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I Introduction

This paper examnines the remaining two sets
of reconnections in rural geography, as set
out in my opening review (Winter, 2003),
following the examination of ‘farming and
food’ and ‘food and politics” in Winter
(2004a). The reconnections to be discussed
on this occasion are those of ‘food and nature’
and ‘farmers and agency’. Both are vibrant
areas with considerable possibilities for fur-
ther work and, | would argue, for contributing
not just to agro-food geographies but also to
wider social science themes. The reconnec-
tion of food and nature takes us to the heart
of current debates on hybridity and materiali-
ties and agro-food specialists should not lose
sight of the wider theoretical debates around
these issues (see, for example, Anderson and
Tolia-Kelly, 2004; Kirsch and Mitchell, 2004).
However, our primary starting point in this
section is the seminal work in this area by
Sarah Whatmore (2002), not least because
agro-food issues are so central to her con-
cerns. Increasingly, we can expect some of
the more innovative agro-food research to
be influenced by her work and some of the
early examples of this are referred to here.
Reconnecting farmers and agency, of course,
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takes us to some of the traditional central
questions of social science with regard to
human action and structuration.

Before entering further, as promised, into
these particular territories of academic
engagement, here is a brief reflection on the
three reviews as a whole. Having structured
the three papers in a particular way, | am
aware now that, while a legitimate set of
connections has been explored, there has
been an inevitable exclusion of certain
other areas. Moreover, explicit treatment of’
certain key thematic connections has perhaps
been neglected. These two potential errors
are not unconnected. One example will
serve. By failing adequately to explore the
contested nature of economic activity —
clearly a tall order in a review of agro-food
research — | have neglected to properly
connect agro-food studies to the lively,
and highly relevant, contemporary debates
in economic geography (Castree, 2004;
Marchionni, 2004). And, | suspect, by implic-
itly endorsing a particular notion of economic
activity, with alternative food networks as
merely the flipside of global provisioning, |
have neglected to address some of the more
intriguing and radical alternatives such as the
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notion of decommodification (Henderson,
2004). So the challenge is presented to
whoever runs with the baton of reviewing
agro-food research in the future.

Il Food and nature

Marsden’s appeal for detailed empirical
work at the micro level to assist in the
abandonment of aggregated conceptions of
‘nature’ and ‘society’, emphasizing instead
the construction of variable hybrid categories,
was noted in the opening review (Marsden,
2000; Winter, 2003). The work on hybridity
by Whatmore (2002), in particular, was seen
as offering some useful conceptual and empir-
ical lines of enquiry for agro-food research.
One of the main points of this section of the
review is to examine the extent to which
these possibilities are being taken up in the
social sciences, whether or not as an explicit
response to Marsden and to Whatmore. It is
perhaps too early to expect Whatmore's book
directly to have influenced greatly either the
empirical or conceptual context of agro-food
research. Her critique of agri-food studies
takes both cultural studies and political econ-
omy to task for reiterating the compartment-
alization of production and consumption.
Even those political-economy approaches
which take food beyond production into
the spheres of processing and retail — using
concepts such as ‘food chains’ and ‘systems
of provision’ to link the two spheres — ‘share a
tendency to configure the geographies of
food as a unilateral translation of socio-
material value from field to plate, in which
food is little more than the terminus of the
crop’ (p. 123). Cultural approaches, while
portraying food consumption as socially and
culturally complex, provide a ‘focus on shop-
ping, cooking and eating identities and the
bodily register of these cultural practices
(which) rarely strays much beyond the super-
market aisles, restaurant tables and take-
away menus’ (p. 123). Thus, for Whatmore,
‘everything that matters in these bi-partite
accounts of the geographies of food seems
to boil down to profitability of subjectivity.

The matter of agri-food becomes an absent
presence, like the hyphen that holds the
moments of producing and consuming in
place forgetting ... that the traffic between
them is a traffic in and through “things’’
(pp. 123-24). Whatmore's own attempt to
fill this absence involves a detailed exploration
of genetic modification and the soyabean:
‘instead of the blank figure that haunts the
spatial imaginaries of commodity chains and
consumer cultures in agri-food studies, the
soyabean emerges as a lively presence that
agglomerates very diverse acts and compli-
cates the distribution of powers and know-
ledges in the precarious business of growing
and eating’ (p. 142). The metaphor of the
rhizome, originally developed by Deleuze and
Guattari (1976; see also Murdoch, 1998), is
more appropriate than the chain and has
become a powerful metaphor in the explana-
tion of heterogeneous networks within
poststructuralisrn which takes account of’
both human agency and non-human ‘actors’
(Hess, 2004).

