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Chapter 1 

 

The ‘good farmer’: cultural dimensions of farming and social 

change  

  

Throughout the world, farmers gather in groups large and small to discuss the weather, crop 

prices, the government, and a host of other factors affecting their farms and daily lives. Around 

formica or oak tables, leaning against a piece of old farm machinery, or wherever they happen 

to be, these same farmers share anecdotes, jokes and apocryphal stories about what happened 

to the farmer down the road, whose crops are full of weeds, whose tramlines are crooked, who 

sold their sheep for the highest price, who bought a new tractor, and so on. Within these settings 

the topic invariably turns to who is a good farmer – and who is not. In the daily lives of farmers, 

the act of calling someone a ‘good farmer’ is an acknowledgment of appreciation and status 

within the community. It is not a title given lightly. Rather it bestows on the individual 

recognition of the cultural competences that make a farmer worthy of being sought out by 

others for assistance – knowledge, skills, or material assistance – the provision of which, in 

turn, forms bonds of mutual obligation within farming communities. It is the centre of the 

farming culture. The concept of being a good farmer is global, with a good farmer being 

recognisable across different regions and over generations – providing the understandings of 

what it is to be a good farmer are shared. 

 

While rural social scientists and extension agents throughout the world speak in the language 

of this everyday usage of what and who is a good farmer, it is only within the past 15 years that 

social scientists have taken the concept of the “good farmer” seriously as a category important 

in and of itself. Rob Burton’s article “Seeing Through the ‘Good Farmers’ Eyes: Towards 

Developing an Understanding of the Social Symbolic Value of ‘Productivist’ Behaviour” 

published in Sociologia Ruralis in 2004 helped establish an intriguing and inviting space for 

reinvigorating a lapsed engagement for agri-food scholars. By following the lead of the 

farmers, rural social scientists have hit upon a cultural and political category important not only 

to the farmers themselves, but to extension agents, policy makers, environmental and 

development NGOs, non-farming neighbours, and increasingly, farmers with multiple, often 
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contested perspectives on who is a good farmer. The ‘good farming’ literature has grown 

steadily in the past 15 years, signifying important changes both to the rural social sciences and 

agri-food studies as well as to the worlds of farming.   

 

At the time Burton’s (2004) paper was published, agri-food studies and rural studies of farmers’ 

decision-making strategies were still strongly influenced by rational models of decision making 

although a gradual move away from these models had been occurring. In particular, Wolpert 

(1964) had argued that farmers did not make economically rational decisions. They were not 

interested in maximising outcomes, only reaching a satisfactory solution. Later, Gasson (1973) 

contended that economically optimal outcomes were not reached because farmers’ decisions 

were not always driven by economic goals, but that sometimes farmers sought to optimise 

social, intrinsic and/or expressive goals. The development of a reliably predictive attitude-

behaviour model by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) saw the interest turn to attitudes to explain non-

economically rational behaviour – enabling agricultural studies to identify what it was farmers 

were prioritising (e.g. Ilbery, 1983) – and, by the mid-1990s, the “behavioural approach” was 

being widely employed. This was outlined in Morris and Potter (1995) as being based 

 

on the motives, values and attitudes that determine the decision-making processes of 

individual farmers’’, the ‘behavioural approach’ refers to a broad range of studies that 

employ actor-oriented quantitative methodologies to the investigation of decision-making. 

(p. 55) 

 

Of course, farmers were not able to simply do what they wanted. Rather, the decisions made 

were governed by structural factors that were seen to constrain, facilitate and reflect the 

motivational preferences of the farmer or farm family.  

 

Beginning in the 1990s agricultural studies pushed beyond the economic/attitudinal approaches 

and began looking at the notions of identity and culture as a potential factor in understanding 

farmer behaviour. To some extent this represented the continuation of a tradition of exploring 

role and identity emanating from gender studies – for example, the role of women as business 

managers (Hastings, 1988), the subordinate nature of women’s roles in agriculture (Stebbing, 

1984; Gasson and Winter, 1992), the gendered division of labour roles and decision-making 

(Sawer, 1973; Berlan Darqué, 1988; Whatmore, 1991), the role of drinking in establishing 

masculine rural identities (Campbell, 2000), and the construction of masculine farmer identities 
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(Saugeres, 2002). However, despite the realisation of its importance to gendered behaviour in 

agriculture as early as the 1970s it was not until the turn of the century that researchers thought 

of applying these same concepts to what were still generally perceived as the ‘rational’, 

‘economically oriented’ male decision-makers managing farms. 

 

Some mention had been made of the good farmer in the 1990s. Fairweather and Keating (1994), 

for example, briefly observed the social importance of being recognised as a good farmer. 

Phillips and Gray (1995) in an Australian study examining sustainability in agriculture, 

observed that there were a number of competing definitions of what it meant to be a good 

farmer within the farming community. They offer one of the earliest recognitions of the social 

importance of being a good farmer as they note: 

 

farmers are constantly engaged in strategic farm practice to gain the community recognition 

required to define their farming practice as ‘good farming’. The social relations of farming 

are thus both enabling and constraining to farming practice. (p. 131). 

