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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Currently, the global food system is being threatened by a myriad of agri-environmental issues 

which are compounded by a changing climate (Brown et al. 2015; Potthast and Meisch 2012). Falling 

water tables and water contamination, deterioration of rangelands, soil erosion, and loss of biodiversity 

are just some of the issues farmers are currently facing (Guthman 2004; Isenhour 2012; Lang and 

Heasman 2004). Furthermore, the world population is predicted to increase to around 9 billion by the 

year 2050, indicating that not only will current food production levels need to be maintained, but most 

likely increased in the face of these issues (Alexandratos and Bruinsma 2012). Farmers themselves –

those critical individuals on whom this system relies- are becoming fewer and fewer, while the farms 

they manage are becoming larger and less diversified (Lang and Heasman 2004; Mintz 2006). Already 

there are calls of action to make this system more sustainable in order to ensure food security for 

coming generations.  

In the United States, the environmental movements of the 1960s and 1970s gave rise to an 

alternative agricultural system, one which focuses on sustainability and locality, in an effort to combat 

many of the agri-environmental and social issues created by the so-called “conventional” farming 

system, which is industrialized, highly mechanized and seeks to produce commodities for sale on the 

global market (Guthman 2004).  While not completely distinct from conventional farming, as much of 

the organic farming industry- the posterchild for the alternative food movement- has become subsumed 

within the industrialized, conventional system (Guthman 2004), many scholars argue that this turn 

represents a new transition within the dominant global “food regime,” one which focuses on the local 

and constitutes a rejection of the century-long process of agricultural globalization and liberalization 

(Lang and Heasman 2004; McMichael 2009). The “food regime” concept seeks to historicize and 

politicize food, showing how agriculture has shaped the world capitalist economy and paying particular 

attention to the tensions formed by contemporaneous, contradicting food regimes. In this way, the 

alternative food movements which emphasize “democracy, ecology, and quality” (142) can be seen as a 

turn away from the corporate food regime of the late 20th century which sought different forms vertical 

and horizontal integration within the food system, and emphasized cheapness and attractiveness while 

rendering food origins invisible (McMichael 2009). Campbell (2009) terms this the “Food from 

Somewhere” movement, in stark contrast to the previous “Food from Nowhere” regime, and he notes 

that resolving the tension between these two regimes is critical for creating more sustainable global 

food relations. Therefore, understanding why farmers choose to incorporate, or not incorporate, 

alternative practices is important for identifying common ground between these two regimes.  
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Exploring these new trends and issues, much research has been done which focuses on 

alternative farming and its surrounding social movement. To date, studies have largely centered on 

consumers’ choices and perceptions (Isenhour 2012; Rodman et al. 2014; Guthman 2003) or on the 

obstacles, adaptations, and politics of alternative farmers and their networks (Andreatta 2000; 

Darnhofer et al. 2005; DeLind et al. 2005; Gross 2011; Merrett et al. 2015; Parkins and Craig 2009; Sayre 

2011). Fewer studies have focused on farmers within the conventional agricultural system. Those that 

have have explored ideas such as the effect of actor networks on production practices (Gray and Gibson 

2013), farmers’ motivations and attitudes (Thompson et al. 2015; Reimer et al. 2012), perceptions of 

what it means to be a “good farmer” (McGuire et al. 2012; Silvasti 2003), or the role of gender in 

farming (Carter 2015; Chiappe and Flora 1998; Zeuli and King 1998).  

Several studies, too, have compared conventional and alternative farmers in the same area to 

determine similarities and differences among the two groups’ attitudes towards the environment (Allen 

and Bernhardt 1995; Beus and Dunlap 1994; Duram 1997; McCann et al. 1997; Sullivan et al. 1996). For 

instance, Beus and Dunlap (1990, 1991, 1994) developed the Alternative-Conventional Agricultural 

Paradigm (ACAP) scale, which identifies the core beliefs and values associated with the two agricultural 

paradigms, and used a survey to test to what extent farmers who endorse either paradigm follow the 

corresponding practices. Conclusions from their study (1994), and a similar one by Allen and Bernhardt 

(1995), show that farmers’ paradigmatic attitudes do affect their farming practices. However, the ACAP 

scale has been criticized for “only distinguishing between the broadest and most substantial differences 

between farmers” (Thompson et al. 2015:388) while ignoring diversity within individuals’ beliefs 

(Jackson-Smith and Buttel 2003). The need to recognize the heterogeneity of farmers in the same area 

has been emphasized by scholars such as Myriam Paredes (2010), who also acknowledges a link 

between values, beliefs and said heterogeneity (Sherwood et al. 2014). Furthermore, previous studies 

have indicated the need for a wider spectrum of farmers, beyond just conventional and organic, to be 

studied in order to better understand diverse values, including absentee, corporate and those in 

transition (McCann et al. 1997). 

A few studies have also used psychological frameworks to assess the influence of values or 

attitudes on farmer behavior. For instance, Thompson et al. (2015) use Dual Interest Theory and a 

survey to assess what factors motivate Kansas farmers to adopt Best Management Practices (BMPs). 

However, conversely to Beus and Dunlap, their conclusions show that while there are vast differences in 

farmers’ environmental attitudes, they have little effect on their adoption of BMPs. At the same time, 

the study finds that farmers’ attitudes did influence their willingness to adopt BMPs in the future. These 
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contradictions can potentially be explained by the fact that this study, and Beus and Dunlap’s, relies 

primarily on quantitative data, and many scholars have noted that quantitative approaches alone are 

ineffectual at capturing the true range and depth of environmental values and attitudes (Chiappe & 

Flora 1998; Kempton et al. 1995; Reimer et al. 2012). 

Yet, according to practice theory, farmers’ behaviors, attitudes and perceptions are all shaped 

by their lived experience in an environment and their history, or in other words, their habitus. This term, 

coined by Pierre Bourdieu (1989), is defined as: 

“[S]ystems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function 

as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and organize practices and 

representations that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a 

conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain 

them” (53).  

Within this vein, many scholars have written from the point of view of the embodiment paradigm, 

noting that our bodies are the medium through which we experience the world and through which our 

habitus is created, and thus our perceptions of the world cannot be separated from being a “body-in-

the-world” (Csordas 1990; Carolan 2011). When it comes to food and agriculture, farmer behaviors, as 

well as consumer tastes, are shaped through an embodiment process, and understanding what makes 

tastes or behaviors change, or more precisely, what makes people want them to change, is critical to the 

endeavor of creating a more sustainable agriculture system (Carolan 2011). Therefore, the following 

manuscript uses practice theory as a lens to explore the cultural dispositions and contexts which shape 

farmer praxis.  

One such cultural disposition which shapes our perceptions of the world is our worldview, which 

includes aspects such as values, ethics, beliefs and attitudes. In the field of anthropology, the concept of 

a worldview is well-established and has been used to study a wide range of topics in many parts of the 

world. Several modern scholars have also developed ideas and theories about competing environmental 

worldviews and ethics which have led to the creation of seemingly dichotomous farming systems (Lang 

and Heasman 2004; Merchant 2005; Thompson 2010). For instance, Carolyn Merchant (2005) identifies 

two competing worldviews (organic and mechanistic) which incorporate distinct ethics (egocentric, 

homocentric and ecocentric) to guide peoples’ behavior. Several other scholars have also noted how 

American perspectives on the environment are based on ethics and worldviews similar to the ones 

identified by Merchant. For instance, Kempton et al. (1995) identified a biocentric ethic and an 

anthropocentric ethic (similar to Merchant’s ecocentric and homocentric ethics, respectively). 
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Specifically in regards to farmers, Sullivan et al. (1996) describe America’s transition from an agrarian 

ethic to a land ethic, the former of which evokes aspects of Merchant’s egocentric and homocentric 

ethics, and the latter elements of an ecocentric ethic.  Lang and Heasman (2004) also identify competing 

food paradigms (Productionist, Life Science Integrated, and Ecologically Integrated) which guide 

peoples’ assumptions and conceptions about food and which include similar ethics and worldviews to 

the ones identified by Merchant.  

