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ABSTRACT 

Agriculture has been on the spotlight in the recent years: main sector 

responsible for global warming, food scandals, rural desertification… But this has 

consequences for the farmers themselves, who are throughout the world above other 

professions when it comes to suicide rate, which makes the question of farmer well-

being central. 

Agroecology has been praised worldwide for its positive effects on the 

environment, on health, but also on the economic situation of farmers. But although 

agroecology has been defined as a comprehensive framework, encompassing all the 

value-chain of agriculture, no research has been made on the effect of agroecology 

on the well-being of farmers. 

Through interviewing groups of farmers that switched from conventional 

agriculture to agroecology, I showed that agroecology has a significant impact on the 

well-being of farmers, by increasing: their sense of purpose through aligning their 

values with how they act; their control over their own lives and environment because 

they truly master their culture and agroecology helps reduce the dependence 

towards the supply-chain, and the personal growth they experience by the time they 

dedicate outside of work to other activities and the creativity agroecology demands 

when it comes to adaptation to the characteristics of the crops / the field. 

Therefore, farming is made more attractive and can be part of state policies in 

order to revitalize rural areas. 

 

KEYWORDS: Farmer well-being; agroecology; agriculture. 

  



 

 

RESUMO 

Agricultura foi mencionada várias vezes nas mídias nos últimos ano: setor 

participando da mudança climática, escândalos no setor alimentar, desertificação 

rural,... Mas isso tem consequências mas os produtores também, quem fazem parte 

da primeira categoria sócio profissional quando se trata de suicídios, portanto a 

questão do bem estar deles é importantíssima. 

Agroecologia foi elogiada no mundo todo por causa dos seus efeitos positivos 

para o meio-ambiente,  mas também para a situação econômica dos produtores. A 

agroecologia foi definida como um modelo completo, incluindo todas as partes da 

cadeia de valor. Porém, nenhuma pesquisa foi feita sobre o efeito da agroecologia 

no bem-estar dos produtores. 

Entrevistando grupos de produtores que mudaram de modelo, a partir da 

agricultura convencional até a agroecologia, eu mostrei que agroecologia tem um 

impacto forte no bem-estar dos produtores porque melhorou: seu senso de propósito 

através do alinhamento entre os valores e como eles atuam; o controle que eles têm 

sobre a vida e o ambiente deles porque eles realmente controlam as culturas e 

dependem menos dos outros atores da cadeia de valor; e o crescimento pessoal que 

eles estão experimentando graças ao tempo que eles estão passando fora do 

trabalho fazendo outras atividades, junto com a criatividade que a agroecologia 

precisa para ser bem-sucedida. 

Portanto, agricultura fica mais atrativa e agroecologia pode fazer parte de 

política pública para melhorar as condições de vida nas zonas rurais. 

 

PALAVRAS CHAVE: Bem-estar dos Produtores; agroecologia; agricultura 
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Motivation: 

 When I joined HEC, as pretty much everyone I wanted to be a consultant, preferably 

in the field of energy. Logically enough I decided to attend a conference given by an energy 

consultant to the MBAs of HEC. Whereas I wanted to know what it was like to be a 

consultant, how was the daily life and so on, all the questions that were asked by the 

audience were “What energy sector would you recommend in order to get to the top?”, 

“What piece of advice would you give to a young ambitious that wants to rise as fast as he 

can” and so on. Not a single question was asked to the consultant whether he was happy 

about his job, if it was fulfilling, if he was excited to get up every day, nor did he every talk 

about it during the presentation. 

Happiness at work is not something that usually fits in the equation in business schools. Or 

when it does, it is not based on human compassion but more about maximizing the potential 

of the employee. As I was said while working at P&G, “We care about you (employee of 

P&G) for you to perform at your top”. I understood that so as soon as I would become non-

performing I would morph into a liability and I would no-longer be taken into consideration 

by the “care”. 

 During a class I took about sustainable development, the teacher invited a young 

engineer, Maxime de Rostolan, that relinquished his job to be a farmer and set-up an 

association that would promote agroecology, especially permaculture. When talking about 

his job, I could see his eye shining although he did not hide the difficulties he ran into. He 

even said that the distress farmers find themselves into was his main driver for creating the 

association, even before fighting climate change or the use of pesticide.  

 I loved the way he was talking about farmers: “When you buy a product, do you 

know if the farmer who produces it have holidays? If he is happy or alone and trapped into 

debt?”, he was really putting the human factor back where it belongs, he did not have the 

usual speech about “organic is better for the taste, is better for your health” but was 

integrating the other people in the value-chain into the consideration of the customers. All 

societies, companies, associations are made of human beings, which form the very structure 

of those social bodies. And it’s the farmers with their work that provide the necessary food 



 

 

to fuel those social bonds. But very few thoughts are given about them, if any. Even in the 

field of agroecology, a lot of studies had been realized about the economic and environment 

benefits of it, but very few dwelt with the very people who practice it. But if we want it to be 

a sustainable way of agriculture for the future, shouldn’t we start this theory with the 

farmers, before going forward to other matters? 

 I often heard my grandmother complaining about how farmers like her were 

perceived in the media, and the negative outputs agriculture had on the environment. I also 

saw my mother loosing 10 years of age when she quitted her job and started her own 

agroecological farm, in which she puts human first since she uses it as a tool for autistic 

people to bond with the environment around themselves.  

 Often times agriculture has been at the forefront of innovation and allowed the 

whole society to develop and thrive. I believe that once again it could lead the way and show 

that an alternative model which places the human first is possible, which justifies this study.
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Introduction:  

It is of paramount importance to take care of our farmers. First of all because 

summed-up, small-farm holders from the four corners of the globe stand for a total of 

2.5 billion people (Holt-Giménez, 2013), so if not for other reasons, the number rule 

should in itself trigger measures to improve their well-being, since any successful 

measure could be immediately rolled out to approximately one-third of the world 

population. 

But going beyond that utilitarian view, other considerations could entice a 

research about farmers’ well-being, all of which are part of the rather bleak 

perspectives for farmers today. The first piece of the context is the general 

impoverishment of that working category in the world. In France for instance, 20% of 

farmers could not have a salary and lived out of the products of the farm (Statistiques 

MSA, 2018), and another 30% lived with less than 350 euros per month, in a country 

where the minimum salary is 1500 euros. The inequalities are also striking since the 

average salary of a farmer is 1250 euros per month, which means that the top 

farmers draw to them most of the wealth in the agricultural sector. 

A second piece is the mortality disparity that can be observed between 

metropolitan areas and rural areas. In the US, not only are rural areas poorer in 

average than metropolitan ones (Sing, 2002), but the mortality observed in the rural 

areas is higher for all population categories, be they black, white or native people. 

This can be explained by the type of activities that people perform in those areas 

(farming and manufacturing are more risky jobs than sitting at a desk) but also by the 

lack of medical structures in rural areas, where concentration of medical services has 

been a phenomenon ongoing for years now. 

This mortality can also be caused by the extremely high suicide rate among 

farmers, and this is the case throughout the world. In Australia, studies show 

(Andersen, 2012) that farmers are twice as much likely as the rest of population to 

commit suicide. In France, the social security for farmers (MSA) indicated that the 

rate is 20% higher than the rest. In the United States, farmers suicide rate tops every 

other socio-professional category, with farmers being twice more likely to commit 
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suicide that veterans (!) (McIntosh et co, 2012) and finally in Brazil as well (De 

Souza, 2012). 