Recent agro-food research continues to be
influenced by these theoretical developments,
particularly with regard to the conceptu-
alization of nature and the material and
Goodman's call for a problematization of
society/nature dualism (Goodman, 1999).
For example, Donaldson and Wood (2004)
consider surveillance, in order to enforce
biosecurity measures to control the spread
of foot and mouth disease, as ‘a mode of
ordering that enmeshes humans and nonh-
umans, bringing about the translation of
categorical world-views into materialities’
(p. 387). In another powerful example, Lockie
(2004) subjects new social movernent theory
to empirical scrutiny afforded through a
detailed examination of the Australian
landcare movement in the light of a non-
dualistic perspective that admits nonhuman
actors.

Whether or not the language of non-
dualism or hybridity, or indeed the metaphor
of the rhizome, is used, the empirical recon-
nections between nature and food are clearly



evident in the food marketplace. Here
reconnection is to do with making the links
between particular foods and particular
natures, a reterritorialization or respatial-
ization of food production which begins to
reverse the aspatialities which are, or were,
an intrinsic part of a globalized food order. It
is to do with market segmentation and with
consumer reaction. It is also to do with a
growing realization that the properties of
food are ‘natural’ properties and that hetero-
geneity of edaphic conditions gives rise to
varied natures represented in varied foods.
Given the interplay of the physical and social
in the origins and production of foods and,
indeed, implicit in the notion of agri-culture, it
might have been expected that physical and
human geographers, working together, would
have been at the forefront of these develop-
ments. But, in fact, such developments are
embryonic at best, although it is to be
hoped that the UK’s Joint Research Council
initiative in interdisciplinary research on Rural
Economy and Land Use (www.relu.ac.uk),
will facilitate some such partnerships.

Many of the empirical leads for under-
standing the precise linkages between food
and nature come not from geography —
physical or human — but from a rejuvenated
agricultural systems approach. At the risk of
gross simplification, farm systems research
20 years ago was narrowly focused on the
farm as an economic system or, at best, an
agro-economic system. Farm business econo-
mists and agricultural scientists modelled
farms with relatively little attention either to
externalities or to the life of commodities
beyond the farm gate. Consequently there
was there was little sharing of thinking
between those in farming systemns research
and the growing criticisrn of agriculture’s
environmental and food record. If the propo-
nents of farming systems were narrow and
constrained, it is fair to say that agriculture’s
new critics were rather unsophisticated,
strong on cataloguing the destructiveness of
modern agriculture — the works of the period
abound with the data of loss — but weak on
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analysing the spatial differentiation of agricul-
tural change. However, in the 1990s a power-
ful new, but rather more subtle, analysis of
change emerged where insights from farming
systems research and ecological analysis
fused. Lamentation over agricultural impacts
on particular habitats was replaced by a care-
ful delineation of the relationship between
farming systems and a mosaic of habitats and
landscapes.

The identification of high natural value
(HNV) farming systems is evident in a wide
range of studies emerging in the 1990s (Bignal
and McCracken, 1996). Research on farm-
land birds in particular is well developed in the
UK. This is largely a result of twin national
obsessions in the UK for both gazing at birds
and shooting them! Thus much research on
birds is conducted and/or funded either
through the voluntary bird conservation
groups, mainly the Royal Society for the
Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the British
Trust for Ornithology (BTO), or the Game
Conservancy Trust with its focus on game
shooting. Much of the work is concerned
with agricultural habitats (Parish et al., 1994).
Thus we have research on the precise agricul-
tural conditions associated with, inter alia,
populations of blackbirds (Hatchwell et al.,
1996), corn bunting (Donald, 1997), grouse
(Hudson, 1992), lapwing (Hudson et al.,
1994), partridges (Potts, 1997), skylarks
(Wilson et al., 1997) and song thrush (Peach
et al., 2004). The difficulties of analysing
the precise relations between agricultural
conditions and the status of bird populations
has been well demonstrated by Chamberlain
et al. (2000) in work examining time-series
data for bird populations against a whole
series of agricultural variables. The difficulty
of using variables established for quite
different purposes, the measurement of
farm physical or financial output for example,
in this way was one of the main findings of
this work. Social scientists have joined the
fray with attempts to demonstrate both
positive and negative interactions between
agricultural policy and environmental policy,
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leading to a rediscovery of place-specific policy
effect, for example in work on local environ-
mental management (Evans et al., 2003).