Yet, worldviews and ethics do not occur in a vacuum, just as farmers do not operate solely as 

autonomous individuals. Indeed, farmers are intricately intertwined with various economic, political, 

environmental and social institutions which constrain their behavior and which shape their worldviews 

through an embodiment process (Buttel 2006; Carolan 2006; Gray and Gibson 2013). Specific to 

agriculture, several studies support the idea that the influence of values alone on farmer behavior is 

limited, and that there are indeed other social and economic forces that influence a farmer’s praxis. For 

instance, Duram’s (1997) study comparing conventional and alternative farmers in Colorado found that 

environmental attitudes were a secondary motivator for becoming an alternative farmer, and what 

indeed mattered more was the farmer’s sense of control in their lives, a factor which is inevitably 

influenced by various other socioeconomic aspects. Reimer et al.’s (2012) study of Indiana farmers also 

found that while farmers with different attitude frames are motivated to adopt conservation practices 

to differing degrees, across the board economics was a constraint to the adoption of conservation 

behavior, a conclusion supported by McCann  et al. (1997) in regard to the adoption of sustainable 

practices. Therefore, an understanding of these aspects is also crucial for understanding praxis. Using 

qualitative interviews with conventional and alternative farmers, the following manuscript draws on 

political ecology, or the “careful analysis of what one might call the forms of access and control over 

resources and their implications for environmental health and sustainable livelihoods” (Watts 2000:257, 

as quoted in Robbins 2004), as well as modern theories on competing environmental ethics and 

worldviews to explore how political, economic and social institutions interact with the worldviews and 

ethics of different types of farmers to shape their praxis.   

Context of Study 

 The state of Oregon is an epicenter for recent alternative food movements and is one of the top 

five states with the most organic acres in the country (USDA NASS 2015). However, conventional 

farming still dominates the majority of agricultural acres (USDA NASS 2014). Farming itself is an integral 

part of the culture of Oregon, particularly in the Willamette Valley where 70% of the population of 

Oregon resides and the majority of the land is being used for agricultural purposes (Wilson and 
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Sorenson 2015). The Willamette River is the lifeblood of farming in the Willamette Valley, and 

organizations like the Willamette River Institute and Willamette River Keepers have arisen to advocate 

for its sustainable use. The Willamette River has consistently been rated poorly by water quality experts 

due to high water temperatures, decreasing fish populations, and the presence of toxins (Costanzo et al. 

2015). In a baseline survey of residents living near or along the Willamette River, it was found that 

pollution was the first thing that came to mind for many people when thinking about the river (DHM 

2014). Given the Willamette Valley’s unique connections to both farming paradigms and its need for 

action to ensure sustainability, conventional and alternative farmers along the Willamette River are an 

ideal population with which to investigate differences in environmental values and their role in farmers’ 

decision making. Furthermore, several studies have noted the need for better communication and 

understanding between farmers and conservation groups in the area, especially in the context of 

watershed councils, in order to achieve the state’s conservation goals (Myhre 2006; Calvert 2015). The 

following manuscript will therefore be useful for many different stakeholders within the Willamette 

Valley itself, such as conservation organizations, policy makers, watershed councils and farmers, and will 

help them to better understand the challenges and motivations of different types of farmers along the 

Willamette River. Having this information is an important step towards designing and implementing 

effective solutions and programs that are accepted by all stakeholders involved. More broadly, this 

research illustrates common challenges and opportunities faced by farmers and farmer organizations 

across the country, and the ways in which different practices reinforce and legitimize themselves. 

Furthermore, since local places are the sites in which farmers’ beliefs and praxis are formed, 

transforming local contexts is the first critical step towards changing agricultural practices on a global 

scale (Bourdieu 1989; Gibson-Graham 2006). 
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CHAPTER 2:  

COSMOVISIONS AND FARMING: AN INVESTIGATION OF CONVENTIONAL AND ALTERNATIVE FARMERS' 
ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES ALONG THE WILLAMETTE RIVER 

Introduction 

The global agricultural system is currently facing many threats to its sustainability. Climate change, 

an increasing population, and a decreasing number of farmers are just a few of the complex issues 

which are working to slowly destabilize the system (Alexandratos and Bruinsma 2012; Brown et al 2015; 

Cleveland 2013). In addition, global food production is one of the largest contributors to global 

greenhouse emissions and is responsible for 70-80% of the world’s water use (Potthast and Meisch 

2012). In the United States, farmers manage almost one-third of the total land area, and a myriad of 

different federal, local, and non-profit agencies and organizations collaborate with these farmers in 

attempts to enhance conservation and sustainability. Particularly in this study’s locale, the Willamette 

River watershed of Oregon, agricultural runoff and pollution have led to poor water quality, making this 

area in critical need of sustainable solutions that incorporate many different stakeholders (Costanzo et 

al. 2015).  However, studies have shown that is imperative that these collaborations work not only for 

the environment, but also for the farmers themselves if they are to be successful (Mariola 2005; 

Thompson et al. 2015). An important step towards creating programs that enhance sustainability and 

have lasting impacts is to understand how farmers view and relate to the environment, and to 

determine what factors influence them to adopt or not adopt certain practices. Understanding the goals 

and motivations of those who are at the heart of our food system is critical if governments, 

environmental organizations or farmer advocacy groups wish to change farmer behavior and enhance 

sustainability.  

This study explores the contexts in which farmers make their praxis decisions, and relies in part on 

data from the Regional Food Networks (RFN) project’s statewide agricultural producer survey, a project 

funded by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) under National Institute for Food and Agriculture 

grant 2014-68006-21854 and implemented through Oregon State University and the University of 

Vermont. In addition, it draws on research from the Meyer Memorial Trust (MMT)  funded Willamette 

River Farmer (WRF) project, which is a local project aimed at understanding farmers’ environmental 

values and social networks along the Willamette River in order to enhance understanding of the 

community of landowners along the river. Specific results from this project are included in this paper in 

order to provide further context about the population under study and the organizations that work with 
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them. These two projects, in conjunction with in-depth interviews with farmers of different styles along 

the Willamette River, form the basis of this study. 

Background 

Styles of Farming 

Van der Ploeg (1994) notes that styles of farming represent a specific unity of both farming 

discourse and practice, while also representing specific connections between economic, social, political, 

ecological and technological dimensions.  In the United States, the past several decades have seen the 

development of two seemingly distinct and competing styles of agriculture both in discourse and 

practice: one commonly called “conventional” and the other “alternative.”  Conventional farming refers 

to large-scale, industrialized agriculture which relies on capital intensive and mechanized production 

techniques as well as extensive use of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides. This also includes livestock 

production which is highly concentrated and intensified (Knorr and Watkins 1984). Conventional farmers 

are also an integrated part of the agribusiness industrial complex which seeks to produce commodities 

for sale on the global market (Pullman and Wu 2012). Many farmers of this kind have gradually been 

forced to adopt new technologies and increase their scale of production or risk going out of business, 

creating what Lang and Heasman (2004) call “the agricultural treadmill” (148).   

On the other hand, alternative-style agriculture encompasses many different and wide ranging 

techniques which emphasize sustainability, from organic production to permaculture and biodynamic 

farming. Many include small-scale production which is exclusively for local or regional markets within 

this definition as well (Lockeretz 1986). Alternative agriculture, while relying on techniques that were 

around long before conventional agriculture, developed in its contemporary phase largely as a response 

to the negative environmental and health consequences of many conventional farming techniques, 

which have slowly defined themselves as the norm within agriculture. Alternative agriculture mainly 

gained popularity during the environmental and “back-to-the-land” movements of the 1960s and 1970s 

(Guthman 2004), and today numerous third party certifications exist for various forms of alternative 

agriculture, such as USDA Organic, Animal-Welfare, Salmon Safe, and Food Alliance, which all have their 

own rules and restrictions on inputs and processes (Tufts University 2016). Organic agriculture, which is 

the most popularly recognized form of alternative agriculture, is defined by the USDA National Organic 

Standards Board (NOSB) as “an ecological production management system that promotes and enhances 

biodiversity, biological cycles and soil biological activity. [Organic agriculture] is based on minimal use of 

off-farm [natural/organically-certified] inputs and on management practices that restore, maintain and 

enhance ecological harmony” (NOSB 1995, as quoted in Kuepper and Gegner 2004:2).  
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In the United States, conventional agriculture and agribusiness still dominates in sales and land area 

(USDA-NASS 2014a, 2015). Yet, in many contexts, these two agricultural paradigms exist and thrive side 

by side. Therefore, these two paradigms offer a good lens through which to examine why farmers 

choose to farm the way they do, and what factors motivate or discourage them from adopting more 

sustainable practices. Several studies have exhibited the connection between farmers’ environmental 

beliefs, values and/or attitudes and their farming style (Beus and Dunlap 1990, 1991, 1994; Duram 1997; 

Thompson et al. 2015; Reimer et al. 2012). However, research drawing on the theories of praxis and 

embodiment show how these subjectivities are shaped through lived experience within a certain social, 

political, historical and economic context, and therefore other factors such as financial support and 

social networks play an important role in shaping farmer praxis (Carolan 2006; Gray and Gibson 2013; 

McCann et al. 1997). Using postmodern theories on environmental worldviews and ethics as well as 

political ecological theory to understand the contexts in which farmers shape their praxis, this article 

draws on practice theory to explore the differing environmental beliefs and values of conventional and 

alternative farmers along the Willamette River and shows how various social, political and economic 

institutions interact with those beliefs and values to shape farmer praxis. 