A study by Lisa Kunde MAppPsych (2018) dug deeper into the reasons of 

these suicides and identified 6 main criteria, which being crossed-checked are also 

relevant for other developed countries: (1) masculinity, (2) uncertainty and lack of 

control in farming, (3) feelings of failure in relationships and farming, (4) escalating 

health problems, (5) maladaptive coping, and (6) acquired capability with access to 

means. This phenomenon is currently a major social and health problem for those 

countries and it shows no sign of slowing-down. 

Especially in Europe but also more surprisingly in the United States of America 

(USDA, 2018), a lot of evidence point out to the ever-increasing depopulation of rural 

areas, and all the social risks (suicide, national patrimony that falls in ruins, …) that 

goes with it, not to mention the urban sprawl that also pushes rents up in big capitals.  

According to this census, two causes can be found to this issue: deaths now 

outnumber births in the rural counties, and migration to the urban counties.  

The main factor is the ever-ageing population of rural areas: because the 

young people migrate to the cities, they therefore “export” the future babies to those 

city areas as well, leaving the rural counties with a population of people who already 

had children or too old to have ones. 

Which takes us to the second reason: migration. Studies show that in average 

one every 4 young person raised in a rural area is moving to the city where hopes lie 

to find a better income and better future (Young, 2013). But it’s also the amenities 

that attract those young people to metropolitan areas, and since the social bond that 

existed in villages is disappearing, the trend is ever-increasing. Finally, this is a trend 

that is growingly disparate between man and woman (Johansson, 2016), women 

being the ones suffering the most from this lack of opportunities. 

Finally, agriculture is also set against a backdrop of negative perception of the 

sector. A study from the law firm RPC shows that the recalls in the food industry have 

seen a stark increase over the years. With increased coverage from the media, this 
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contributes the tarnish the reputation of the sector. Therefore, the prestige allowed to 

the profession of farmers have steadily decreased over the years, finding that just 

14% of the population thought farmers had prestige in 2015, whereas that figure was 

as high as 41% in 2008! A study conducted by Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada 

(AAFC) in 2014 went digging into the details. The study showed the Canadians were 

rather pessimistic about their agriculture, citing GMOs, factory farming and the 

negative footprint of the industry on environment and health as main justifications for 

their pessimism. Small farmers are then generally associated with this agro-business 

conglomerate perception, making it hard for them to improve or refurbish their image. 

Adding to the fact that they are generally not the most active strata of the population 

on the social media, this helps fueling the distrust towards them, especially among 

young people who confess themselves that they don’t know much about the way 

agriculture is done.  

Rural depopulation, suicide rate, lack of attractiveness, tarnished image, … 

Young people cannot be blamed for not wanting to join the ranks of a decaying 

profession. Those phenomena call for a change in the way agriculture is made as of 

today, because if the future follows the current trends, a lot of countries will have 

social and economic problems deriving from those issues. Can increasing the 

happiness of farmers be the panacea to those issues? That would be too much to 

ask, but could it be at least a piece of the puzzle that could help farmers improve 

their day-to-day lives?  

 

Literature review: 

 There is plenty of literature that exists about agroecology nowadays, 

since agroecology is a movement that finds its origin in the decade of 1930 but then 

grew in popularity throughout the years until research papers have seen their 

numbers multiplicated in the 1990s and 2000s and are currently booming (Wezel, 

2011).  

But the landslide majority of the papers have had the scope pretty limited. 

What appears from the database that can be browsed is that, although agroecology 
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has a very comprehensive coverage as we will see later one, the bulk of the 

researches that have been made deal with crop yield, followed by the quality of soils 

and the agroecological systems (Gómez, 2013). On the other hand, the issues that 

tackle biodiversity and social aspects have been largely disregarded by the 

academia. This can be explained by the fact that agroecology has been called into 

question in its short history and its chief goal being to win the hearts and mind of 

people, it needed to convince of its performance as a priority (Wezel, 2011). 

With that in mind, the purpose of this study is to close the gap between the 

global scope of agroecology and the actual research that has been made about it, by 

studying a sociological and psychological aspect of agroecology, that is well-being of 

farmers and how can agroecology can improve it.  

So as to explore the theories surrounding my research, I will first focus on the 

notion of agroecology and what it really encompasses today according to the main 

specialists in the sector. I will then study the research that has been made about 

agroforestry in particular since it is this precise agroecological method that is 

practiced in one of my focus groups. Finally, I will tackle what has been done in 

relation to agroecology and the sociological and psychological benefits it has in order 

to find the good angle for my research.  

 

About Agroecology: 

One of the main scholars that has written about agroecology is Stephen R. 

Gliessman, and one of his reference books is named Agroecology: ecological 

processes in sustainable agriculture (1997), in which he gives the following definition 

of agroecology: “Agroecology is defined as the application of ecological concepts and 

principles to the design and management of sustainable agroecosystems”.  

There are two principle takeaways that can be drawn from this definition of 

agroecology: the first is that humanity needs to source its inspiration in nature, where 

thousands of years of evolution have made organisms in a given environment the 

best fit to survive there. So instead of imposing a will on the soils and dictates what is 

good for the producer, one  should work hand-in-hand with nature, carefully studying 
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how each ecosystem works in order to derive the highest productivity from the earth 

without jeopardizing the future crops and as a consequence the future generations. 

Therefore, before starting to grow any type of crop, there are extensive researches to 

be made regarding the locations and its specificities and what kind of crop would suit 

best those conditions. This turns agriculture into a more intellectual activity, asking 

the farmer for intense reflection and creativity to try to best approaches the optimal 

conditions nature is requiring (Ewel, 1999). 

The second is that agroecology needs to be thought as a system, that not only 

tackles production issues but the whole value chain of the agricultural sector, from 

the production of inputs that will be used to grow the crop until the final consumer 

and what has to be done with the waste he leaves.  

Building on this definition from Gliessman, a paper from Francis, Rickerl et al 

(2003) even call for the intervention of all the academia fields of research in 

agroecology, namely they state that the “Fields of sociology, anthropology, 

environmental sciences, ethics, and economics are crucial to the mix” of study. They 

pinpoint that conventional agriculture (and sometimes research focused on 

agroecology has well) has so far had as a main goal the increase of crop yield and its 

productivity. There is no denying the importance of this factor within a context of 

growing world population, but in order to truly build a sustainable and ecological 

society, it is necessary to take a step back and rethink the system has a whole, 

taking into account all the interactions agriculture has with its environment.  

Differentiating themselves from the traditional agri-business theory, for which 

the only metric used to define success or failure of a particular farming method is 

agricultural yield (Felix & Timmermann, 2014), this definition implies that agriculture 

has a broader impact than just the grain output per year, and that any agriculture 

activity has both short and long-term impact on the a huge variety of fields ranging 

from ecology to world hunger, making it important to have a deep reflection not only 

on the farming method, but also on the entire value-chain.  

For example, a 2009 analysis of US Department of Agriculture showed that 

one quarter of all the grains produced in the US was going directly to the production 
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of biofuels. A typical classic analysis could call for a higher use of land to sustain 

both the growth of cars and the growing number of people, but an agroecological one 

could resort to ethics to say that those grains could be better employed feeding 

people thus reducing the need for ever more land use for agriculture.  

