view. This is probably influenced by my work with complex environmental issues in my master thesis and now in my Ph.D. project. I increasingly recognise that human and environmental interests are not really separable, as humans are part of nature and need nature to meet their needs. 

This presentation of my personal values is of course not all-embracing. However, it indicates a shift from a principally biocentric over an anthropocentric to a more complex ecocentric worldview. Yet, this does not mean that I today totally refuse biocentric or anthropocentric views. Rather, all three views are imbedded in my thinking and are to some extent also reflected in my project design.

My project description

In order to analyse how both stakeholders’ and my own personal values are reflected in the theoretical and methodological design of my Ph.D. project, I use my last project description.

With regard to the general terminology, in my project description I widely adopt the objective scientific language which I earlier found among all stakeholders. Terms like “documentation”, “examination”, “registration“ and “quantitative analysis” indicate a desire to fit into the general scientific understanding put forward by stakeholders and by the general field of natural science I have been educated in. Furthermore, pointing to the need to include “...socio-economic, political and biophysical...” parameters as well as “...the necessary landscape scale and time...” I embrace a more interdisciplinary and holistic framework, which I became acquainted with during my education and which is also highlighted as an important element by several of the stakeholders to my project.

Another value I address is related to my way of viewing nature. Throughout the project description I use terms like “...rich and diverse nature...”, “...improvement of nature...”, “...positive effect on nature content..”. These terms indicate that I recognise nature or nature content in the landscape as a value in itself. This is to some extent influenced by my personal valuation of nature as something desirable in its own right. However, it also fits quite well into many of the stakeholders’ nature views, and has undoubtedly also been affected by them.

Finally, I include some form of societal or political argument in my description. I state that “...there exists a general societal and political expectation of organic farming leading to more nature rich landscapes [...] but information on this theme remains limited...”. In this way I put my project in a broader societal and political context. To some extend this reflects my pragmatic worldview where there is a need to outweigh different values against each other. I also see this statement as some kind of opposition to the general positive or idealistic view on organic farming put forward by e.g. DARCOF or Jules Pretty (2002) which I to some degree find too uncritical. At least in Denmark I believe that the primary motivation among organic farmers is economic advantages and not environmental consciousness.

From values to ideologies

Different values are related to my Ph.D. project. First, the most central element is the adoption of scientific thinking. Science is seen as a guarantor for objectivity and reliability and is seen as the central tool to achieve recognition within the scientific world, but also within the societal and political sphere.

Second, nature forms a fundamental value in the project. There is not really one dominating view of nature, but rather there are signs of different views. To some extent, there exists a biocentric view, where nature is seen as a value in itself, separated from the human sphere. There are also signs of a more anthropocentric view, where human interests have first priority. In contrast to these, there also exist more complex, ecocentric views, where man and nature can not be separated, but depend on each other.

Finally, several stakeholders’ work and to some extent also my own project subscribe a central value to organic farming. This “devotion” to organic farming represents a complex set of values including economical, social and environmental aspects. 

I find it difficult to point to any distinctive ideology such as Biocentrism or Anthropocentrism to characterise my work. Rather, I have found elements of worldviews from scientific, biocentric, and anthropocentric to ecocentric. According to Vincent (1995) in practice there do not exist any clear defined ideologies. The interweaving and overlapping ideological continuums he describes are also evident in my own project. However, my work is clearly driven by some kind of ideological thinking that incorporates both human and nature values and where science is seen as an appropriate tool to achieve these values.

Final remarks

This analysis of values related to my Ph.D. project has shown that the way I have designed my project has been influenced by both stakeholders and my own thinking. It is difficult to clearly distinguish between what has been influenced by whom. The different values are too much interwoven and my own thinking is also to some extent an adoption of other’s values and interests. Not only my educational background, but the whole social and political environment surrounding me has influenced my way of thinking. This is not to say that I am just a marionette of others ideas and values. There is still some element of own evaluation and development, which also is reflected in the way I have designed my project. After all it is still my project at not some stakeholders’. Still, though very short and superficial, this analysis of values has at least to some extent made me more conscious about how, beneath a surface of objective scientific language, values and ideologies are imbedded in my in my own work.
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