Cosmovisions and Farmers 

According to Thomas Csordas (1990), our perceptions of the world are created by living in the 

world, or in the words of Bourdieu (1989), our habitus is created by our history and practice- it is 

embodied. Specific to agriculture, Carolan (2011) notes how agricultural production methods “all rely 

significantly on embodied knowledge” (139). This embodied knowledge is created through our 

experiences and is framed through our specific cultural dispositions, such as our values, which are ideas 

about what is “moral, just or desirable” (Kempton et al. 1995:12). Values are inevitably intertwined with 

beliefs, which strengthen and give meaning to values (Vaske and Donnelly 1999); ethics, or “the 

principles that undergird and provide guidance for human action” (Thompson 2010:11); and worldviews, 

which Clifford Geertz (1957) defines as a person’s “concept of nature, of self, of society” (421). In recent 

decades, these concepts have been used by post-modern theorists and cognitive anthropologists to 

examine the distinct and competing environmental ethics, worldviews and values that exist today and 

which we use to frame our understandings of the world (Dunlap and Van Liere 1978; Kempton et al. 

1995; Lang and Heasman 2004; Merchant 2005; Sullivan et al. 1996; Thompson 1994, 2010). In her book 

Radical Ecology, Carolyn Merchant (2005) outlines two diametrically opposed worldviews: organic and 

mechanistic. An organic worldview, historically held by the Ancient Greeks and many Native American 

cultures, is one which is characterized by viewing all life as interconnected, and viewing nature as alive, 
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active and a mother figure. In contrast, a mechanistic worldview, the dominant one in modern Western 

society, developed during the 17th century scientific revolution and is characterized by viewing nature as 

a dead or inert machine which is made up of interchangeable atomic parts which are manipulable from 

the outside and exploitable for profit. Merchant also identifies three different ethics (egocentric, 

homocentric, and ecocentric) which align with these worldviews and which guide people’s thoughts and 

actions. An egocentric ethic, or one grounded in the self, is associated with a mechanistic worldview and 

is geared toward benefits for the individual (i.e. if something benefits me, it is good). The primary goal of 

a homocentric ethic, or one grounded in the social good, is social justice for all people. This ethic 

supports the idea that humans should be stewards of the earth for human benefit, rather than the 

intrinsic benefit of other species. Lastly, Merchant identifies the ecocentric ethic, whose focus is the 

whole ecosystem, which sees humans as a part of nature, and which supports the idea that all life has 

intrinsic value.  This ethic is associated with an organic worldview. 

Although these specific ethical and worldview constructs have not been applied to the study of 

farmers, there has been a growing interest in U.S. farmers’ environmental values and attitudes in 

general and the roles they might play in shaping praxis. Several studies have focused on farmers’ 

environmental ethics or worldviews and their notions of conservation or sustainability (Mariola 2005; 

Stanton 2012), while others have focused on the difference between conventional and alternative 

farmers’ environmental values or attitudes (Allen and Bernhardt 1995; Beus and Dunlap 1994; Duram 

1997; McCann 1997; Sullivan et al. 1996; Thompson et al. 2015; Reimer et al. 2012). Those in the latter 

category have used various frameworks and mainly quantitative methods to assess values and/or 

attitudes, and they have garnered inconsistent results. Furthermore, the need to recognize the 

heterogeneity of farmers in the same area has been emphasized by scholars such as Myriam Paredes 

(2010), who acknowledges a link between values, beliefs and said heterogeneity (Sherwood et al. 2014). 

Previous studies have also indicated the need for a wider spectrum of farmers, beyond just conventional 

and organic, to be studied in order to better understand diverse values, including absentee, corporate 

and those in transition (McCann et al. 1997). 

Yet, the true issue with these previous studies is that the identified ethics, worldviews and/or 

attitudes do not exist apart from other aspects of farmers’ lives. For instance, scholars have also found 

that Americans’ environmental values and beliefs are intimately connected with their religious or 

spiritual beliefs (Kempton et al. 1995; Glacken 1967), an aspect which has been neglected in these prior 

categorizations of ethics and worldviews. Furthermore, authors such as Lulka (2011) note the complex 

way in which religious and scientific beliefs are intertwined, especially within domains of agriculture. 
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Tapping into these findings, and akin to the idea of a worldview, is a new concept known as 

cosmovision. Cosmovision describes “the ways that certain populations understand life, the world, and 

the cosmos...[in which] the relationships between the social world, the natural world and the spiritual 

world are central...Cosmovision explains the ways in which natural processes take place and the roles 

played by supernatural powers” (Dankelman 2002:43). Much of the research on cosmovisions has 

focused on understanding and documenting those of indigenous populations living in the Global South 

(Hiemstra and Havelkort 1999), and thus far the concept has not been applied to Western populations. 

This study uses this concept to expand on Merchant’s (2005) Radical Ecology framework in order to also 

consider the role of the natural, supernatural, and the social in shaping one’s worldview, and ultimately 

their praxis.  

The (Limited?) Influence of Values on Farming Style 

In regard to the social world, many studies show that behavior, and particularly conservation 

behavior, is also influenced by various economic, political and structural factors, which restrict behavior 

and can shape and reinforce beliefs and values in various ways. Rural sociologist Frederick Buttel (2006) 

contends that there are structural and social processes, such as agricultural specialization, 

intensification and spatial homogeneity, which prescribe farmers’ practices and therefore maintain the 

unsustainability of the agricultural system. Similarly, Gray and Gibson (2013) have found that farmers’ 

participation in the industrial agriculture network not only shapes their decision-making, but also works 

to entrench them in unsustainable practices. Walter Goldschmidt (1947), in his classic study of a 

California farming town, also showed how the presence of certain institutions, namely corporate farms, 

can change the social and economic fabric of a community. Lastly, Carolan (2006) also shows how the 

creation of trust and knowledge through the delineation of certain in-groups and out-groups in 

agriculture can affect and entrench practices as well. In his book, Embodied Food Politics (2011), he 

describes the roles of “communities of practice” in creating and spreading embodied knowledge which 

shapes agricultural practices.  In short, who farmers interact with, where they get their information and 

resources from, and the nature of their farming community are all factors which work to shape beliefs 

and values about farming and the environment, and by extension practices as well.  

Within this vein, political ecological theory posits that it is imperative for those studying 

conservation to also examine the various socioeconomic and historical forces at work on various actors 

from the local to global levels (Borgerhoff-Mulder and Coppolillo 2005; Nader 1996). Furthermore, 

Ostrom (2005) notes that within institutions, which are “the prescriptions that humans use to organize 

all forms of repetitive and structured interactions” (3), there are rules which organize behavior and, 
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particularly within institutions which manage natural resources, those rules must be appropriate to the 

environment and to the social systems of those utilizing them if they are to be successful. Therefore, 

understanding the role of institutions and various economic, structural and social factors in prescribing 

behavior and shaping values and beliefs is also critical to understanding farmers’ choices. Given this, this 

article will explore the interaction between social, economic, political and institutional factors and the 

individual cosmovisions of farmers along the Willamette River in order to provide a more holistic view of 

the factors which shape their praxis.  