 

Political organizations and the influence of the state: 

Here it is necessary to underline the role of the cooperative within 

agroecology. As we just saw, one of its main characteristics is that it is not a matter of 

mere technical knowledge, but it dictates the rethinking of a whole system. In that 

agroecology system, the cooperative organization is key (Rosset et co, 2011). First, 

in the conventional system, big farms are well-inserted in the agroindustry complex. 

Due to their size, producers, middlemen and buyers are clearly identified so it is not 

hard for producers to market their products. But with agroecology, because the 

output of the main production of the farm is inferior to that of conventional agriculture 

(even though the total output including every plant can be superior as seen above), 

producers need to gather so as to be able to reach sizeable and profitable markets. 

This can also be said from expensive machinery that are in no way affordable for a 

single producer but becomes profitable if bought for the usage of many. Those 

farmers usually do not have the marketing skills needed to properly value their 

products, so mutualizing marketing capacities can be proven vital for producers. 

Secondly, in line with rethinking the consumption chain, being in a cooperative allows 

farmers to cut through intermediaries and reach directly the consumers or the big 

markets, giving them a better understanding of the value chain at the same time, and 

potentially allowing to educate the end-consumer. Lastly, more than with 

conventional agriculture where the teaching of knowledge is very top-down (Ison, 

1990), agroecology is based on a horizontal way of sharing information, because it 

does not provide a one-size-fits-all farming solution. So, the best way to share 

information is communication and experience feedbacks within the same area, 

something that is very well adapted to the cooperative model, which makes again 

cooperative a suitable organization for agroecology farmers (approach successfully 

developed by the movement Camponês a Camponês). 
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It is all the more compatible that both agroecology and cooperative cannot be 

separated from the political struggle they originate themselves into. We saw that 

agroecology called for something more than just a change in farming technique. 

Cooperatives are built the same way, and it has been proven that when cooperatives 

where isolated and not supported by a political will, they were doomed to fade away 

rapidly (Schneiberg, 2013). On the other hand, cooperatives were found thriving 

when they regrouped both the anti-corporate side and the political revendications, 

proving that both are necessary in order to create and fuel sustainable and lasting 

new social forms. 

Even though those social forms often appear as a reaction against the 

government and large corporations, the former can later on be the driving force that 

enable the cooperative to be sustainable (Barin Cruz, 2017). Indeed, the government 

is perhaps the social body that has the most tools at his disposals in order to support 

new social form of organization : the most obvious is regulation of course, which 

enable such organizations to appear and be legal, but the state can also make them 

profitable and sustainable if it deems that their social value is of worth, by providing 

funding (be it direct or indirect), or by enacting procurement laws that gives those 

forms a market (for example since 2009 in Brazil schools have to source a minimum 

of 30% of the food they serve from family farmers or their organizations). Therefore, 

although cooperatives are often thought as substitution to the state, they nonetheless 

can heavily depend on it if they want to thrive and swarm. 

Based on those findings, it would appear that proving that agroecology fosters 

happiness would be more than just a social benefit for the farmers who practice it : if 

the state came to value the happiness agroecology promotes, alongside the benefits 

of the cooperative system, then it could as well set in motion different programs to 

sustain that kind of agriculture, acknowledging its use for the society. 

 

Agroforestry as an agroecology tool: 

Now that has been defined the previous researches about agroecology, it 

appears that the latter is more a theorical framework than a practical tool that can be 
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used by small-holder farmers in order to grow their crop. This is where the concept of 

agroforestry has a role to play. There are two main differences between agroecology 

and agroforestry: whereas the first is targeted at the whole chain of agriculture, from 

production to consumption, agroforestry mainly aims at the production side. The 

second difference as I stated above, is that agroecology just dictates general 

principles that need to be taken into account, while agroforestry can be seen a 

practical tool within the framework of agroecology, giving clear guidance on how to 

organize a farm according to agroforestry principles.  

Gold, Cernusca & Hall in “Training Manual for Applied Agroforestry Practices” 

give the four main types of agroforestry methods that can be applied: 

- Alley Cropping: this method consists in mixing different types of culture, the 

most common type being planting rows of trees among the crop. It has the 

following advantages: 

o Diversification of revenue: the trees can be grown for the timber but can 

also itself grow fruits and nuts that the farmer be able to sell along with 

the crop. Following basic finance theory (Evans & Archer, 1968), 

diversifying the sources of revenue would protect the farmer in case of 

problems. For example, it is unlikely that the same virus would affect 

both the crop and the fruits the trees are growing. In addition, whereas 

crop and fruits provide short-term benefits, the timber gives the farmer a 

more long-term perspective. 

o Positive interactions: if chosen carefully, the two kinds of culture can 

interact between each other and produce more biomass per hectare 

than they would separately, through for example of better optimization 

of land management (Dupraz et al, 2011), or if the trees provide shade 

for a vegetable that cannot be exposed to the direct lights of the sun. 

- Silvo-pasture: in this system, livestock is raised within trees, which offer 

protection from the heat of the summer and the cold wind of winter. Some 

research even showed that the quality of the pasture can increase due to the 

partial shade that the trees offer (Buergler, 2006). 
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- Riparian Buffers: these are plantation (usually trees and shrubs) that are 

planted next to waterways or desert so as to prevent further erosion and 

nutrient depletion. In the case of water, it can also help filter the organic matter 

that goes into the river and help keep it clean. Those areas generally being at 

the very margin of the rural exploitation, it does not hamper the productivity 

per hectare. For example, when I was visiting the Lençóis Maranhenses, 

inhabitants there explained me that in order to prevent the desert from gaining 

more ground, they would plant mangrove. 

- Windbreaks: this is a practice very similar to the latter we saw, but as the 

names show it aims at protecting the crop from the effect of the wind, not to 

mention the soil erosion. In addition, the trees allow to maintain water in the 

soil and can host a vivid wildlife (Brandle et al, 2004). Due to the Dust Bowl in 

North-America, the state decided to fund the Prairie States Forestry Project in 

1945, an attempt to block this phenomenon with a tree barrier from Canada to 

Texas (id). 

 

Finally, it should be said that organic farming and agroforestry are two distinct 

methods, although organic crop can be raised following agroforestry principles. 

Organic in its most basic sense is just the non-use of chemicals and pesticides in the 

culture, so it can imply the use of work methods that are really similar to that of the 

conventional agriculture (soil erosion, (Wilson & Lovell, 2016), leading to the same 

negative externalities, whereas agroforestry suggests a complete shift in the methods 

used in order to grow crops, thus fostering a different mindset in the approach of 

agriculture. 

 

 

Well-being at work through Agroecology: 

 

The theorical background of agroecology teaches us that agriculture that 

respects the ecology principles encompass far more topics than just the mere 

production, and that every process and sentient being needs to be understood and 

respected. Chief among them are of course the farmers themselves, who are 
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obviously the most dependent on the methods of agriculture chosen by a given 

society, whose consequences affect them the most. But although there have been 

researches highlighting the potential side effects of agroecology on farmers, there 

has been nearly none collecting data on field to prove their point.  