While this work undoubtedly serves to
reconnect agriculture and nature, revealing a
subtle set of connections between agricul-
tural practices and biodiversity, the implica-
tions for the food chain (or rhizome) are, so
far, less well developed. But, if links between
provenance and food quality are to be further
analysed, an extension of this new farming
system research into exploring the character-
istics of food is now an urgent task. Until now,
research in this area has largely been around
the issues of branding and identity (Morris
and Buller, 2003). This rediscovery of agri-
culture’s contributory role to landscape and
biodiversity and the reterritorialization of
food has contributed to the rapidly emerging
agenda of regional competitiveness (although
see Hess, 2004, for warnings against over-
territorialized notions of embeddedness and
regionalism). In the southwest of England,
for example, the natural environment, prima-
rily a product of agricultural practice, is
constructed by the Regional Development
Agency and other regional stakeholders as
one of the key drivers of the region’s econ-
omy and features strongly in the Regional
Economic Strategy. A growing sense of
place pervades agricultural and food policy
discourses.

Much of the work relevant to reterritorial-
ization has been conducted in the light of
research on public good policy and multifunc-
tionality (Durand and van Huylenbroeck,
2003) or regional competitiveness (Gibbs,
2000; Morris and Buller, 2003; Kitson et al.,
2004). But the more theoretically novel
approaches, especially with regard to the
issue of reconnecting nature and food, have
perhaps come from those concerned with
the valorization of nature and/or specific spaces
through the market (Marsden et al., 1999,
Parrott et al., 2002; Kirwan, 2004). Buller
and Morris (2004) provide an important
recent contribution to this growing area of
work in which they seek to blur the traditional

boundaries between market and policy
approaches to agriculture by exploring how
the market is increasingly being employed
‘to reconcile agricultural production and
environmental protection as new forms of
commodification permit a shift in the values
attributed to the various “products” of agri-
cultural enterprise’ (p. 1067). Of particular
value in this work is the attempt to relate
market-orientated initiatives in the agro-food
sector back to some other key debates in
agro-food studies in a manner not attermpted
by earlier approaches to the ‘quality turn’.
One is the refusal to subscribe to an
‘either/or’ approach to market and policy
approaches, insisting with Bourdieu that ‘the
economic field is inhabited by the state which
contributes, at each and every moment, to its
existence and its durability’ (Bourdieu, 2000:
25). Another is their consideration of the way
in which the marketing of products from
sustainable food production systems may help
to ‘internalize’ some of the negative external-
ities that lie at the heart of the agrienviron-
mental problem (Pretty et al., 2001), thereby
leading to a reassessment of Ricardian rent
theory, based on productive capacity and
distance, as proposed by Mollard et al. (2001)
in their notion of ‘territorial quality rent’.
Presumably this challenge to rent theory
would extend equally to Marxist variants.
A revival ofinterest in rent theory in contemp-
orary agro-food studies is also apparent in the
work on organic food standards by Guthman
(2004a). However, whereas Buller and
Morris would appear to see the new markets
and the internalization of externalities in
broadly positive terms, Guthman (2004b) is
far less sanguine in the context of agri-busi-
ness penetration of the organic sector in
California and the ‘conventionalization’ that
appears to be taking place.

Linking this agricultural work onwards into
the food chain requires considerably more
work than has been undertaken up to now.
We are aware from consumer research that
the provenance of food products may well
be a concern to consumers and for a wide



range of reasons, but the nature of the links
between the social meaning attached to
provenance and the biological and physical
characteristics of foodstuff remains a matter
for further research. Of course, the ‘quality’
of food products has long been researched in
commercial contexts using a combination of
‘hard’ scientific methods to do with inherent
physical characteristics and ‘soft’ methods to
do with tasting, in which members of the
general public may or may not be involved.
Newfound interest in geographies of the body
and of emotions (Matthee, 2004; Wood and
Smith, 2004) would suggest that the social
and cultural context of taste in market
research and development is worthy of
research attuned to the possibilities offered by
the reconnection of food and nature through
reterritorialization. There is, of course, a rich
sociological tradition of work on taste
(Warde, 1997), an area where the ‘spatial
turn’ appears as yet to have made relatively
little impact. However, before leaving this
theme, it is important to remind ourselves of
the continuing dominance of global systems
of food provision and the role of agro-food
conglomerates (Millstone and Lang, 2003)
and the modest contribution of alternative
food networks: ‘for the moment, these
innovative modes of provisioning represent
socially exclusive niches rather than the future
of European rural economy and society’
(Goodman, 2004: 13; see also response by van
der Ploeg and Renting, 2004).