 

Harrison et al. (1998) also noted how recognition as a good farmer was important and identified 

distinctions between what farmers and non-farmers viewed as a ‘good famer’. Throughout the 

decade references to the ‘good farmer’ increasingly came to acknowledge the term as a cultural 

construct. Perhaps the first paper to outline this as part of a cohesive theory was Tsouvalis et 

al. (2000). In seeking to understand moral conflict between different knowledge-cultures (i.e. 

“socially negotiated structures of meaning that enable and constrain social actions” p. 912), 

Tsouvalis and colleagues observed that the boundaries between cultures were determined by 

notions of what it meant to be a ‘good farmer’. Knowledges that fell outside cultural definitions 

of the good farmer were contested on that basis, e.g.,  

 

‘good’ farmers are supposed to know their land; ‘the public’ and ‘politicians’ don't 

understand ‘us’; ‘scientists’ and ‘manufacturers’ should come and talk to ‘us’; ‘we' know 

the land, ‘we’ve’ farmed for years. (p. 922). 

 

While Tsouvalis’ work addressed the introduction of precision farming, we argue it was the 

introduction of multifunctionality objectives to the Common Agricultural Policy in the 1980s 

and 1990s that provided the impetus for a new focus on culture and identity in farmer studies. 

Prior to this, farmers had been entreated to produce as much as possible as a post-war civic 
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duty. However, with oversupply of food products and environmental degradation policy-

makers – in Europe in particular – began an attempt to coax farmers away from ever-increasing 

production through the introduction of agri-environmental and diversification schemes. 

 

Although some farmers took to these changes willingly, for others the resistance was 

considerable.  New roles as conservation managers and providers of services to the public led 

many farmers to question the very essence of who they were. In the case of attempts to promote 

tree planting, in particular, the concern was frequently expressed that they were “farmers, not 

foresters” … and “farmers farm” (Williams et al., 1994; Allison, 1996; Burton, 1998). Lowe 

and colleagues noted as early as 1999 that participation in agri-environmental schemes for a 

decade should have led to “discernible changes” in farming attitudes and culture (Lowe et al., 

1999), but over a decade later there was still little evidence of a broad cultural shift. It was in 

an attempt to understand the role of identity resistance to adopting the forestry and recreation 

provision roles promoted by the UK “Community Forest” scheme at Marston Vale, 

Bedfordshire that lead Burton (1998) to look at the importance of identity to farmer decision-

making and through this work the social symbolic importance of farming behaviours was first 

described in detail. 

 

The initial study was an application to 60 farmers of a quantitative survey based on the identity 

theory of Sheldon Stryker (1994) – itself a ‘social structuralist’ interpretation of Mead’s (1934) 

symbolic interactionist perspective (see Chapter 4). During the conducting of the survey the 

theme of the ‘good farmer’ emerged repeatedly as farmers sought to explain why it was that 

forestry was not farming. This led to follow-up series of 13 qualitative re-interviews conducted 

to specifically address the issue of the “good farmer” by asking questions such as: When does 

a farmer adopting new roles cease to be a farmer? When can a newcomer to farming be 

considered a proper farmer? What symbolises belonging to the farming community? Can a 

woodland be viewed as a crop? How are symbols of good farming transferred along the 

roadsides? (see Burton, 1998). The publishing of the core of this PhD thesis in 2004 in the 

“good farmer” paper was at the forefront of a wider cultural turn that occurred in both English 

(e.g. Cloke, 1997) and non-English (e.g. Billaud, 1991; Droz and Miéville-Ott, 2001; Mallein 

and Cautrès, 1993; Sylvestre, 2002) rural studies in the 1980s and 1990s – and thus was well-

positioned to become an important text.  
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Figure 1 shows the citations of the paper year on year up to the end of 2019 and illustrates how 

the paper has gradually been established as a seminal text amongst international researchers, 

with over 60 citations of the work in 2018 alone – 14 years after the publishing of the original 

paper. 

 

 

Figure 1: Citations of the “good farmer” paper (Burton, 2004) by year according to Scopus 

 

We argue that this growth in usage reflects the quality of the concept and its increasing 

relevance for the challenges faced by today’s farmers. It is interesting to observe where the 

good farmer has been applied. For the most part citations appear in social science publications 

related to rural and agricultural issues, often addressing the complex relations between farmers 

and environmental management. These papers refer to the paper in a very general and succinct 

way – citing it in order to mention the identity dimension of farming rather than engaging with 

development of the concept itself. Further, they often highlight only one aspect of the good 

farmer approach. For example, some point to the social pressures exerted on individual 

behaviours (Chan et al., 2017; Isgren, 2016) while others mention the tension with government 

action and policies (Caputo and Butler, 2017; Collins et al., 2016; Hansson et al., 2012).  