One of the papers tackling this issue is the one from Felix and. Timmermann in 

their research Agroecology as a vehicle for contributive justice (2014), in which they 

state that “agroecological farming has a considerable non-alimentary advantage for 

farmers”. Their point is that thanks to all the extra care that has to be given to the 

crop, to the extra knowledge that has to be acquired, the extra people that has to be 

employed on the farm and the sense of purpose and contribution to the society that is 

particularly salient, agroecological practices in a farm actually makes farmers happier 

at work. More precisely, they highlight the following reasons explaining this 

phenomenon: 

- Acquiring and developing capabilities: As aforementioned and underlined by 

Ewel (1999), this kind of practice of agriculture is very-knowledge intensive. 

Unlike monoculture where crop cultivation guidelines are generally given by 

the grain producers, agroecologist farmer needs to adapt to every specificity of 

his property, therefore demanding creativity and reflection and fostering the 

learning of new capabilities.  

- Recognition as peers and mutual influence: Managing an agroecologist farm 

can be of utmost difficulty because it is a whole ecosystem that has to created 

and nurtured, requiring knowledge that is difficult to master alone. Unlike 

conventional agriculture then, when one person would have all the knowledge 

and transmitted it in a top-down approach, in agroecology the 

interdependence that exist between the different workers makes it compulsory 

to recognize everyone for its talents, which makes every person de facto 

indispensable. Beyond that, agroecology dictates an agriculture that employs 

more workforce than the traditional, which reduces the sense of isolation that 

a lot of farmers feel nowadays and this it participates in the recognition by the 

peers. 

- Non-redundancy: A farm respecting agroecological principles is forced to 

combine several activities such as timber, bee-hiving, crop growing, … This 
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will first balance out the amount throughout the year, with species being 

mature at different seasons but this also force farmers to be polyvalent and be 

able to work on all the activities, something today lost when it comes to the 

conventional agriculture. 

- Self-determination: one benefit of agroecology is that it reduces significantly 

the dependence of the farm on external actors and aims at an independence 

in terms of inputs (Borlaug, 2007). That way farmers gain a sense of 

independence and control over their environment that researches have shown 

is key to well-being at work (Roessler, 2007). 

It would appear, based on their theory, that agroecology does have a positive 

impact on the well-being of farmers who practice it, because agroecology breaks the 

chain of farming Taylorism so as to put the human being (in all its capabilities and 

senses) at the center of the farming activity. 

But their model is limited in its scope since it only tackles the well-being at work. 

In order to provide advocates of agroecology with good arguments in their work of 

evangelization, best would be to study the effect of agroecology on the overall well-

being of farmers. With that idea in mind, it would be easier to convince people and 

organizations to support such a practice, given the undoubtable social positive 

effects it has.  

Beyond that scope issue, within their theory they globally turn a blind eye to the 

concept of happiness itself. Here a distinction can be made between two types of 

happiness: the first one is hedonic and is centered on the pleasure of the feelings 

and senses, as well as the opinion of the others; the second is eudaimonic and imply 

moral values and doing what’s right, but also do what is true to oneself and doing 

things with a sense of purpose (Ryan and Deci, 2001). Based on those distinctions, it 

is clear that what should be pursued with the practice of agroecology is the 

eudaimonic side of happiness, one that implies more long-term benefits for the 

people who reach it. 
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 With that in mind, it is important to define criteria which assess that side of 

well-being within farmers who practice agroecology with the aim of proving if it really 

has an impact on their well-being. 

 

Happiness and agriculture 

Ryff (1989) proposed a model that can help assess the eudaimonic aspect of 

well-being within farmers using a 5-element-framework. With the help of Felix and 

Timmerman’s research, I’ll list what those 5 elements are, why they are relevant for 

agroecology and how they can relate to it. 

- Self-acceptance: or “having positive attitudes towards oneself”. Ryff also 

defines having a purpose in life as being a major criterion for happiness. This 

would be clearly the case according to Timmerman, because the people 

practicing agroecology are engaged in a meaningful work. They deliberately 

chose this kind of agriculture because they believe this will have a better 

impact on the world or on themselves. 

- Positive relations with others: linked to the ability to show empathy and to 

generate strong friendship ties. In that case, although Timmerman’s paper 

reports that practicing agriculture makes one have better relationship with 

others than in conventional agriculture (or simply having relationships with 

others, which is ever less the case with conventional agriculture nowadays 

(Hossain, 2008)), through, among others, the recognition of your peers, still it 

does not mention that farmers particularly develop empathy. 

- Autonomy: she does not define autonomy from an ability or an economic 

perspective, but more on a psychological and personal level. One can be 

called autonomous if one manages to free oneself from the views of the 

society, to understand one’s personal needs and goals independently from 

what the society has determined as standards. There is no such deep 

appreciation of the farmers psychology in Timmerman’s paper, but they do 

underline that switching farming methods from conventional to agroecology 

requires a great deal of autonomy as defined by Ryff. For example, for 

decades agriculture (often times small-holders agriculture) has set up clear 
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standards of how to exploit the land by laying emphasis on the fight between 

man and nature, generations of farmers taming the wilderness. Therefore, 

breaking with that tradition, trying to re-create nature as it was in its most 

productive way would require a great deal of psychological autonomy. From 

this assumption can be derived that agroecology perhaps does not foster 

autonomy, but taking the opposite perspective, that autonomy may be a trait 

that is needed prior to the switch to agroecology. 

- Environmental mastery: it refers to the ability to create or control a complex 

environment that match one’s capacity but being also able to creatively 

change it. As asserted several times in their paper, agroecology is all about 

creativity and how to engage fully in the environment around through active 

mental and physical activities, which is not traditionally the case for 

conventional agriculture. Furthermore, by reducing their dependence on the 

chemical and agricultural industry, the farmers who apply agroecology gain 

more leeway in terms of how to manage their fields, because they produce or 

aim at producing those products themselves (Gilbert, 2013). Two elements are 

not present in the paper though: concerning the economic dimension of the 

mastery, not only do they free themselves from the suppliers from the agro-

industry (thus keeping a share of the profit for themselves), but agro-ecology 

also proved itself more profitable in average than conventional agriculture 

(Randal Institute study), especially in years of draught and other climate 

hazards. In addition, the diversification of crops makes farmers less 

dependent on the fluctuations of food prices in the world markets for their 

revenues. Drawing on those points, agroecological farming being more 

resilient and productive in the years of intense climatic stress (Rivest, 2013), 

farmers then have the feeling to retain control over their work since it cannot 

be destroyed as easily and quickly as that of conventional agriculture, which 

strengthens their feeling of mastery of the environment. 

- Personal growth: people who showed the highest rate of well-being were the 

people that not only understood what they truly value, but they also who were 

constantly on the look-out for new opportunities to grow and learn. Based on 

what can be read in Timmerman and Felix’ paper, agroecology does require 
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farmers to constantly learn new skills, in order to adapt to any geological or 

biological particularities. Complex ecosystems require a long phase of 

learning, not to mention the time needed to perfectly put that theory into 

practice, so agroecology contributes to the personal growth of farmers. 