Methods 
Study Population and Location  

This study focuses on farmers along the 

Willamette River in Oregon, an ideal population with 

which to explore these concepts and the two 

agricultural styles for several reasons. For instance, the 

state of Oregon has been an epicenter for the recent 

alternative food movement. Not only did its citizens 

develop one of the first third-party organic 

certification agencies, Oregon Tilth (Guthman 2004), 

but recent surveys show it has the fifth-most organic 

acres in production of any state in the country (USDA-

NASS 2015). As is the case throughout the country, the 

majority of organic acres being farmed are part of 

large-scale, industrialized organic farms, which operate 

very differently from many small-scale, diversified 

alternative farms, yet are included within our 

definition of “alternative agriculture” for the purposes of this study (Guthman 2004). Overall, however, 

conventional agriculture still dominates the state’s agricultural land (USDA-NASS 2014b). Farming itself 

is an integral part of the culture of Oregon, particularly in the Willamette Valley where over 70% of the 

population lives and where the majority of land is being used for agricultural purposes (Figure 1) (Wilson 

and Sorenson 2015). The Willamette Valley is made up of several distinct ecosystems and 31 fish, 18 

amphibian, 15 reptile, 154 bird, and 69 mammal species are native to the basin (Hulse et al. 2002). At 

the same time, Oregon is the largest producer of hazelnuts, caneberries, Christmas trees, nursery stock 

and grass seed in the country (Johnson 2010). As industrial waste and agricultural runoff have caused 

problems with contamination in the Willamette River and its tributaries, the conservation of this vital 

Figure 1: Land Use in the Willamette Valley (Wilson 
& Sorenson 2015) 
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resource has become a main goal of many organizations in the state. Furthermore, several studies have 

noted the need for better communication and understanding between farmers and conservation 

groups, especially in the context of watershed councils, in order to achieve the state’s conservation 

goals (Myhre 2006; Calvert 2015). Therefore, this area is in need of critical information regarding its 

farmer population in order to enhance the sustainability of this river in particular. 

Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with 23 farmers coming from 19 different farms along 

the Willamette River mainstem and its tributaries. 

Purposive, snowball sampling was used to identify study 

participants in order to target and include a wide array 

of farming styles (Bernard 2011). Participants were 

recruited in-person, over the phone and via email. 

Overall, at least 61 farms were contacted with an 

interview request, making the acceptance rate 31%.  

The sample spanned five different counties which the 

river flows through (Benton, Linn, Lane, Polk, and 

Yamhill) (Figure 2) and included farmers from diverse 

farming enterprises. Ten participants identified 

themselves as “conventional”-style producers, and 13 as 

practicing some form of “alternative”-style production. 

However, the specific combination of practices varied 

for all farmers and there was some overlap in practices 

used by those belonging to different styles. For instance, 

many farmers who identified themselves as 

“conventional” incorporated some sustainable practices on their farms. A few of the alternative farmers 

held certifications, such as Certified Organic or Animal-Welfare Approved, but most did not and instead 

noted that they farmed organically without the certification (Figure 3). Self-identification was used to 

classify farmers rather than researcher-created objective criteria for two reasons: first, farmer practices 

are so wide-ranging and uniquely combined that scholars have found that assessing sustainability based 

on practices is flawed (McCann et al. 1997); second, self-identification also offers the benefit of allowing 

farmers to express their own ideas about what it means to be “conventional” or “alternative” which also 

Figure 2: Counties of the Willamette Valley. 
Modified from U.S. Fish and Wildlife Willamette 
Conservation Study Area Map (U.S. Fish & Wildlife 
2012) 
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Table 1: Summary of trends in acreage, education, land inheritance and 
farming history among interview sample 

Conventional Alternative

Acreage 

(approx.)

Range 107 - 1500 3 - 90

Average 750 24

College Education

Yes 50% 60%

No 12.50% 0%

Unknown 37.50% 40%

Inherited 

farmland

Yes 63% 9%

No 37% 91%

Grew up on farm

Yes 100% 27%

No 0% 73%

gives insight into their worldview. This method is also supported by van der Ploeg (1994) who notes that 

folk-categories used by farmers themselves to characterize important differences in farmers’ styles are 

one of the structural principles influencing farming methods.  

The interview sample produced various 

commodities including nuts, seed crops, vegetables, 

fruits, grains, poultry, and livestock, and almost all 

farms produced more than one commodity. All farms 

were family-owned, except for one which was owned 

by a land investment corporation and operated by a 

hired manager. All conventional farmers interviewed 

grew up on farms themselves, and 63% inherited the 

land they were currently farming, compared to only 

27% of alternative farmers who grew up farming, and 

only one who had inherited his land. In addition, 

many alternative farmers held secondary jobs in 

addition to their farming business in order to 

support themselves and their families. 

Conventional farmers also tended to operate larger 

farms (750 acres on average) than did the alternative farmers (24 acres on average), and held slightly 

lower rates of college education (50% of conventional versus 60% of alternative farmers) (Table 1). 

Furthermore, conventional farmers’ educational backgrounds tended to be in agriculture or 

agribusiness, whereas alternative farmers often held degrees in the biological sciences.  

Twenty-two percent of the sample were women, a ratio slightly lower than that of the state’s 

farming population, which as of 2014 was comprised of 37% women (Brekken et al. 2016). Despite a 

search directed to include ethnic minority farmers (who make up 3% of Oregon’s farming population), 

none were able to be interviewed and all informants were of Caucasian descent. Most interviews were 

conducted on the participants’ farms and consisted of a set of questions which all participants were 

asked, with follow-up questions as appropriate. However, many of the questions were open-ended, 

which allowed farmers to express ideas or concerns beyond the subject matter of the questions.  

A statewide survey was also distributed by the RFN project.  The survey aimed to measure 

motivations for farmer use of alternative farming methods and participation in regional food networks. 

Surveys were distributed to producers throughout Oregon using convenience sampling. Online surveys 
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were distributed by several farming organizations and the Oregon Department of Agriculture via their 

email listservs, and paper copies were distributed at farmers markets and the Oregon State University 

Small Farms Conference. A total of 193 responses were recorded, spanning all five regions of Oregon, 

however a majority of respondents (74%) came from the Willamette Valley. Of the 149 respondents 

who reported their production practices, 28.2% noted they used conventional methods while 13.4% 

reported certified organic production, and 59% reported using organic practices but were not certified 

(Figure 4). Since respondents could select as many practices as applied, in addition to the 

conventional/organic categories, 52.3% reported using some other forms of alternative practices (some 

of whom also identified as “conventional”) including conservation tillage or no-till, cover crops, 

integrated pest management (IPM) and nutrient management plans. The gender of respondents was 

roughly equal, and their ethnicity was overwhelming White (97%). Data from this survey was examined 

for commonalities or differences with the interview data (Brekken et al., forthcoming).  

Furthermore, twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted with individuals from various 

organizations and companies that are active in the farming community of the Willamette Valley, 

including certification agencies, soil and water conservation districts, land trusts, and farmland 

investment companies. These interviews, and participant observation at a local conference focusing on 

the Willamette River’s conservation needs, were done as a part of the WRF project and are used to 

provide further context about the population under study and the organizations that work with them. 

Data Analysis  

All farmer interviews were transcribed and coded to identify common themes using qualitative 

analysis software (Bernard 2011). Merchant’s (2005) theories on environmental worldviews and ethics 

Figure 4: Breakdown of survey sample by farming style, including 
only the three largest categories  

Figure 3: Breakdown of interview sample by self-identified 
farming style 
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as well as Dankelman’s (2002) cosmovision concept were used to frame analysis and situate informants’ 

beliefs and values along a researcher-created cosmovision spectrum (Figure 5). For the purposes of this 

study, the informants’ resulting placement on this spectrum in terms of both ethics and worldviews will 

be referred to as their “cosmovision.” Similarities and differences between conventional and alternative 

farmers’ cosmovisions were examined, as well as the presence of other common themes, such as 

organizations that were helpful or harmful to the farming enterprise or obstacles to farming. Secondary 

interviews and observations were also analyzed for common themes. Survey data analysis procedures 

can be found in (Brekken et al., forthcoming). 

 

Results 

Interviews with farmers indicated that conventional and alternative farmers face different 

environmental, structural, political, economic and social challenges, as well as regularly interact with 

distinct organizations and within largely separate communities of farmers.  For instance, the size of their 

farm, type of land and water resources they have access to, location of the land in relation to other 

natural resources, and other physical constraints place boundaries on their praxis. They also have 

Figure 5: Cosmovision Spectrum. Based on concepts from Merchant (2005) and Dankelman (2002). 