 

A further group of papers reference Burton (2004) to confirm presumptions about farmers’ 

identities or relations to the environment. These authors again do not engage with wider 
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theorisation of farming cultures, but rather refer (often only briefly) to the paper as a proof of 

the existence of a farming culture. Sometimes, these patterns are applied to farmers as a very 

general and uniform category across time and space, generations, and geographies. Burton 

(2004) also represents a significant reference illustrating the strength of productionist 

behaviour in western farming (how it has become part of the culture – McGranahan, 2014; Van 

der Wal et al., 2014), its relation to the valuation of tidy landscapes and crops (Cardoso et al., 

2016; Pouta et al., 2014; Tautges et al., 2016), and farm succession (Brown, et al., 2014). While 

the paper certainly illustrates the importance of production behaviours for defining the farmer 

identity, production roles were the only aspect of farming the paper addressed – thus it should 

not be used as an illustration that production is the only thing that matters to farmers. 

 

In addition to the social science papers, we found a significant number of references by 

researchers from other disciplines (around 44 papers in Scopus prior to late-2019), generally 

again related to environmental issues in farming. A first group of papers engage seriously with 

the good farmer approach and seem to integrate part of the more theoretical developments and 

sometimes later publications, although never in great depth. This is understandable as they are 

not primarily addressing social science issues. The good farmer approach appears here as a 

way to question rational choice theorisations of farmers’ behaviours (Jakobsen, 2017; 

Kristensen and Jakobsen, 2011a; 2011b), to include in the analysis the impact of the social and 

cultural context (Lankester, 2013; White and Selfa, 2013; Barnes et al., 2015), and to 

demonstrate the concept of social control, notably through the idea of “roadside farming” 

(Sandberg and Jakobsson, 2018; Seabrook et al., 2008).   

 

What drew us to writing this book is that, while there is now an abundance of literature looking 

at or using the concept of the good farmer, there has been little attempt to develop some of the 

key concepts. Two omissions stand out. First, most of Burton’s work has focused on 

understanding the symbolic importance of the practice of farming (in particular, raising crops) 

– rather than other non-production roles associated with being seen as a good farmer. As a 

result, the concept as Burton outlines it, is restricted to a relatively small (albeit significant) 

aspect of the construction of good farmer identities. Second, neither Burton (2004) nor any of 

his later publications attempt to explain how behaviours in agriculture become more or less 

symbolically important. While it is implicit in the good farmer concept that the symbolic value 

of behaviour must change as technologies, management approaches, crops and so on, change, 

the issue of how and why this occurs is not outlined in Burton’s paper. This left a significant 
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hole in the theoretical construction of the good farmer, but, despite the existence of a few papers 

that have dealt with changing constructions of the good farmer (e.g. Sutherland and Darnhofer, 

2012), the issue of symbolic change has yet to be adequately addressed. 

 

As a result of the broad range of uses and users of the good farmer concept the literature is 

rather dispersed. One of our objectives here is to draw this literature together into a single 

volume for researchers and all those interested in the good farmer concept, as well as to address 

some of the significant gaps in the concept. The increasing use of the seminal paper on the 

good farmer shown in Figure 1 reflects how the ‘good farmer’ is increasing in relevance due 

to increasing urgency in addressing agriculture’s role in climate change (e.g. through ‘climate 

smart agriculture’), continued biodiversity loss in Europe, the loss of traditional ecological 

knowledge, the increasing mechanisation of farming roles, and the return of food security to 

the political agenda, prompting reflection on whether farmers are heading towards 

‘neoproductivism’ (Wilson and Burton, 2015). In the remainder of this chapter we review the 

use of the concept in the literature, observe the value of the ‘good farmer’ approach as more 

than a form of ‘resistance’ to new policy approaches, and outline the content of the book. 

Before reading on, we ask that scientists of any discipline referring to the good farmer as an 

explanatory concept should do it with a strong theoretical understanding while recognising both 

that there is (as yet) neither a ‘theory of the good farmer’ nor a single definition of what a ‘good 

farmer’ is or is not.  

 

Multiple uses of the ‘good farmer’ term  

 

With its use in a broad range of disciplines as well as academic and non-academic usages, the 

term ‘good farmer’ has been employed in multiple – often somewhat overlapping – ways. It is 

difficult to discern distinct categories of use for the term, but they broadly fall into those 

employed by farmers themselves, those employed by agricultural/natural scientists and policy-

makers seeking to change agricultural practices, and those employed by social scientists in 

order understand cultural influences on farmer behaviour. 

 

Farmer-based use definitions 

 

a) A common sense category used by farmers to refer to a farmer whose farming behaviours 

reach a certain level of competence. 
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b) An emic category used by farmers to describe the social significance of other farmers’ 

work. Emic perspectives focus on how intrinsic cultural distinctions are meaningful to 

members of a social group. The concept of the ‘good farmer’ has emic origins in the 

academic literature as a reporting of farmer’s own accounts of the symbolic significance 

of productivist behaviour – with a focus on shared symbolic understanding and the transfer 

of information on who is a good farmer between members of the community.  