 

Those factors do particularly fit with the eudaimonic theory since they are 

centered on the farmer himself, but also on long term perspective rather than 

immediate feelings. Theoretically, those factors do make sense for agroecology too, 

because Timmerman’s theory seemed to resonate well with Ryff’s. The goal of the 

following analysis will therefore be to see how farmers score on those factors to see 

if they really developed happiness through the practice of agroecology. This 

framework can be summarized in the following matrix table: 

 This table underlines the eudaimonic side of the happiness developed by the 

practice of agriculture, since personal growth is the item that is the most represented. 

Then come autonomy and environmental mastery, which agroecology helps by 

forcing to rethink one’s values and by giving more control over how one organizes, 

produces and sells its harvest. Finally, self-acceptance and positive relationships with 

others are the less affected of the traits, being perhaps more internal values that take 

longer and more factors in order to change them.  

 

Methodology:  

Type of methodology 

The methodological approach that is the best fit with the study I want to perform is 

the qualitative approach. Indeed, as highlighted in the literature review, the domain I 

want to explore has mainly been disregarded by the academia so far, and the papers 

Self-acceptance
Positive relationships 

with others
Autonomy

Environmental 

Mastery
Personal Growth

Acquiring and developing capabilities X

Recognitions peers and mutual influence X X

Non-redundancy X

Self-determination X X X X

Engaging in a meaningful activity X X

Financial autonomy X X

Work in a cooperative X X X

Ryff's 5 factors of happiness
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that do tackle the issue stopped at setting a theory, a framework but did not validate 

it with empirical data.  

My research is therefore very exploratory, as there is no certainty regarding the 

outcome. The only data that are linked to the topic is the suicidal rate but given the 

recent nature of the emergence of agroecology, it appears too soon for data to be 

collected and relevant. Moreover, suicide data have long been under the spotlight for 

their potential lack of relevance, especially in the agriculture area where suicide and 

accidents are very mixed-up (O'Carroll, 1989). Consequently, given the exploratory 

side of the topic, a qualitative approach is what is best recommended to use in my 

research (Creswell, 2014). 

In order to collect information about my paper, I first resorted to the network of 

people that have been on the field and used their data with the aim of giving me the 

most comprehensive background about the farmers in the Guapiruvú neighborhood, 

but also shed an additional light on the data I later collected. This has allowed me as 

well to identify the local farmers that were the most relevant for this study and 

facilitated the first contact there. 

Secondly, following on my project design, I used a case study, the result of which 

will be compared to international data (see below). Within that case study was made 

an extensive use of narrative tools. The words that define well-being and happiness 

are very subjective and therefore it is very hard to make a valid assessment and to 

believe in the reliability of the surveys (McKennell, 1974). Hence, having a long 

interview allowing to capture a comprehensive history and psychological profile 

appeared to be a better option with the objective of assessing the happiness of the 

farmers. 

The two cases I will study will be:  

- In Brazil, in the state of São Paulo, in the neighborhood of Guapiruvú (part of 

the municipality with the lowest HDI of Sao Paulo state), farmers are trying to 

move away from the intensive mono-culture of bananas and set-up a model of 

agroecology. I chose this particular area because a Fundação Getulio Vargas 

(FGV) has several ongoing programs with that area, and my advisor had 
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connections and previous advisees who worked there. Therefore, it was much 

easier to collect side data about the place and its inhabitants, but also help in 

the selection of the relevant farmers. Because I came recommended by 

people they knew, they were more eager to dedicate some time to me. 

- The results were then compared to that of the European Social Survey (ESS), 

a survey performed at the scale of Europe and evaluating indicators ranging 

from overall happiness to feelings of exclusion. Even though the questions 

asked were not the same, some relevant comparisons could be made. 

As for the number of people, in accordance to the qualitative approach and the 

narrative date collection process that I chose, I wanted to interview four people in the 

Guapriruvú. Following the saturation idea (Charmaz, 2006), I came to the conclusion 

that is was sufficient regarding my study. Indeed, after interviewing that many I 

already found out that they were leading to the same outcomes and that I would learn 

nothing significantly more important by adding more people to the study. 

The interviews were aimed at two distinctive categories of people: the first, who 

constituted the main part of the study, were people who used to practice the so-

called “conventional agriculture” but who then moved to an agroforestry or 

permaculture model. But so as to have a test group, I also came to discuss informally 

with farmers still practicing conventional agriculture, to shed a light on some parts of 

the study.  

Finally, I also resorted to observation of the local environment in order to 

complete my findings and achieve the most faithful portrait of the interviewed 

farmers. 

 

Data collection strategies 

 The data were collected through the forms of audio files that I recorded when 

interviewing the farmers. The interviews were generally quite long and did not have 

any specific questions safe the ones I discussed at the end of my literature review. 

Indeed, my research being mainly exploratory and having just a few hypotheses, the 

chief goal of those interviews was to make the farmers talk as much as possible with 
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the objective to capture as many of their feelings and collect information that could be 

crossed-checked within the speech of the farmer itself. As it often happens in 

exploratory research, I made sure to keep an open-mind, since the interviewees 

often brought new aspects that were not expected in the first place. 

 Those audio files were completed by my personal notes that I took prior, 

during and after the interviews and that were aimed at complementing the audio with 

more general observations. 

 Being from a farmer upbringing and having already worked with them, I knew 

that they could be reluctant to talk about themselves or personal issues 

(remembering also that masculinity is the number one factor responsible for suicide 

among farmers). But I also knew that they love to talk about their jobs which stands 

for an important part of their lives (a lot of them live at the very place where they 

work). In addition, they generally trust other farmers as well because they understand 

their routine and concerns. Keeping that in mind, I always used my farming 

background, speaking extensively of my experiences in order to break the ice and 

gain the trust, and later I asked them to speak with a detailed manner of the kind of 

culture they are growing, what particular techniques they used; only after did I dare 

going little by little into what was core to my studies and the related happiness that 

they could derive from the practice of agroecology. The help of Gilberto Otha, FGV’s 

main contact in the Guapiruvú, was also essential to help me find relevant farmers 

and giving me information about each of them. 

 

Content of the interviews 

As mentioned earlier one and keeping with the best practices recommended 

when it comes to qualitative approach (Creswell, 2014), there was no clear set of 

questions that I asked to every farmer, like it would be the case survey. Instead and 

with the objective of collecting a maximum of information, I let the conversation go 

with the flow. However, borrowing from the narrative way of collecting data, I asked 

the interviewee to tell me his story and that of his farm. In doing so, I made sure that 

some key points were addressed. I listed a guideline of criteria based on Ryff’s 
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theory, that I used in order to assess the happiness of farmers and to certify that all 

areas of happiness were covered during the interview: 

- Self-acceptance:  

o Has proved self-acceptance if: demonstrated a positive feeling about 

him or herself; had a good opinion about the past life;  

o Has not proved self-acceptance if: does not demonstrate the 

aforementioned points; expressed a wish to be different than who she 

or he is; 

- Positive relations with others:  

o Has proved positive relations with others if: he demonstrated that he 

was concerned with the well-being of others; had intimate / open / warm 

relationship with others;  

o Has not proved positive relations with others if: felt a sense of isolation 

and / or difficulty to meet and have relationship with others, proved 

unwilling to make compromise and understand the other to sustain a 

relationship; 

- Autonomy:  

o Has proved autonomy if: showed that evaluates oneself on personal 

rather than external standards; demonstrated that was able to resist 

social pressure to think or act in a certain way; 

o Has not proved autonomy if: relied on others to make important 

decisions; was really concerned about the expectations of others; 