Finally, under the theme of reconnecting
food and nature, two issues, referred to in my
earlier reviews, continue to prompt attention.
Indeed, both are becoming vibrant subthemes
within agro-food studies, in part because of
their public topicality and in part because of
the possibilities they offer for crosscutting
explanations and explorations of the nature/
society theme. First, notwithstanding the
fact that the policy debate seems to have
reached something of an impasse, the genetic
modification of crops and animals continues
to spawn its own academic reconnections,
for example between theology and (social)
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science (Deane-Drummond et al., 2003) and
between policy and ecology (Gray, 2004).
Secondly, the general geographical interest
in animals has given rise to some important
further studies — of how animals are treated in
the nature/society debate (Tovey, 2003) and
of farm animals in the context of farm animal
welfare (Buller and Morris, 2003).

IIl Farmers and agency
Am | forcing the metaphor of reconnection
too far when [ turn to this final example? In
one sense the very notion of a ‘farmer’, as an
individual actor, an agri-culturalist, implies
agency, implies spatially and socially differen-
tiated action and activity. Indeed, the first
group of academics to focus any sustained
attention on farmers as a group, the farm
business economists of the 1940s and 1950s,
did so in large part because they perceived
highly differentiated behaviour, measured in
terms of business performance, within the
farming community. In the context of food
shortages and food security issues the farm
business economists confronted farmers who
stubbornly refused to comply with the eco-
nomic categories and norms that might have
been expected. Where the farm business
economists left off, the rural sociologists
picked up in the [970s and 1980s. In my open-
ing review (Winter, 2003) | implied that the
political-economy approach of the 1980s may
perhaps have served to neglect the agency of’
farmers, with its focus on food orders and the
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). But
even this is an exaggeration, for political econ-
omy gave rise to some of the largest ever
farmer-based surveys as academics struggled
to come to terms with relating macro political
and economic forces with decisions ‘in the
field’ that impacted on land use and rural
development (Mackinnon et al., 1991).
However, the opening review identified
three stimuli to the re-emphasis of farmers’
agency in agro-food studies: the reterritorial-
ization of policy, particularly though agri-
environment schemes, already referred to in
the previous section; the sustainability debate
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with its emphasis on the social, and the
cultural turn in human geography. But, of
course, these three stimuli are not commen-
surate and there is little to be gained in using
particularly the first and the third as the
organizing principles for this section of the
review. Instead | propose to provide a broad-
brush review of recent work on farmers.
The knowledge requirements and possi-
bilities of sustainable agriculture continue
to provide the main way in which the social
leg of sustainability is explored. For example,
Nerbonne and Lentz (2003) examine a case
from Minnesota of how farmer participation
in a group of scientists served both to
empower farmers as their knowledge was
shared with researchers and to bolster sus-
tainability. A broader defining of social objec-
tives within sustainable farming policies and
discourses remains harder to find and the sug-
gestions given by Bowler (2002), as referred
to in my first review — that the socia/ dimen-
sion of sustainable developrment in agriculture
should cover issues such as the optimum level
of farm population, quality of farm life, and
the distribution of material benefits — remain
largely unexplored (although see Alston,
2004, for some insights). | have attempted
elsewhere to provide some account of the
political and ideological reasons for this neg-
lect in an English context (Winter, 2004b).
In New Zealand, Fairweather and Campbell
(2003) use the competing prospects of
genetic modification and organic farming to
unpack environmental beliefs and practices
and their relevance to sustainability. A
welcome focus on gender in the context of
sustainability is provided by Traugher (2004)
who shows that women in the west are up
to three times more likely to operate sustain-
able farming systems than productivist ones.
She argues that the sustainable agriculture
provides for spaces that promote and are
compatible with women’s identity as farmers.
Studies of agri-environment schemes
continue to stimulate attention to the differ-
ential responses of farmers to these particular
policy signals and important work in this area

is still being published (e.g., Carey et al., 2003;
Morris, 2004), but it is fair to say that they are
tailing off as the results of EU and central
government funded monitoring and evalua-
tion projects of the 1990s have largely been
disseminated. Moreover, reterritorialization
and the rediscovery of high natural value
farming systems focuses attention away
from farmers’ actions with regard to special
environmental sites and features to their
activities in a broader sustainable farming
context. Thus it is that a number of papers
are now being published which consider the
social characteristics of agriculture in the
context of the sustainability debate and/or
the impact of deregulation on farming.
Differential responses to policy and market
changes and opportunities have prompted
renewed attention to the belief systems of
farmers, factors that influence their behaviour
and ways of conceptualizing farmers.