 

Agricultural/natural science and policy-based use definitions 

 

c) A standard assessed by agricultural/natural scientists or industry members about the 

productivity and/or environmental impact of a particular farmer’s practices (i.e. who is 

objectively a ‘good farmer’ on the basis of the fit between their farming practices and 

expert scientific knowledge or industry/policy goals).  

d) A pre-scientific agriculture (mainly 18th Century and early 19th Century) means of 

asserting the validity of one’s own experimental practices without presenting evidence. In 

this case the term was by describing anecdotal visits by generally unnamed ‘good farmers’ 

from the neighbourhood who, invariably, proclaimed the success of the approach.  

e) A rhetorical means of laying claim to a particular approach to agriculture as the ‘right’ 

approach by those seeking change. This use of the ‘good farmer’ was employed by the 

agricultural improvers of the 18th and 19th Centuries to aid their attempts to move 

agriculture away from traditional towards scientific practices. More recently the phrase 

‘good farmer’ has arguably been replaced by other terms such as “entrepreneurial”, 

“innovative” or “sustainable” in accordance to scientific knowledge, or the political 

definition of a desirable agricultural future.  

 

Social science based use definitions 

 

f) An academic conceptualisation of the symbolic capitals and cultural scripts that are 

generated or promoted in farming practices, most often in relation to understanding 

farmers’ apparent resistance to attempts by policy-makers to introduce change through 

voluntary payment mechanisms. Here the good farmer concept (via e.g. Goffman or 

Bourdieu) offers a theoretically supported means of explaining the lag effect in policy 

adoption as a form of cultural preference. 
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g) A commonplace reference amongst social scientists for social norms in agriculture. While 

this can reference the theoretically informed literature mentioned above, this is not 

necessarily the case (i.e. it can be used in a common sense manner) and where the 

theoretical literature is referred to it is not developed. 

h) A methodological tool used by social scientists in research to elicit responses relating to 

social norms (e.g. what would a good farmer do?) The notion of “good farmer” or “good 

farming” also appears in the literature as a methodological means of eliciting responses 

relating to social norms. Asking a study participant to identify and describe a good farmer 

in their locale is a methodologically useful way into descriptions of normative 

expectations, in way that is comfortable for farmers – they can relate to the idea of ‘good 

farming’ quite naturally, whereas asking specifically about norms or social expectations 

would be more challenging. 

i) A moral/ethical standard where two or more concepts of who is a good farmer are in 

conflict with one another – derived through ‘grounded’ academic analysis of empirical 

research. This is particularly evident when multiple moral positions are possible. For 

example, the responsibility to future generations of addressing climate change through 

reducing the intensity of agriculture can be countered by arguments that producing as much 

as possible is necessary in order to feed the world today. Both arguments involve a 

relatively high level of abstraction and have valid moral foundations.  

 

It is notable that whether used by farmers, natural/agricultural scientists, or social scientists, 

the essential meaning of the term remains the same – the ‘good farmer’ term is used to refer to 

the extent of cultural competency/morality in farming either by those within the peer group, 

those seeking to influence the peer group, or those studying the cultural construction and 

functioning of the peer group. Attaching the term ‘good farmer’ to specific practices within 

agriculture (both implicitly and explicitly) enables the transfer of an evaluation of the practices 

along this axis of cultural competency/morality from good to bad. The term ‘good farmer’ 

rather than ‘good farming’ (commonly used to refer to good farm management) is used as it 

refers to both the production roles and the wider social and moral roles of the good farmer. 

Participation in local community events or raising children to take over the farm may not be 

described as ‘good farming’ but they can be an integral part of the ‘good farmer’. Further, good 

farming may refer to practices performed in a single year – whereas it can take a lifetime to 

establish (and a lifetime to disestablish) oneself as a ‘good farmer’ as each year offers new 

challenges that must be met with a similar level of proficiency. Any farmer can invest in the 



Original publication: Burton, R. J. F., Forney, J., Stock, P., & Sutherland, L.-A. (2021). The Good Farmer. Culture and Identity in 
Food and Agriculture. London/New York: Routledge, p. 1-18. 
which should be used for any reference to this work 

 

best new machinery and buildings and farm at a loss, but it is maintaining the family name and 

reputation on the land over generations that demonstrates one is a ‘good farmer’.  

 

The good farmer as a form of resistance 

 

As noted above, the term ‘good farmer’ was used historically as a means for those concerned 

with the future of agriculture to lay claim to a particular form of farming as virtuous while, at 

the same time, denigrating existing or customary farming methods. Whether in the form of 

agricultural improvers seeking to professionalise and industrialise agriculture in the 18th and 

19th Centuries, Seaman Knapp and the demonstration farm movement in early 20th Century 

America, or attempts to create Community Forests through voluntary tree planting in late 20th 

Century England, farmers have always been faced with competing visions of what it is to be a 

good farmer. This has helped agriculture serve the changing needs of society over the centuries. 