 

Egocentric Ethic: 

 Individuals are 
separate 

 Goal of 
benefitting 
self, which will 
in turn benefit 
society 

Organic Worldview: 

 Nature is 
alive/active 

 Everything 
interconnected 

 “Mother Nature” 
 

Mechanistic Worldview: 

 Nature is dead/inert 

 Comprised of atomic parts 

 Manipulable for profit 

Ecocentric Ethic: 

 All life=valuable 

 Goal of harmony between 
humans/nonhumans 

Homocentric  
Ethic: 

 Humans should be 
stewards/caretakers 
of nature 

 Goal of greatest 
good for greatest 
number of people 
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different economic constraints, such as farm debt, family income needs, and access to wealth outside of 

the farm, as well as are affected by different policies, institutions and individuals. These differing 

experiences and resources, beyond constraining their behaviors in different ways, have consequences 

for the ways that they view the environment and their motivations for farming, which factor into their 

practice decisions. While it cannot be asserted whether their values alone drove their praxis decisions, 

or whether their praxis has exclusively shaped their values, it is clear that these aspects are 

interdependent and continuously influencing one another, leading to a range of different ethics, values 

and beliefs which sometimes come into conflict both within and between individuals. The interviews 

indicated that while the cosmovisions of alternative and conventional farmers were not completely 

distinct from one another, there were differences that appeared between the two self-identified groups, 

who tended to cluster on different ends of the cosmovision spectrum in terms of both worldviews and 

ethics. First, trends among conventional farmers’ cosmovisions will be examined, followed by those of 

alternative farmers. Next, an exploration of the myriad of structural, political, economic and social 

factors which influence farmers’ practices as well as how they interact with and shape farmers’ 

cosmovisions will be offered.  

‘Making a living’: Cosmovisions of Conventional Farmers 

Conventional farmers were largely motivated by a combination of egocentric and homocentric 

ethics, while expressions of ecocentric ethics were rare. Most farmers who identified themselves as 

“conventional” noted that their primary goal in farming was to “make a living” or make money for 

themselves and their family, and for some conventional farmers this was their only goal. For instance, 

when asked why he chose to farm as he did, Billy1, a grass seed farmer, said “I've gotta make a living, 

and you know I pat them on the back for doing organic, I pat 'em on the back. I can't find a way.” One 

farmer even described his operation as essentially a real estate business whose goal was to maximize 

profit off of land. This goal of “making a living” originates in an egocentric ethic, which places primacy on 

personal benefits or benefits for one’s own family. Furthermore, although many conventional farmers 

also expressed a desire to protect the environment and be “stewards” of their land (and several even 

incorporated conservation projects and practices on their land), when asked why they chose to do so 

they most often cited the personal benefits that they would derive from conserving their land, such as 

ensuring the continuation of the farm and its income. Richard, a vegetable farmer, expressed this idea:   

They’re not making any more land, and you know just for your own self-interest you want the 

ground to be as good or better next year than it is this year, and if you can use a farming 

                                                           
1
 Names have been changed to ensure anonymity.  
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practice that does that, and it still makes money then to do that, and if you're doing anything 

less than that then you're, I think, gonna be less profitable going forward. 

Along these lines, several farmers also noted that they cut down on their use of agrichemicals because it 

saved them money, rather than for environmental concerns. An egocentric ethic was also expressed by 

several farmers through the sentiment that whatever benefits them personally would also benefit 

society. Jesse, a hazelnut farmer, noted that: 

Personal responsibility matters and...ours is, as farmers, to do a good job, but there gets to be a 

point where if costs start going up too high, then that just costs society more, because the 

farmer has to turn a profit, and I’m not talking about getting greedy. 

However, as this last quote also hints at, homocentric ethics were also very common among 

conventional farmers. Many interviewees expressed their desire to protect the land for future 

generations or to feed people in their community, in addition to the personal benefits they reap from 

doing so. Sam, a very conservation-minded grass seed farmer expressed this sentiment: 

[A]s a landowner we have the right to be a landowner, but there's also a responsibility in my 

mind with landowning, you have to take care of it both for future generations and for the 

greater society and community is all, and too often I see, you know there's too many people 

own land and have no business owning land because they don't have the capacity or interest in 

taking care of it and that in my mind is a crime. 

This same farmer also justified his use of conventional practices using a homocentric ethic, explaining 

that “it's a little bit environmentally irresponsible to raise organic seed that you can't control the weeds 

in...I feel a responsibility if I produce a product, a seed that goes onto some other farmer’s place, I don't 

want to be responsible for introducing weeds onto his place.”  

For many of these farmers, their homocentric ethic was at least partially derived from their 

religious, particularly Christian, beliefs. David, a conventional farmer producing a variety of crops, 

expressed this religious influence when he explained why he felt obligated to incorporate certain 

conservation techniques on his farm:  

I'm a Christian...you know you feel responsible for caring for the earth and it's part of the 

common good of others, doing unto others as you'd have them do unto you...you know I want 

to pass [it] along [to] the next generation in a better condition than what I found it [in]. 

There were also a few instances where conventional farmers expressed an ecocentric ethic, 

most notably a desire to live in harmony with nature and animals, but these ethics were always 

secondary to or qualified by egocentric or homocentric ethics (e.g. win-win situations). And, as this last 
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quote shows, the farmers’ ethics were very closely connected to their worldviews. Conventional farmers 

who held a more egocentric ethic also tended to express a more mechanistic worldview. This was most 

commonly expressed through a description of farming and nature as a system of inputs and outputs 

which can and should be manipulated to maximize profits. For instance, Jesse explained why he decided 

to create a conservation easement on his property in this way: 

[I]t takes a certain amount of fertilizer chemical to raise a crop and it doesn’t in a lot of ways 
matter how much yield you get out of it, it just takes that much, and when you’re on marginal 
ground and you’re getting 25, 30 percent less yield for the same input, [that’s not] the best use 
for the land. 

Andrew, a seed crop farmer, also expressed a mechanistic worldview as he described one of his heroes, 

a man who “owned a gravel pit on the side of a mountain, and when they had dug it to the point of their 

permit... he said wait a minute there's gotta be a way we can still maximize revenues off this piece of 

property, well they turned it into a landfill. They made more money filling it up than they did taking it 

out!” This sentiment expresses the idea that land is inert, and should be used primarily to maximize 

profits.  

Furthermore, most conventional farmers expressed a pro-genetically modified organism (GMO), 

pro-technology approach to farming, and many of them relied on technology, such as GPS variable rate 

applicators and soil tests, to help them make farming decisions. This approach is based on the idea that 

nature is made of atomic parts which can be separated and manipulated. This same scientific-based 

mechanistic worldview also shaped many conventional farmers’ conceptions of weeds, creating a “good 

plants” versus “bad plants” mentality that derives from the idea that not all plant life is valuable or 

desired.  Billy expressed this when he explained why he chooses to use conventional herbicides to 

control weeds: “[I]f you don't think that weeds are hurting anything, let's think about that for 30 

seconds, you don't think that plant’s using moisture?...You don't think its robbing the nutritional value 

out of the ground?” This kind of language portrays a worldview where only certain forms of life are 

valuable or have a role to play in the environment. Andrew also explained his use of herbicides using a 

mechanistic worldview when he notes that “Roundup® pretty much kills everything and it’s inert as soon 

as it hits the ground, and you cannot find it in the product that you raise, it just works and goes away 

and dissolves.” This idea shows a worldview which sees the environment as being made up of separate 

entities or atoms which are isolated from one another and do not affect one another, which is distinct 

from the beliefs of many alternative farmers.  
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However, conventional farmers’ worldviews are not exclusively mechanistic. Elements of an 

organic worldview were expressed by a few conventional farmers, most commonly through the 

uncertainty that “Mother Nature” controls certain aspects of their land and the weather. Billy expressed 

this aspect of his worldview by saying: “My attitude is the only thing in the world I can control is my 

crop. I can't control Mother Nature, I cannot control prices, all I can control is what I do.” A couple 

conventional farmers also expressed an understanding that parts of the environment were 

interconnected, such as when noting that their use of nitrates affected water sources, or that humans 

are dependent upon the environment. Yet, as was the case with ecocentric ethics, these expressions 

were much fewer in comparison with alternative farmers.  