This trend has been reinforced by a
welcome reassessment of farmers’ agency
in the context of the productivism/post-
productivism debate. Stimulated by the vari-
ous critiques of postproductivism — broadly
sympathetic in the case of Wilson (2001) and
broadly negative in the case of Evans et al.
(2002) — Burton (2004) sets out to define
productivist behaviour, enlisting the notion
of ‘good farming’ in so doing (see also Silvasti,
2003). His is a valuable study of how farmers
see their farming and of the symbolic import-
ance of productivist activity in farmers’ self-
identity. It fits well into a renewed focus on
family farming and agricultural restructuring
(Lobley and Potter, 2004; Johnsen, 2004)
which promises to revitalize an area which
spawned a huge volume of literature in the
1980s but has been somewhat neglected in
recent times.

In order to draw together these various
strands of farmer studies, the final part of
this section examines two works which
seek to synthesize developments and offer
new directions in the farmer/agency debate.
Burton (2004) seeks to reconceptualize
(and revive) the behavioural approach in



agricultural studies, whereas Morris and
Evans (2004) examine the cultural turn and
its implications and possibilities for agricul-
tural research. Given the agenda-setting aims
of both papers, it is hard to avoid making
some comparisons between the two. As an
exercise in the intellectual history of attempts
to analyse farmers’ agency, Burton's account
is far from convincing. He traces the origins of
the ‘behavioural approach’, defined, following
Morris and Potter (1995: 55), as focusing ‘on
the motives, values and attitudes that
determine the decision-making process of
individual farmers’, from the 1950s, and cites
Gasson'’s classification of farmers’ goals and
values in 1973 as a seminal statement of
behaviourism. So far so good. But in a couple
of sentences a new ‘sociological perspective’
is referred to (with just one citation to Buttel,
2001). This is neither defined nor elaborated
on but conflated with the cultural turn: ‘as
part of this move towards a more sociological
perspective on agricultural behaviour, the
emergence of the “cultural turn” in the late
1980s and 1990s saw cultural approaches
dominating and the behavioural approach
being assigned an increasingly marginalized
position in rural studies’ (Burton, 2004: 360).

In truth, the new rural sociology of the
1970s, 80s and 90s, which did indeed margin-
alize behaviourism, was influenced much
more by the Weberian rural sociology exem-
plified by Newby (e.g., Newby et af., 1978 ),
the Marxian political economy of Marsden
et al. (1986), and latterly, perhaps, actor-
network theory. In contrast to Burton and,
much more accurately, Morris and Evans
claim that the ‘application of insights from
structural political economy served to enrich
theoretically both the agricultural and
social strands of rural geography from the late
1980s ... it is only within non-agricultural
studies that insights from the cultural turn
have been applied with any vigour’. Thus,
whereas Burton claims that behaviourism
has been knocked off course by the cultural
turn, Morris and Evans set out to explain
the lack of influence of the cultural turn in
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agrarian studies and put up a strong case for
‘enculturing the agri-food economy’. While
Burton’s reading of the currents of agro-food
studies is curious, his plea for more attention
to behaviourism, especially as refreshed by
new methodological developments in social
psychology, is an important one and should
not be ignored. He offers some challenges to
the rural academic community to embrace
methodological multidisciplinarity. Morris and
Evans do likewise and their plea for greater
complementarity between cultural and other
more established perspectives means that
‘agricultural geographers will need to engage
with more innovative research methods than
those based on questionnaires’ (p. 107).

IV Conclusions

As these three reviews have shown, agro-food
studies remain a vibrant and exciting area of
geographical inquiry. The methodological and
conceptual progress that has been made
around the four reconnections are important
not just for academic inquiry but as areas of’
public interest and policy relevance too. This
paper has been written at the point of imple-
mentation of the latest round of CAP reform.
The Single Farm Payment, introduced in
January 2005, signals the final break between
the direct linking of subsidy and production on
EU farms, though that is a bold statement
given the element of national discretion that
the reform has introduced. The responses of’
farmers to these changes will, no doubt, be the
subject of much research in the coming years,
as will the possibilities for alternative food
networks in the context of regionalization and
rmultifunctionality.
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