However, these changes often led to conflict with established notions of what it is to be a good 

farmer as symbols of good farming associated with the new forms of agriculture arose to 

challenge the old (see Chapter 3). Since WWII European agriculture (as well as other 

agricultures to a lesser extent and/or during particular periods – even neoliberal New Zealand) 

has been heavily subsidised which has allowed the state to play a critical role in determining 

what a good farmer is and is not. ‘Good farmers’ as determined by the state are financially 

rewarded, whereas ‘bad farmers’ are not. As notions and symbols of the ‘good farmer’ are 

deeply embedded within farming cultures, these new definitions of good and bad farming have 

not always been immediately accepted by farmers and, where this occurs, the embedded notion 

of the ‘good farmer’ is often employed as a form of resistance to role changes.  

 

It is important to clarify that resistance need not only refer to activist social movements or 

political lobbying. In many respects, farmers’ resistance happens at the level of social and 

moral norms and everyday practices, for example, to modernist conceptions of development 

that perceive progress as equivalent to the extinction of peasants and farmers. The idea that 

farmers (or some of them) resist change is evident in the normative uses of the ‘good farmer’ 

(or other terms referring to the cultural dimension of farming) as a common sense category 

which promotes and defends a specific interpretation of farming practices and denigrates 

others. It is also often present in analytical approaches, where the cultural dimension is 

generally used to explain why farmers do not behave as other – often more powerful – actors, 

want them to behave.  
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While, in many cases, the cultural dimension is used as an analytical and neutral concept, it 

can also incorporate a moral inclination in its implicit relation to change. This moral tone can 

follow two different inclinations. On the one hand, it endorses the acceptance of the 

fundamental good in the change that is promoted (e.g. more environmental farming practices 

supported by the state) and the cultural dimension of farming is used to explain and understand  

the mechanisms producing resistance among farming communities. One of the implicit and 

underlying foci is therefore on how to facilitate the acceptance of change, and, in the longer 

term, to provoke adaptation of the cultural definition of farming.  On the other hand, a more 

critical approach describes farmers’ cultural resistance as a questioning of the “good” lying 

within the change promoted by the governing agents, and a fight against the power of 

hegemonic forces. Arguably, this perspective tends to side with farmers in contesting the value 

of change and highlighting its negative social or environmental impacts.   

 

In this book, we engage with a third option that integrates the inevitability of cultural change 

while acknowledging the structuring role played by symbols and cultural values in farming 

communities. The good farmer framing has generally been used to highlight the gaps between 

competing definitions of what is good in farming. Often, it opposes an “insider” culture of 

farming, embedded in a social context, processes of identifications and hierarchies, to an 

alternative definition promoted and supported by new state policies and evolving economic 

dynamics (Lowe et al., 1997). This opposition points to processes of governance and power.  

 

What characterizes the scholarship on the cultural dimension of farming is this double focus 

on the articulation of change and power in a general movement that produces a new moral 

definition of good in farming and aims to make farming and farmers “better”, according to this 

new moral order. This “will to improve” (Li, 2007) is typical of a modernist and 

developmentalist approach, where elites (urban, white, educated) and institutions of power 

(state, industries, agricultural schools) consider it their right and duty to change and correct 

lower classes’ habits and cultures. The origin of the good farmer approach thus lies in the 

question of changing farmers’ culture. However, the idea of change is not neutral, nor obvious: 

it implies (a) an underlying cultural and moral definition of the good in farming and (b) a set 

of power relations that allows the imposition of this definition as “the good” for farming.   
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In such a perspective, there is a high risk of forgetting that change is constant. The backwards 

or conservative farmer or peasant remains a classical stereotype for many agronomists and 

developmentalists. The logical conclusion would be then that if change is needed it has to be 

promoted by pushing or forcing farmers to change, through external interventions: regulations, 

financial incentives, education and knowledge transfer, etc. This perspective is impregnated by 

an understanding of top-down systems of knowledge, where experts provide evidence to 

decision makers who have to implement this knowledge by convincing practitioners to obey. 

In such a framing there is little room left for freedom or reflexivity in given contexts about the 

right to govern one’s own land. 

 

The good farmer approach, when based on sound theoretical and conceptual basis, has 

contributed to nuance and critiques classical interpretations of farmers’ resistance to change. 

As expressed by Haggerty et al. (2009), the theorizations of the ‘good farmer’ allow us “to 

move beyond simple narratives that locate farmer reluctance to change within tropes of 

‘tradition’ or agrarian conservatism” (p. 769) by showing how they are involved in struggles 

for identification and social competition. Highlighting the role of farming cultures is important 

if we are to understand the rationality of farmers’ behaviours. Within the environmental 

management literature, it is increasingly accepted that changing farmer’s attitudes to 

conservation behaviours provides temporary change (often linked to payments) whereas 

cultural change – changing socially embedded understandings and symbols of good farming – 

provides a much more long-lasting solution (Burton and Pargahawewa, 2011).  