‘Making it better’: Cosmovisions of Alternative Farmers 

In comparison with the conventional farmers, alternative farmers more often expressed 

homocentric and ecocentric ethics, with expressions of egocentric ethics being nonexistent or 

secondary. Almost all of the alternative farmers interviewed expressed a desire to provide healthy food 

to their communities, and noted that it was one of their main motivations for farming. Furthermore, 

their definition of “healthy” was closely intertwined with the use of alternative farming methods. For 

instance, Justin, a non-certified organic blueberry farmer said: 

I probably think more about my customers than I do about the land because I think I'm, maybe 

not entirely accurately so, but I think I'm already doing a pretty good job taking care of the land, 

but I want my customers to get what they think they're getting. 

This emphasis on helping their customers and community was very common among alternative farmers, 

and it clearly demonstrates a homocentric ethic where what is good for humans is seen as the best 

good. Some alternative farmers also noted a desire to educate the public on environmental issues, or 

provide a diversity of foods which help keep people healthy. Many of these farmers also criticized 

conventional farmers from a homocentric perspective, namely for “poisoning the public” by allowing the 

leaching of nitrates into water sources. At the same time, others recognized the necessity of 

conventional farming and Carol, an organic strawberry farmer, used the same homocentric ethic to 

justify that, saying “if we need to feed 9 billion people, I guess [conventional farming] has its place.” 

Many of the alternative farmers also expressed ecocentric ethics and motivations for farming. 

They described preserving the environment as important for its own sake, rather than just for the sake 

of the humans who depend on it.  Two Animal Welfare certified farmers, Jennifer and Eddie, noted that 

they “try to utilize animals basically to improve the land rather than just take from it,” and that it is very 
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important to them that their animals express their “natural tendencies.” Furthermore, many alternative 

farmers expressed a desire to leave the land better than they found it and help wildlife, such as this 

sentiment from Carol: 

My intent is not even just to be kind of sustainable, I want to make it better. I plant native plants 

all the time to sustain wildlife, I feel like I can afford to let a percentage of my stuff go to the 

birds or the little ground squirrel, as I said many [times], I mean I need money but that's not my 

main objective here. 

For several farmers, this ecocentric ethic derived from their understanding of ecology. Leon, an 

organic grain farmer, when asked why he got into farming, said “being an ecologist, I'm a strong 

environmentalist and a lot of things about farming harm the environment, so the question was, can you 

do it without the environmental harm?” Freddie, a non-certified organic vegetable farmer, likened his 

views on farming to his understanding of complex biological systems: 

I think our culture typically has made the mistake, and other cultures have done it too, of 

assuming that mankind is above nature and that we're smarter than nature and that we can 

improve on nature, and I think that that's hubris and you know we have much to learn from 

systems, functioning systems...there’s a tremendous amount of knowledge embodied in them, 

and sometimes it’s better to restrain oneself and not act and observe I think rather than to, you 

know, pull out a pesticide and start spraying at the first sign, you know, of a pest or what have 

you. 

For others, their ecocentric ethics derived from their religion or spirituality. Dorothy, who co-owns and 

manages an organic orchard with her husband, expressed this when she spoke about why they choose 

to farm using alternative practices: 

Our relationship with the natural world is a deeply felt thing for us even if we don't have an 

organized religion label to put on it, but that's something that just seems true and it's not really 

subject to question to us whether we should be going the extra mile to make sure that we're 

doing the best thing by our soil, water and environment; it's our job as people on earth. 

As this influence of ecology and spirituality on their ethics shows, alternative farmers’ ethics are 

also closely intertwined with their worldviews and the way they interpret natural processes.  Most 

alternative farmers who expressed ecocentric and homocentric ethics also expressed elements of an 

organic worldview. Many of them expressed a belief that supernatural forces were a part of natural 

processes, either in the form of a Christian God or through other supernatural forces such as “magic.” 

Although others rejected formalized religions, they still expressed an organic worldview, specifically 

through the idea that all life is interconnected. As Carol explained: “I'm definitely not religious, but yes I 
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would say I'm spiritual and yea I feel like that we're all part, we're all one as a universal consciousness, 

that even the trees, everything here is alive and we're all connected and I have respect for all of this.” 

Alternative farmers also tended to have less positive associations with GMO technology and 

agrichemical technology, both of which are based in a mechanistic way of thinking. This is because 

genetic modification of plants is predicated on the idea that plants are made up of interchangeable parts 

(genes) which can be manipulated, while agrichemical technology reduces farming to a system of inputs 

(chemicals) and outputs (yields). Alternative farmers more often emphasized the importance of what 

was there “naturally” and that nature was alive and active. Nancy, a non-certified vegetable farmer, 

provided an example of this when she described her farming style: “I work hard to provide this, what I'm 

saying is that it's all here, you don't need to make [a] chemical to create it, you can grow it all you know, 

you don't have to synthesize it.” A couple of alternative farmers also noted their belief that 

agrichemicals could make them and their children sick so they chose not to use them. This belief is 

grounded in the idea that what we put on our food eventually ends up in our bodies because we are 

interconnected with those processes. 

However, as was the case with conventional farmers, alternative farmers also did not exclusively 

hold organic worldviews, as some elements of a mechanistic worldview, mainly the belief that the world 

is made up of manipulable atomic parts, were expressed. However, they applied that mechanistic 

worldview in a different way than conventional farmers did, with a focus on using elemental science to 

improve the soil or the quality of the food rather than to enhance yields and by extension profits. 

Freddie explained that “to supplement our soil we put quite a bit of manganese in our soil, we put a 

little copper and zinc, to try to get the plants healthier.” Several alternative farmers also expressed an 

interesting combination of a mechanistic and organic worldview through their understanding of ecology. 

They believe that the earth is made up of manipulable atomic parts and functions as a system, but that 

everything in that system is interconnected and is potentially driven by an unnameable force. The same 

farmer, Freddie, expressed this when he said “you know I'm a materialist in that I think that something 

has to come from something, you know being comes from being.” Materialism is a basic tenant of 

modern mechanistic science, but describing its elements as “beings” connotes a very organic view of the 

world where everything is alive, active and connected. 

In sum, although there are generalizable differences in the cosmovisions of conventional and 

alternative farmers, these visions are not an either/or situation. Farmers uniquely combine beliefs and 

ethics in interesting ways to navigate and justify their farming decisions.  
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Figure 6: Number of selections by survey respondents for motivations for production practices. 

Beyond Cosmovisions: Social, Economic and Structural Factors 

Although it is clear that 

farmers use their 

cosmovisions to guide and 

justify their farming 

practice decisions, they are 

not the only factors which 

influence farmers’ praxis, 

and data from the RFN 

producer survey also 

supports this. Those 

surveyed were asked 

“Why have you chosen these production practices?” and the most popular answer by far was 

“Alignment with my environmental values,” with 80% of respondents selecting it. These motivations also 

strongly correlated with production practices, with those identifying their practices as “Conventional” 

being highly negatively correlated (r= - .5) with the “Alignment with my environmental values” 

motivation and moderately positively correlated (r= .25) with the “More profitable” motivation. Those 

with “Organic, not certified” practices were moderately positively correlated with the “Alignment with 

my environmental values” motivation (r=.37) (Brekken et al., forthcoming). These conclusions support 

the conclusions of the interviews in regard to differing ethics being related to different practices. 

However, since respondents could select as many options as applied, it was clear that other factors, 

such as profitability, access to markets, and local or regional support also influenced their practice 

decisions (Figure 6). Furthermore, no strong correlations were found for those who were “Certified 

Organic,” demonstrating that there are potential differences in motivations for different types of 

alternative farmers. 

In the interviews, farmers also expressed a myriad of structural, economic and social challenges 

and/or motivations which factored into their farming practice decisions. For instance, lack or cost of 

labor, lack of money, and shortage of time posed a constraint on almost all farmers interviewed. Tom, a 

grass seed farmer, described their greatest issue with farming as: “The price of the product that we sell 

is the lowest, we get the same price that we got 20 years ago and all our costs have gone up: fertilizer, 

fuel, wages, parts, equipment.” And, as Andrew put it succinctly: “It's easier to be a good steward when 

you're making money.” Furthermore, the heavy load of paperwork associated with running a farming 
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operation was also a time sink for many farmers, preventing them from exploring new practices. 

Matthew, a vegetable farmer, blamed the government for these issues: 

The government needs to get out of our hair altogether, increases in taxes, healthcare, 

regulation, it's not working...it creates a poor atmosphere for running a business, its more 

paperwork, it’s not efficient. The government is not an efficient thing, they're people just like 

you and me telling other folks what to do. 