- Environmental mastery: 

o Has proved environmental mastery if: controls wide array of activities; 

was able to create or adapt an environment favorable to oneself; had a 

sense of mastery of the surrounding environment; 

o Has not proved environmental mastery if: showed that had troubles to 

manage the day-to-day activities; was unable to extract oneself from a 

negative environment; felt or demonstrated a lack of control over the 

external world; 

- Purpose in life: 
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o Has proved purpose in life if: had principles and values that guided 

one’s life; had goals in life; past and current experiences were said to 

have meaning; 

o Has not proved purpose in life if: had few or no goals in life; does not 

feel a meaning in life; past life had no particular sense or meaning; 

- Personal growth: 

o Has proved personal growth if: demonstrated that was open to new 

experiences; witnessed an improvement in their personal self and 

capacities that match one’s potential; 

o Has not proved personal growth if: felt that life had no particular interest 

and that experienced a sense of boredom; proved or felt that was 

unable to develop new abilities and capacities; 

 

Data analysis procedure 

 The data collected were then coded, aiming at finding common traits among 

all the farmers. The process was very evolutive, as after a first interview I already 

tried to see what trends and conclusions could be drawn, to have a more structured 

mind of what I could expect in the following interviews. The latter in turn also came 

the enrich the model that I created. I then reiterated this method until the last 

interview. 

 Given the density of information collected, I had to make choices and 

disregard some that were little or no relevant to the study I made, although they were 

of interest. 

 I tried to render the data as a narrative approach. All the respondents more or 

less went through the same episodes in their lives, all started by doing conventional 

agriculture to then switch to agroecology. They had a similarity of problems and 

perceptions as well which help render this analysis following a tome axis. 
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Verification and validity 

In order to check the validity of my findings, I reviewed them with Fábio 

Grigoletto, a former advisee of my adviser, who did a PhD studying the area (the 

Guapiruvú neighborhood) I want to study as well. He has spent plenty of time there 

and was able to tell if the results I have found are consistent with his feelings and 

impressions of people during his stay in the neighborhood.  

The fact that I compared two different geographic areas was also a way to 

cross-check my findings, even though the economic and cultural realities are 

different, as well as the format of the comparison which was more quantitative than 

qualitative. 

Having performed the interviews on people that previously practiced a 

conventional agriculture and then only moved to agroecology, this allowed me to do a 

“before / after” comparison. This was particularly useful because they could directly 

testify if they noticed an increase or decrease of their happiness after having shifted 

their model. 

The problem with such a procedure is that there is a risk of expectancy bias: 

because the farmers made this choice in their lives, they tend to modify the past so 

as to confirm them that it was a good decision, thus altering their true memories of 

past events (Schachter, 1999). I made sure not to ask the questions in a 

straightforward manner so as not to entice them in such a bias. 

Finally, due to the aforementioned reluctance of farmers to speak about 

themselves, I also made an extensive use of observations in order to complete my 

analysis. 

 

Biais Assessment 

 The choice of the subject was deeply influenced by my family background as 

well as my past experiences. Indeed, I’m from a family of farmers (my grand-parents, 

my aunt and uncles and my mother) and I then deeply acquainted myself with the 

subject there. The family farm was a small one where there were animals, different 
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types of crops and for a long time this is the image I had from agriculture, not 

knowing the profound technical and technological changes that had occurred. 

 In particular, my mother has a farm where she cultivates crops following 

permaculture guidelines. From a musicotherapy background, she hosts people 

suffering from various disorders (mainly autism) and combines nature and music in 

the treatment of the patients. Therefore, she cannot take care of everything herself 

and several employees live with her on the farm, recreating a village atmosphere as 

it was decades ago. Having myself now a business background, I involve myself a lot 

in the communication and marketing of the farm on my free time and became 

increasingly convinced of the benefits of agroecology. Not only it is about respecting 

the environment, but also about living in harmony with it because it has some 

benefits on our mental health, it’s reviving a dying village (52 inhabitants), etc… 

 Finally, even my working experiences led me to write a paper about 

agriculture. My first internship was in India where I worked as a social business 

auditor for an Indian company that supported farmers. I had to conduct a series of 

interviews with them and being in the second poorest state in India I could perceive 

that the current model needed to change for the poverty of those people was 

overwhelming. Furthermore, happiness is a key issue in India for farmers since there 

are regularly headlines about the level of suicides (5650 suicides in 2014 according 

to the National Crime Reports Bureau). 

 This is the path that took me here today to study happiness of farmers. So my 

past experiences and background tend to influence me to find a positive outcome to 

my research, to actively look for evidence to support my argumentation. 

 

Planning: 

The respondents to the survey have been chosen with my advisor and with 

our contact within the Guapiruvú neighborhood, Gilberto Otha, who is one of the 

leaders of the community and has been one of the first one to change his model to 

agroecology. They were all farmers who used to do conventional farming and who 

now switched to agroforestry in the recent years, in order for me to do a before / after 
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comparison. All of the respondents that switched to agroforestry made the move after 

2000, in the direct aftermath of the intervention of Ernest Goetsch (see the section 

“History of the Guapiruvú neighborhood), the oldest moves having been made in 

2000, and the most recent 3 to 4 years ago. Using the time lapse, I was sure that the 

farmers had some perspective on their experience and could draw the necessary 

conclusions. 

As a way of comparison, I also discussed (although more briefly) with farmers 

who nowadays are still practicing convention agriculture, in order to make a 

comparison that is more relevant than that which was just based on the memory of 

the aforementioned farmers. 

Finally, I dug into the data of the European Social Survey (ESS) that assessed 

some of the criteria of well-being that I used, dividing the population into working 

categories. Separating the results of the farmers, I was able to compare those data 

with what I collected on the field. 

 

Results:  

 The structure of the results if as follow: first I will briefly make a portrait of the 

family agriculture and tell the story of the Guapiruvú neighborhood, which can be 

useful to better understand the data collected. Then, adapting a narrative approach, I 

will first aggregate the experiences and gave an overview of the process of switching 

from conventional to agroecology, detailing the consequences and how the farmers 

felt about each step. 

 Then, having shed a light on those experiences, I will study them using the 

well-being framework discussed above, to see if agroecology does have an impact 

on the well-being of those who practice it. Finally, as said I will compare the results 

with that of the other farmers of the area and with international indicators. 
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Family agriculture in Brazil 

 According to Brazilian law, is considered as family agriculture an exploitation 

that follows the following criteria: 

- Have an activity in a rural area 

- Use mainly the family workforce in the economic activity 

- The exploitation can’t be bigger than 4 fiscal units (defined by each 

municipality) 

- Having their activities mainly deriving from agriculture 

In the IBGE 2006 census, family farming represents 85% of the total exploitations 

in Brazil, but the area they are working on is only 25% of the total rural area. It is of 

utmost importance for Brazil, as family agriculture produces 87% of the mandioca 

and 70% of the beans produced in the country.  

But family farming has long been considered as a subsistence kind of farming, 

concentrating the poorest people of the nation, population with very low revenue 

(Wanderley, 2000). But with the advent of the programme PRONAF, it gave this 

category a boost in their capacity of production, and today family agriculture is 

perceived as a credible alternative to the patronal and latifundia model that is 

dominant in the country. 