 

However, there is always a risk of focusing on the cultural resistance without questioning the 

rationality and good of the action of the governing or factors that are related to the wider agri-

food system. A shallow understanding of the good farmer framing can lead to the assumption 

that the problem lies in the farmers’ minds. A deeper sociological theorization, to the contrary, 

contradicts such shortcomings. First, it points to the relational and systemic nature of the 

resistance to change, by showing that the cultural definition of farming reflects a history of 

power relations, where a multitude of actors intervene and interact – not only the farmers. In 

other words, the good farmer framing helps to demonstrate how farmers’ resistance to change 

reflects, in fact, the resistance to change of the whole agri-food system. Therefore, policies or 

others’ actions that aim to change farming cultures without impacting on how farmers are 

positioned within the system are likely to fail. As we will indirectly show in this book, cultural 

changes never happen alone. While understanding the cultural dimension of farming is 
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necessary for building efficient action for transforming agri-food systems, to focus on farmers’ 

cultural resistance alone is a dead-end.  

 

Moreover, ‘cultural resistance’ to change is not a bad thing per se. Put bluntly, it is useful to 

remember that cultural definitions of farming exist in part because they provide solutions to 

social needs. In Chapter 4, for example, we describe how farmers in 18th Century 

Buckinghamshire (UK) resisted the levelling of anthills on meadows for over 100 years despite 

pressure from landlords to “improve” fields because the reeds that grew in the hollows between 

the anthills were needed to thatch rooves. Cultural definitions set moral limitations on 

individual behaviours through social control (e.g. limiting greed, unfairness, and/or amoral 

behaviours). They constitute collective forms of knowledge and cultural capital that strengthen 

the resilience of communities. They also create a buffer against rapid changes that might also 

be misleading or erroneous in the longer term. Cultural resistance also allows a cautious and 

gradual integration of new practices in the community. In addition, the stable nature of farming 

communities – often related to the intergenerational dimension of farms – means that networks 

of social relationships become strong and complex (intertwined) because they are based on 

mutual obligations developed through exchange of cultural (and possibly economic) capital. 

The maintenance of these networks has an important role in agriculture. This is particularly the 

case in the current environment where economic returns are often low relative to those of non-

agricultural occupations. In this framing, “resistance” is evident when farmers act – maybe 

subconsciously – to protect developed capital systems by seeking to continue the production 

of existing symbols of ‘good farming’ in the face of externally imposed threats.   

 

The ‘good farmer’ can serve also as a mirror reflecting the imperfections of the transformations 

promoted by powerful agents, such as state agencies, international organization, influent 

NGOs, or dominant corporations. As demonstrated in the literature (e.g. Forney 2016; 

Haggerty et al., 2009.), when farmers resist the logics of specific agri-environmental schemes, 

often they do not criticize the fundamental necessity of caring for the environment. Rather, 

they point to the imperfections of the specific means to reach this goal such as the loss of 

autonomy resulting from structural dependency on public money or the excesses of 

bureaucratization. Often farmers claim to be the “true environmentalists”, because it is not in 

their interest to allow the environment to degrade and, somewhat erroneously, that their 

predecessors have always taken care of the environment. Exploring these resistances is useful 
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not only to find ways of overcoming them, but also to reflect critically on the practices of 

governance developed by actors that have the power to influence the future of food systems.  

 

This combination of perspectives implies a move away from an implicit understanding of 

cultural values, as opposed to rational thinking, and as an obstacle to change that is still largely 

present and reflects a modernist and developmentalist paradigm.  We contend that this reflects 

a misunderstanding of what culture is. One of the authors of this book worked for a short period 

within an agricultural research organization that maintained significant industry connections, 

where success in agriculture was viewed as a matter of survival of the fittest (most productive). 

In this environment, culture was something only indigenous populations possessed and was 

customary, primitive, and non-scientific. Rather than part of farming, culture was seen as 

antagonistic to good, efficient, modern, agriculture. An alternative conception of the ’good 

farmer’ acknowledges the inescapable presence and influence of the cultural dimension and 

aims at integrating it in the construction of better food futures. This does not mean that current 

definitions of the ‘good farmer’ will not evolve. On the contrary, they have to and do so 

constantly (see Chapter 3). As recalled by Emery (2010), culture is used and manipulated, and 

continuously re-made and re-interpreted. But culture also rests on elements of continuity, of a 

sense of belonging to something that goes beyond the self and connects to the past and future. 

This means that current cultural definitions of the good farmer serve as a basis for developing 

new interpretations, hopefully interpretations that are better adjusted to the challenges that agri-

food systems will face in the future through the combination of old and new values.   