 Specifically for conventional farmers, their marketing contracts with canneries or seed 

companies also placed constraints on when and how much they could grow, as well as made them 

assume most of the risk inherent in the marketing of their products. One seed crop farmer explained 

how “now a seed company can be in somebody's garage, they hire you to raise the seed, they don't pay 

you until they sell it, right? And if they can't sell it, they don't pay you, they release it back to you.” Most 

critically for conventional farmers, their oftentimes slim financial margins prevented them from wanting 

to risk undertaking new practices.  

Specifically for alternative and younger farmers, access to and quality of land was a barrier to 

farming the way they wanted. Many of the alternative farmers had been farming for less time and did 

not inherit farms as many conventional farmers did. Along these same lines, land tenure also influenced 

how and why farmers farmed the way they did. The farm manager interviewed, who was employed by a 

land investment company which owned the land, was beholden to said company which dictated the 

practices that should be used. In this case it was certified organic practices, which the farm manager 

believed were for “marketing purposes” rather than environmental reasons. On the other hand, for 

those self-employed farmers seeking organic certification, complicated regulations and immense 

amounts of paperwork were barriers to fully converting. Overall, it is clear that although many farmers 

may want to utilize different practices, which potentially align more with their ethics, they are 

constrained by these other aspects of farming.  

The Institutional Divide 

A consequence of these differing social, economic and structural issues facing farmers of 

different types is that alternative and conventional farmers, besides being on different ends of the 

cosmovision spectrum, are also largely interacting with different formal and informal institutions which 

are potentially shaping and reinforcing values, beliefs and practices. When asked what organizations or 

associations have been helpful or harmful in supporting their farm, conventional farmers most often 

cited groups like Oregon Farm Bureau, chemical companies, seed companies, and land trusts as being 

helpful. Jesse, a conventional hazelnut farmer, noted that “we also need some of those big corporations 
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because they’re the only ones like, we work with Wilbur Ellis...they’re a, at least nationwide if not 

worldwide chemical company and they’re the ones that have been developing almost all of the 

technology that we’re using.” Andrew, another conventional farmer noted that “Farm Bureau deals with 

the uninformed public” to help promote their image as farmers. At the same time, these conventional 

farmers also tended to be anti- government and anti-environmental groups. The same farmer had this 

to say about environmental organizations: 

[T]he environmental groups got started for a good reason and then they basically solved most of 

the issues, they had to create issues to keep the money rolling...I mean they’re out fighting for 

things they don't need to be fighting [any]more, making everything more expensive for 

everybody else, but it keeps them in a job. 

On the alternative side, farmers most often cited Oregon State University’s Extension service 

(particularly its Small Farms Program) as being helpful, as well as Friends of Family Farmers (FoFF) and 

various local environmental organizations. They also relied heavily on the internet for information. 

When it came to harmful organizations, many farmers expressed an anti-agribusiness stance. Nancy, an 

alternative vegetable farmer, said: 

[A]ny company that supports GMO directly affects me, I can't get the seed that I used to get 

because it's been contaminated with GMO, so I have lost a lot of options in corn grains to GMOs 

and what worries me is I'm not gonna have any option here, and I truly believe I have the right 

to feed my children what I want and not be forced to feed a GMO product. 

Interviews with farmers and individuals working within institutions that interact with farmers 

indicated that there was little interaction or information sharing between these two groups of farmers 

or between the institutions they turn to. For example, in interviews with officials from several land 

trusts and soil and water conservation districts, it was noted that they almost exclusively worked with 

conventional farmers on conservation projects. This was mainly because conventional farmers tend to 

have more land to donate to land trusts or to start projects on, so they are more worth the time and 

effort of these organizations. On the flip side, many environmental groups tended to alienate 

conventional farmers because, as several farmers expressed, they do not seek farmer input or recognize 

their embodied knowledge when designing conservation projects: 

I've dealt with a lot of biologists, especially environmental biologists, and every one of those got 

all their information out of a book and from a professor, but none of them ever came out and 

talked to me, the guy that's been in the environment, his family's been in the environment, I 

mean I've been on this property for 168 years, I know every story about every nook and cranny, 

I've seen the changes (Andrew, conventional seed crop farmer). 
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Furthermore, the survey data and interviews show that farmers of both style groups most often 

learn and seek support from one another, with at least 96% of survey respondents in all production style 

categories noting that they connect with other farmers for advice, training, education and technical 

support (Brekken et al., forthcoming). Yet, as my snowball sampling methods and interviews indicated, 

they do not interact outside their respective “style groups” very often. Farmers most often 

recommended me to other farmers similar to them in size and practices. Beyond little interaction, there 

were even a few instances of conflict noted between neighboring alternative and conventional farmers 

who had issues with the practices or attitudes of their neighbors. One farmer even accused their 

neighbor of lying about using organic practices. This type of division has consequences for what farmers 

see as possible or beneficial practices as it limits the sharing of information and ideas and can cause 

groups to become entrenched in harmful practices or beliefs. 

Discussion 

The results of this study support much of the literature in showing how the worldviews and 

ethics of farmers exist on a spectrum, although generalizable differences can be identified between 

conventional and alternative farmers (Beus and Dunlap 1994; Duram 1997; McCann et al. 1997; 

Thompson et al. 2015). The results of the interviews also show how religion and spirituality are 

intimately connected with many farmers’ ethics and worldviews, as other studies have noted (Fick 2008; 

Kempton et al. 1995). This particularly illuminates the ideas of Glacken (1967), who notes that 

stewardship of the land ethics which emphasize the right and necessity of man to harness and dominate 

nature (essentially homocentric ethics) derive from Judeo-Christian religions and the teachings of the 

Bible. This connection was palpable in many of the interviews with conventional and alternative farmers 

alike.  

In addition, these results add to the growing body of literature which notes that while values 

play a role in guiding practices, they are not the only elements which influence a farmer’s praxis and 

therefore cannot be isolated from other aspects of the farmer’s livelihoods (Duram 1997; Reimer et al. 

2012; Thompson et al. 2015). There are a myriad of structural, economic, political and social factors 

inherent in the farming system which motivate or inhibit farmers’ actions. These realities of farming, and 

the practices which they often necessitate or encourage, are in turn influencing the cosmovisions of 

farmers and reinforcing distinct practices and beliefs, as other scholars have noted (Carolan 2006; Buttel 

2006; Gray and Gibson 2013). For instance, alternative farmers may express egocentric ethics less often 

because the personal financial benefits for these types of farmers are generally less than for larger 



26 
 

farms, and this is exemplified by the fact that many have secondary jobs. Furthermore, in part resulting 

from their distinct practices, challenges, and cosmovisions, different types of farmers were also found to 

rely on different institutions for support and guidance. Of course, farmers may be seeking those 

institutions which espouse the ethics and worldviews they already hold, and are being reinforced in 

those beliefs by a feedback loop of value creation and reiteration. 

 A consequence of such differing cosmovisions and institutional interactions among farmers of 

different styles is that there are distinct, and oftentimes conflicting, values and ideas about what is 

“good” for the environment, which are translated into practices. For instance, conventional farmers 

were overwhelming concerned with current policy regarding the Willamette River, which restricts  

gravel mining and other alterations to the river’s channel and which can lead to the loss of prime 

farmland. This concern, which is also shared by the Oregon Farm Bureau which many of these farmers 

rely on for support, is in conflict with the goals of many river conservation groups and conservation 

biologists concerned about the health of the river’s habitats and fish populations. These goals are also 

supported by many of the alternative farmers interviewed, many of whom had educational backgrounds 

in biology. A similar divide can be seen in regard to weed control methods. A debate seemed to arise 

over which method was worse for the environment: tilling of the soil or herbicide use. Alternative style 

farmers who shy away from agrichemicals largely use the former method, while conventional farmers 

use the latter. Along these same lines, farmers with different cosmovisions also expressed different 

views of what an ideal farm was. Many alternative farmers strived for some element of “wildness” on 

their farms, including the presence of native plants or weeds, while many conventional farmers focused 

on their farm looking “neat and tidy,” often meaning devoid of any plant life beyond the crops being 

grown. 

Further debates and differing ideas became clear around the benefits to the environment of 

setting aside land on conservation easements versus organic practices. Several conventional farmers 

noted that they did not think organic was “more environmentally sustainable,” because of the added 

extra labor, weed control issues and organic chemical usage. However, several of these farmers had 

conservation easements on their land, or were a part of habitat restoration projects. These actions they 

saw as being more beneficial to the environment.  