It also important to note that inside the family farming as defined by the law, there 

are extremely heterogeneous groups. In terms of land area for example, 17% of the 

family farmers own 63% of the land of that category. Those farmers are able to well 

integrate in the value-chain and are actually closer to their counterparts of the USA or 

of Europe than in Brazil. Although they produce mainly locally consumed goods, it 

does not mean that it is for self-consumption and have their share in the boom the 

Brazilian agriculture as experienced at the beginning of the years 2000 (Guanzirolil, 

2012). On the other side of the spectrum, 39% of that category only owns 3% of the 

total, having all less than 5 hectares where to cultivate. This means that those 

farmers, for lack of technology and access to land, only practice a subsistence kind 

of agriculture, and are mainly marginalized by the economic system. Most of them 

are situated in the north-east of Brazil.  
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A commonly accepted typology of the family farmers is the following: 

entrepreneurs family farmers; family farmers non-entrepreneurs, peasants 

(Schneider, 2010). The former show a higher degree of specialization. They are also 

educated and are quite capitalized. They also beneficiate a lot from the credit 

program of the state, having already beneficiated from technical assistance from the 

state. That category earns more a less like a urban middle-class. The peasants or 

marginalized have a highly diversified culture, as they need to make the most of the 

little land that they have, but they differentiate much more from the first category from 

the point of view of revenue than on the area that they own.  

Therefore, it is important to understand that there is no cohesion between the 

different farmers inside family agriculture, that some of them are even closer to 

agribusiness big farms than their counterparts. Any measure should then target with 

the highest priority the lower category of the scale, that is the ones who own the 

fewer hectares of land and that are globally outside of the main markets circuits. 

 

History and social characterization of the Guapiruvú 

The neighborhood of Guapiruvú is located in the municipality of Sete Barras in 

the state of São Paulo. Its economy relies heavily on agriculture, in particular the 

plantation of bananas and Juçara palm-tree (Ibge Cidades, 2016). 

The first people arrived in the neighborhood in the decade of 1860 and largely 

lived from subsistence farming. Due to the marginalization of the area from the big 

urban centers (it is 215km away from São Paulo) and the rice crisis that lead to the 

drainage of vast amount of land, the legal model of land property was mainly free at 

that time, meaning anyone could seize a land that was unoccupied and unexploited 

(Valentin, 2006). It also helped to create the very particular rural culture of the area. 

But the urban sprawl of the ever-growing São Paulo and above all the 

construction of the highway BR 116 (that links São Paulo to Curitiba and passes 

close to Sete Barras) changed the landscape of the neighborhood. Particularly when 

it comes to the price of the land, which saw its valor soaring due to the rural 

expansion and the facilitated accessibility thanks to the highway (Zan, 1986). The 
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latter also brought in its wake actors from the commercial agriculture that were 

previously unknown in the neighborhood, seizing land (sometimes expulsing the 

families that were previously living on it) and making the indigenous population 

working in their farms. Therefore, it made a big change from the very traditional 

agriculture that had been practiced there until then, moving the subsistence 

agriculture to one of monoculture and exportation, and as a matter of fact had a deep 

sociological impact on the neighborhood. Those changes triggered several conflicts 

between the “posseiros” (those who had lied in the area) and the new landlords of 

large farms. 

In the years of 1980s the large agricultural companies of the area gradually 

ceased their activities in the area due to its unproductiveness, which led to a gradual 

re-establishment of the families previously expulsed who settled on the land now 

abandoned.  

This period was followed by the end of the so-called “Ginger era”. Ginger was 

first introduced in the 1970s and was soon produced following monoculture 

standards. This production reinforced the position of the original inhabitants as daily 

workers on the farm. However, in the 1990s, due to this intensive monoculture 

model, the soil was stripped out of its nutrients and the production soon became non-

profitable. The immediate outcome was the rising unemployment of the local 

population which had come to heavily rely on this culture for jobs. This forced a lot of 

people to move to palm-tree extraction activities thus creating the beginning of the 

“palm-tree era”, although the extraction of Juçara palm-tree had been made illegal 

during the previous decade (Resende, 2002).  

1996 is a landmark year in the history of Guapiruvú since it was chosen by the 

NGO Vitae Civilis, for it was completely orphan of any public policies. But due to the 

social cohesion and the network of recognized leaders, the NGO decided to set up 

an “Agenda 21” to answer the questions: “Where do we live? Who are we? How do 

we live?”. This led to the creation of the AGUA (Association of the dwellers and 

friends from the neighborhood Guapiruvú) which helped the neighborhood to make 

contact again with public authorities and plan with them the installation of basic 

infrastructure in the area. 
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More important when it comes to agriculture, the PRONAF (National Program 

of Support to the Familial Agriculture) financed in 2000 the introduction of thousands 

of Pupunha palm-tree in order to secure a more sustainable (and legal) source of 

revenue for farmers. At the same time Vitae Civilis worked with local farmers to plan 

the ecological development of agriculture in the area. There was already 

preoccupation due to the potential side effects of chemical inputs, but it’s the ginger 

monoculture experience that definitely convinced the local dwellers to adopt such an 

approach. This brought about the intervention in 2000 of Ernest Goetsch, a world-

renowned Swiss specialist of agroforestry practices, which led some farmers to 

embrace such a way of producing, even though others proved themselves more 

skeptical. 

 Equally as important for the neighborhood was the amendment to the 

“Programa Nacional de Alimentação Escolar” (National Program of School 

Alimentation). Since the 1950s, this law is the cornerstone of the government’s fight 

against both undernutrition and malnutrition, by providing pupils with a minimum 

number of calories from diversified sources at lunch. Since 2009, the amendment 

makes it compulsory for schools which benefit from the funds to use at least 30% of 

the funding to buy products from the family farmers or the organizations they are part 

of. This was a manna from heaven for the Guapiruvú, since it gave farmers a stable 

demand for their products and giving them a good price since no middleman was 

involved in the process. 

The AGUA then reinforced the autonomous status of the neighborhood by 

settling some cases between historical dwellers and big farmers who still had the 

land property. Following that event, the city decided to give away more Pupunha 

palm-tree saplings. After the distribution, it was decided to sell the surplus in order to 

create a microcredit fund directed towards the local farmers. Finally, in 2003 the Club 

of the Friends of the Forest was created, which was aimed at the education of young 

children to the issues related to the biodiversity of the neighborhood, but it also 

contributed to promote the then budding eco-tourism. In the same period The 

Intervales National Park decided to recruit some guard-forests directly from the local 

residents, for them to have a say in the management of the forest. 
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Early on, the Agenda 21 pinpointed that the intermediaries were a hurdle to 

the further development of the neighborhood. Working hand-in-hand with the big 

landowners of the area, they captured all the added-value of the mono-production of 

banana, leaving little or no revenue to the local farmers. This is why a then unformal 

cooperative was constituted, in order to bypass the middlemen and to have more 

room of manoeuvre with the suppliers, but also to provide basic training to the local 

farmers. This cooperative took a more formal sense in 2006 when the 

COOPERAGUA was created. It then accomplished some landmark victories: several 

big contracts of food supply to municipalities or schools, and by 2007 ninety-two 

farmers were already partners of the association. It became officially legal in 2010 

and then served as a template for the creation of the COOPAFASB, which was 

acting like the COOPERAGUA but at the scale of the municipality, even prompting 

cooperation between different adjacent cities.  