 

What you will and will not find in this book 

 

In a book about the ‘good farmer’ readers might reasonably expect to find an answer to the 

question: “who is a good farmer?”. The premise that there is a single ‘good farmer’ who can 

be defined and replicated in order to optimise the environmental, economic, and productive 

capacity of the food system is one that doubtless appeals strongly to policy-makers seeking to 

build a resilient food system. However, we contend that there are two reasons this is not the 

case. For one, uniformity could come at a cost. A universal good farmer focused on symbols 

of environmental management might not produce sufficient food, a universal production 

oriented good farmer might lead to the loss of biodiversity, a universal good farmer who always 

economically optimises could cause dramatic swings in commodity prices, while a universal 

good farmer focused on community development and maintaining younger people in 
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agriculture alone could struggle to make agriculture profitable. It is diversity in agriculture that 

creates a resilient food system, not uniformity of farmer types. Second, as any farmer will tell 

you, each farm is different and faces a unique set of challenges due to factors such as 

topography, farm size, location, and so on. Although some of the roles (such as caring for the 

land and passing the farm onto the next generation) and some symbols (such as tidy farming) 

of the good farmer are more or less universal, each farmer needs to adapt to the specific context 

within which the farm is located such that a good farmer in one region may not be a good 

farmer in another. Instead of building a picture of a universal good farmer, this book should 

leave the reader with an impression of how contested the definition of a ‘good farmer’ is.  

 

There are two key features we would like readers to be aware of when reading this book: 

 

First, the book does not advocate for any specific form, style, or type of farming practice. While 

there are significant challenges facing global agriculture that deserve policy attention, our 

answer, as social scientists is to defend the idea that discourses about good and bad farmers 

have to be considered not only as normative prescriptions, but also as a reflection of the cultural 

and identity dimension related to practices of agriculture. If we, as societies, want to find 

effective solutions to social challenges we need to take this dimension seriously, as a basis for 

moving towards more hopeful food futures. Rather than identifying a single good farmer, here 

we provide both historical and thematic overviews of the emergence of a significant umbrella 

concept – the good farmer – that bears academic scrutiny by virtue of the important role it plays 

in maintaining cultural farming traditions and their evolution over time in specific contexts. In 

the end we do not proclaim a good farmer the winner – as in who or what is the best kind of 

farming, but rather we offer a pathway to understanding how people come to make those kinds 

of declarations in specific times and places and what consequences are for the decision-makers, 

farmers, animals, land, watersheds, and places.   

 

Second, we do not present a singular ‘theory of the good farmer’. As authors we have each 

conceptualised the ‘good farmer’ differently – as have the many other authors who have 

employed the concept. Rather, we propose that conceptualisations should be selected on the 

basis of their utility for understanding the particular aspect of the cultural object/behaviour 

under investigation (see chapter 4). While we have all been involved in the development of the 

current conceptualisation of the good farmer, we come from different academic backgrounds 

– environmental sociology, rural geography, and the anthropology of food and agriculture – 
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and, as is fitting for a widely applied concept such as the ‘good farmer’, we hold different 

perspectives on how the good farmer concept is best operationalised. In reading the book, it is 

thus possible, in places, to notice changes in the style of writing that reflect different 

disciplinary approaches. We have aimed to make the book consistent, but as the content of the 

book represents the work and views of all four authors equally, there is a degree of variation 

within the book that may not be expected from a single authored monograph. We see this as a 

strength of the book, rather than a weakness.    

 

Book and Chapter Overview   

 

The question of what to include in a book on the good farmer is a vexing one. Almost all issues 

relating to agriculture that have been subject to research in recent years are of relevance to the 

concept of the good farmer. In addition, many different theories have been used in conjunction 

with the good farmer concept (see Chapter 4), and there is consequently much that could be 

discussed with regards to theoretical conceptualisation. In making our plan for the chapter 

content we decided to address issues where there is either a significant gap in the literature or 

a need to draw together the existing literature. This resulted in a book of eight chapters with 

the first, naturally enough, introducing the topic. The remaining seven chapters are as follows: 

 

In Chapter 2 “The origins of the good farmer” we present an original analysis of the historical 

emergence of the good farmer in the literature on farming and agriculture. Exploring both the 

British (1500-1800) and the US (1700-1945) literatures, the chapter illustrates how normative 

discourses on what a good farmer (and/or husband) should be and do have evolved over time. 

This historical journey details how the good farmer (or good husbandman) as a family, 

community and godly man became the good farmer as a production-maximising food 

provider. The chapter explains how the view of the good farmer as a “productivist” is a more 

recent construction, and consequently, the focus of current uses on understanding production-

oriented resistance to non-productivist policies is a product of our times.  