Nowhere was it clearer that differing cosmovisions and interactions with distinct institutions 

were related to differing ideas about what was good for the environment than with the debate about 

GMOs. Several alternative farmers expressed their frustration with genetically modified seeds or 

produce, noting that not only did they restrict farmers’ rights, but also that they were harmful for 
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human and environmental health. A few were also involved in promoting a proposed measure (2-89) 

which would ban the cultivation of GMOs in Benton County. Several conventional farmers, however, 

expressed that they were pro-GMO and against the measure, which ultimately failed. It was also clear 

that there were conflicting ideas about the process of creating GMOs, what they actually are, and their 

environmental consequences. These conflicting ideas could have originated from these farmers’ 

interactions with different institutions or individuals within the farming system. For instance, the 

opposition to the proposed measure to ban GMOs argued that because Oregon State University, which 

is located in Benton County, has extensive agricultural research programs focusing on genetic 

engineering, the measure would hinder research and, by extension, University funding. Organizations 

which supported the measure, such as Ten Rivers Food Web, a local organization focused on promoting 

local and environmentally sustainable food systems, have much more interaction with alternative style 

farmers. Although cause-effect relationships cannot be determined with any of these conflicting ideas, 

there are interesting trends which arise showing not only different cosmovisions among farmers of 

different styles, but also different knowledge and beliefs which play out in farmer praxis decisions.  

Conclusion 

The diversity of ideas about the environment illustrate first and foremost that there is a need for 

an open dialogue among different types of farmers about the pros and cons of different methods, 

especially in the face of a changing climate where our food systems will be immediately affected (Brown 

et al. 2015). Creating more opportunities and contexts in which farmers of different kinds can interact 

and share ideas would be a good first step to bridging this divide. Furthermore, farmers are currently 

being tugged in many different directions by the many different institutions they deal with, so greater 

cooperation between different farming institutions which create and recognize common goals is also 

key. Shifting discussions of river conservation and sustainability away from closed-off academic settings 

to already established community organizations, such as watershed councils or granges, could also 

potentially make it easier for farmers to be involved in the processes of decision-making.  

In addition, if solutions and programs are to be implemented which will make our farming 

system sustainable, they also need to take into account farmers’ different economic and structural 

motivations and challenges, which affect different types of farmers differently. Continuing to treat 

farmer populations as homogenous, or as two divergent and irreconcilable camps, could cause the 

system, and farmers themselves, to become increasingly more divided. Therefore, organizations which 

hope to enhance sustainability practices amongst farmers of all types should work to create policies 
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which ease the financial and regulatory burdens of farmers, as well as the structures which keep them 

bound to their current system, making it easier and less risky for them to adopt new practices.  

Lastly, as the findings of this study show, individual values interact with these economic, political 

and social factors to shape farmers’ praxis. While differing ethics and worldviews help to guide or justify 

practice decisions, differing financial, structural and personal challenges and motivations face farmers of 

different sizes, crops, genders, and styles who also rely on distinct institutions for support and 

education, and these aspects of farming in turn play a role in shaping individual ethics, worldviews and 

beliefs. In this way, a farmer’s praxis is a result of their habitus and lived experiences- their farming and 

personal histories, religion, families, socioeconomic status, communities, networks, and gender all work 

together to shape their cosmovisions, values and ultimately their praxis. In order to create lasting 

change towards sustainability, one must consider how all pieces of this system work together to 

reinforce themselves. Therefore, organizations or agencies which seek to enhance conservation or 

sustainability need to take into account the lived experiences of farmers and tailor their message and 

methods to accommodate them, along with being open to learning from farmers and incorporating their 

concerns into nuanced policy and program design. As one interviewee put it, “the one thing farmers are 

notorious for is being independent, stubborn sons of bitches” (Andrew, conventional seed crop farmer). 

Therefore, breaking down barriers between farmers and institutions by creating more avenues for 

information sharing and opportunities for open dialogue while focusing on the common goal of 

conservation is a good first step towards building a more sustainable, resilient farming system. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Given the small sample size and restricted location of this study, few of these results may be 

generalizable on a national or global scale, and therefore this study can be seen as a case study. 

However, many of the organizations and barriers to farming discussed are present on a national level, 

and are likely faced by farmers across the country. Future studies should incorporate a larger sample 

size with farmers from many different states to see if the trends identified in this study hold true for 

those in other areas as well.  

 Furthermore, the author recognizes the limitations of offering the farmers interviewed only two 

choices to describe their farming style. While the goal was to understand how farmers view the 

differences between the two commonly recognized styles of “conventional” and “alternative,” forcing 

farmers to choose one only perpetuates the notion that they are distinct and irreconcilable, when in fact 

there was significant overlap and diversity in practices on both sides of the aisle. These terms are 

increasingly becoming muddled and therefore may no longer be useful categories.  
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 Lastly, future studies should also seek to assess more in depth the differences between farmers’ 

educational backgrounds, family histories, and interactions with organizations and institutions. While 

these topics were covered tangentially in this study, they were not the main focus, and therefore a 

deeper understanding of the ways in which these aspects affect praxis is needed.  
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CHAPTER 3: CONCLUSION 

The conclusions offered in this manuscript show that if different institutions and organizations 

seek to create a more sustainable farming system, they need to take into account the ethical diversity of 

farmers in addition to the diversity of practices. Farmers are not a homogenous group; there are stark 

differences in beliefs, ethics and worldviews, as well as variations in the economic, structural and social 

challenges and motivations faced by farmers of different commodities or styles. Therefore, solutions 

need to be tailored to different groups and the benefits translated into goals the farmers themselves 

share. However, farmers of different styles are not separated by irreconcilable differences. Recognizing 

that there are differences in ethics and practices is important, but farming organizations can widen their 

bases by catering to a diversity of farmers while building consensus around issues of common concern. 

There is much overlap in terms of practices, ethics and beliefs about the need for conservation among 

farmers of different kinds. Despite this, many farmers tend to speak about farmers of other styles as 

merely “the enemy” or “the competition”. Therefore, creating opportunities for open dialogues among 

farmers of different styles which focus on their shared values, rather than their differences, would be 

extremely beneficial to the farming community and to enhancing sustainability.  

As discussed in the manuscript, there is also a need for cooperation between differing 

organizations and groups which work with farmers to achieve common goals. Some organizations 

already seem to be aware of this need for greater cooperation. For instance, Within Our Reach is a 

biennial conference presented by the Meyer Memorial Trust and the Oregon Watershed Enhancement 

Board which seeks to gather river restoration professionals, funders, landowners, government agencies, 

biological and social scientists as well as other community members to learn about the challenges facing 

the Willamette River and its tributaries and develop strategies to secure their future health. However, in 

attending the 2016 Within Our Reach conference as part of the WRF project, a dearth of landowners, 

particularly farmers, was noted. This illustrates the recurring issue of farmers not being included in these 

processes of river conservation as much as they should. Reaching out to farmer organizations which are 

already well-established within the community, such as watershed councils, commodity groups, or 

granges, could be a way of incorporating more farmers in the decision-making process. Specifically in 

the Willamette Valley, conservation organizations should seek to widen their appeal and work with 

differing types of farmers rather than focusing on the “big fish” in order to incorporate more diverse 

voices.  

Theoretically, this research shows how complex internal ethics and worldviews as well as 

external economic, political and social factors work together to shape farmers’ praxis. Although ethics 
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and worldviews may help to guide or justify practice decisions, they are by no means the only influence. 

Differing financial, structural and personal challenges and motivations face farmers of different sizes, 

crops, genders, and styles who also rely on distinct institutions for support and education, and those 

aspects of farming in turn play a role in shaping individual ethics, worldviews and beliefs. Ortner notes 

through her description of modern practice theory “that society is a system, that the system is 

powerfully constraining, and yet that the system can be made and unmade through human action and 

interaction” (Ortner 1984:159). In terms of food policy, this supports the idea that creating sustainable 

agricultural systems does not seem to be solely up to consumer demand, as some scholars have 

suggested (Beck 2000). Farmers too have agency and are motivated by complex beliefs and ideas. Of 

course, they are restricted by various structural, economic and regulatory realities. These aspects work 

together, sometimes harmoniously other times conflictingly, to influence praxis. 
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