 

Chapter 3 “How symbols of good farming develop: the historical development of ‘tidy 

farming’” addresses a major gap in the conceptualisation of the good farmer by exploring how 

behaviours and objects of symbolic importance in agriculture gain and/or lose significance. To 

explore change in symbolic meaning an historical analysis is again employed – in this case 

focusing on the most critical period of change when farming moved from subsistence to 
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scientifically based commercial agriculture. By exploring the connection between historical 

developments in the agricultural sector and the emergence of the symbolic significance of 

straight lines, tidy farms and roadside farming the chapter pieces together a new understanding 

of how symbolic meaning evolves. In addition, by looking at historical literature on the features 

of a “good ploughman”, the chapter identifies how innate (natural), embodied (through 

practice), and knowledge-based (through learning) characteristics combine to exhibit the 

symbols of a good ploughman.  

 

Returning to contemporary research, Chapter 4 “Theorising the ‘good farmer’ – from a 

common sense category to an analytical construct” explores the use of good farmer approaches 

in contemporary research. Here we review the diverse range of theoretical framings. While 

these theorisations share a similar objective — to address the cultural dimension of farming —

they have different implications in terms of how culture and social interactions are articulated 

and how social change is integrated. We contend that highlighting the strengths and weaknesses 

of the framings is a much needed development and should result in more reflexive uses of the 

good farmer approach. From the initial inspiration from symbolic interactionism, the 

theorisation of the good farmer has mostly settled within the Bourdieusian theories of capitals 

and habitus. However, other recent works offer alternative useful perspectives. The chapter 

reveals that two key dimensions are at stake in this discussion: cultural transmission and 

socialisation and the relation between farmers’ identity and agricultural practices.  

 

Continuing the theoretical discussion, Chapter 5 “Morality and the good farmer” addresses a 

largely ignored dimension of the literature’s handling of the “good” in the good farmer. 

Goodness implies normative assumptions and, thus, moral implications. Indeed, most often, 

the good farmer literature, following a phenomenological inquiry, adopts a rather agnostic 

stance towards what is actually good or bad within competing definitions of the ‘good farmer’. 

We argue, first, that the moral dimension is unavoidable in discussions over who is a good 

farmer, particularly in a time of environmental crisis; and second, that this integration 

strengthens the good farmer approach in three ways. First, we can more clearly distinguish 

between the connections within competencies (good at) and goodness (good). Second, as 

researchers we learn to be more reflexive about the tensions between the moral and the 

sociological. Third, we can more clearly map the relationship between cultural understandings 

of goodness and ecosystem measurements of sustainability, productivity, and health.   
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Chapter 6 “The gendered good farmer” draws on the literature on women in agriculture and on 

LGBTQ farmers to underline the strong gendered presumptions in typical definitions of the 

good farmer (e.g. implicitly understood in terms of heterosexual masculinity). Family farming 

is tied to a strongly gendered division of roles, which is well documented. Without 

opportunities to engage in professionally articulated masculine symbols, women have 

negotiated their own symbols of what it meant to be a good farm wife. However, the notion of 

the good farm woman, as parallel to the good farmer, has not yet been clearly articulated. In 

this chapter, we reassemble elements from the literature to identify those symbols of the good 

farm woman and describe their evolution through the modernisation process of agriculture that 

arguably led to its masculinisation. The integration of gender allows us to open a discussion on 

alterity in family farming and to ask if it is actually possible to be a “different” good farmer.  

 

In Chapter 7 “The good farmer in communities of practice” we return to the issue of symbolism, 

in this case exploring how farming identities are formed and shaped within dispersed 

communities (i.e. peer groups not constrained to neighbourhood relations). Here we are not 

looking at the development of symbolic meaning per se, but how these developments differ 

within different farming communities – the diversity of ‘good farmer’ meanings. We consider 

three specific communities of practice:  organic farmers, new entrants to farming, and pedigree 

livestock producers. We then consider recent research into how non-farmers understand and 

utilise standards of good farming, particularly veterinarians and members of the public. In 

doing so, we delve deeper into the role of learning, and the associated implications for 

understanding of ‘bad farming’ within a contemporary rather than historical context. 

 

In the final chapter, Chapter 8 “The good farmer of the future”, we look of the future of the 

good farmer – both in terms of the future of the good farmer in agriculture him/herself given 

the changing nature of agriculture, and, alongside this, future developments of the concept of 

the good farmer and its application. Will the good farmer continue to be the centre of resistance 

to future agricultural developments? Can we use the concept of the good farmer to help build 

sustainable food systems? As technological developments render human skill and knowledge 

increasingly irrelevant, will there even be such a thing as a good farmer in the future?  At the 

same time, we speculate on how we can advance the conceptualisation of the good farmer in 

the future, what research methods we should apply, and how we can extend the cultural reach 

of the good farmer to account for the greater diversity in agriculture today. In this way we sum 

up our perspective on the issues that arose throughout the book, lay out the key questions that 
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emerged or are likely to emerge in the future and, we hope, provide a trail for future researchers 

to follow in their applications of the good farmer concept.  
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