 

Building on that history and summarizing it through a agricultural lens, it 

appears that the neighborhood of Guapiruvú had quite a rocky relationship with 

agriculture and the land itself. At first subsistence agriculture was practiced whenever 

anyone wanted, as soon as the land was not previously exploited. Then came the era 

of big landowners, who bought the land that were not officially registered. It forced 

many of the local dwellers to work as daily workers in big monoculture properties of 

banana and ginger. But after a certain time and partly due to the erosion of such 

agricultural practices, those landowners gradually disengaged themselves from this 

area and the land was retributed to the local residents.  

With the help of external associations, the goal was then to create a cohesion 

and cooperation within the neighborhood in order to better fight for their own 

interests. Thus the creation of a number of different associations, all directed to 

secure a political, social and economic independence. For agriculture, this translated 

into new production practices, but also new ways of commercializing the output 

through a cooperative. In keeping with agroecological concepts (even if it was not on 

purpose), they embraced the whole scope of the value chain with:  
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- Political Empowerment: the creation of AGUA gave a political voice to the 

neighborhood and made it recognized in the area and by public institutions. It 

also helped to settle the issues of land property and give back the production 

tools to the local dwellers. It is part of the creation of the ever-increasing 

cohesion of those living in the area. 

- Training and change in production: Intervention of Ernest Groetsch and the 

action of the COOPERAGUA,  

- Change in the way the production is commercialized and consumed: local 

schools and public services that sourced their bananas from local farms, 

including Guapiruvú. 

- Cooperation: after creating the National Park in the neighborhood and 

criminalizing the extraction of Juçara palm-tree, sparkling conflicts between 

authorities and local extractors, the local authorities decided to adopt another 

approach by recruiting (thus integrated) the dwellers in the conservation of the 

area. 

- Education: Club of the Friends of the Forest that sensitizes young people to 

the issues of sustainability. 

It’s this rocky relationship followed by a gradual recovering and empowerment that 

makes me think that the Guapiruvú neighborhood is a good fit for a study on the well-

being of farmers and the role of agroecology. 

 

 The social economic context of the Guapiruvú is very much influenced by the 

tortuous history it has had and had left deep marks into the current situation of the 

Guapiruvú. 

From an economic standpoint, the Guapiruvú belongs to the southern part of the 

state of São Paulo, in which the average salary per municipality is nearly everywhere 

inferior to the minimum salary (ie 954 reais per month). That area has a lower Human 

Development Index than the state and the federal one (0.760, whereas in the area 

the municipalities barely go above the 0.7) (Bianchini, 2010). 
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 In the case of Guapiruvú, the situation is dire since 42% of the people who live 

there earn less than half of the minimum salary. This can be partly explained by the 

fact that just around 9% of the residents have a job (IBGE, 2016), although it needs 

to be mitigated by the fact that around 20% of the people are employed without 

proper documentation (IBGE, 2016). Still, very high poverty and high unemployment 

rates seem to be rampant in the Guapiruvú.  

On the social side, and reinforcing what has been said above, very few people 

have completed a degree of education that is higher than middle school. In fact, 

nearly 68% of the population did not even complete middle school in the municipality 

of Sete Barras (IBGE, 2016), so the same can be safely assumed from the 

Guapiruvú. The very low school degree people have achieved could be a reason of 

the very high employment rate the neighborhood is experiencing, since low degree is 

a major factor behind unemployment. (Mincer, 1991). 

Moving on to the age groups, the most represented ones on the Guapiruvú are 

the 60+, in which the 80+ are well represented. On the other side of the spectrum, 

the teenagers between 16 and 19 form an important group as well. So it seems like 

the Guapiruvú has a lot of the characteristics that were mentioned in the introduction, 

when it comes to rural desertification: the working-age people are moving to more 

dynamic areas, moving with them are also their future babies, who do not end up 

being born in the destitute rural areas. Therefore, the latter end-up with a population 

of old teenagers and old people which makes it even harder to revitalize those areas. 

In order to complete the picture, it must be said that the Guapiruvú has a 

relatively high density of population (between 10 and 40 people per km2), only the 

center of Sete Barras being more densely populated. 50% of the population also 

claims to be black or of mixed-race. Unfortunately no data were available on the split 

between employment of men of women, but the fact that women represented the 

bigger share of the population in urban areas (and conversely men were the more 

numerous in the rural areas) seem to indicate that there is a job discrimination in the 

neighborhood: the men taking charge of the labor in the fields, whereas women 

concentrate on selling of small handicraft.  
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The process of switching to agroecology 

Before the change: 

 All the farmers interviewed said that they were practicing conventional 

agriculture when they started their agroecological activities. By conventional, it is 

implied the monoculture of one single crop (in this case the culture of bananas), 

producing the maximum volume so as to reach economies of scale. Those would 

then in turn make the purchase of machinery and the heavy use of pesticide (through 

airplane drops sometimes, which can be costly) profitable. The reason for their 

choices was that it was (and still is) the dominant way of doing agriculture, that is 

taught in universities and above all taught by the vendors of the main agro-industrial 

corporations, in the manuals that go with the products they sell. They declared that it 

was not really a choice that they had to make but the only way that could be 

conceived to do agriculture, never had they imagined another way of doing it. 

 In the wake of this choice of agriculture comes the according values and goals 

of life. The local population was at first quite minimalist, in line with the caiçara culture 

of the neighborhood (from the name of the Indians who were native from there and 

who did not seek accumulation of goods but only took what they needed from nature) 

that prevailed until the arrival of big farmers. But respondents said that with the latter 

came the culture of consumerism and accumulation, so they were taught very 

materialistic values, that they sought personally as well for some of them (driving in a 

big car as a sign of wealth for example). 

All of the respondents mentioned the ration time spent / economic return as 

one of the cornerstones of their decisions. Indeed, they all said that they were 

generating significant turnover through long days of hard work, but discounting the 

costs of all the inputs that they used (for example, ‘agrotóxicos’ or pesticide in 

English), the costs of the loans they had to contract in order to finance the harvest 

and the machines, they were left with very little profit (the figures they gave went from 

70% to more than 90% of the turnover). In addition, they had very little (if any) 

bargaining-power on the supply-chain and the middlemen, so that they were not able 



42 

 

to properly price their production. They all evoked the “lack of purpose” of their work 

due to this paradox between a high turnover and the seemingly low profits, sensing 

that they were unable to build anything and felt trap into this “vicious circle”. Two of 

them even used the same metaphor of a never-ending race (‘era só movimento’) to 

describe the restlessness they found themselves into at the end of the day, and the 

lack of goal in their lives that they felt was very strong at that time. 

Having to look for volume although the sizes of farms in the neighborhood 

were traditionally fairly small, they had to put long hours of work in order to be 

profitable. All the respondents mentioned that they were not having time for 

themselves back then (one timetable given was 12 hours per day, 6 days per week), 

and as a result they evoked the time they did not have to spend with their family and 

to see they children growing. To describe the intensity and the dedication the way 

they produced bananas required, they used the term ‘escravo de trabalho’ (slave of 

work). They also pointed out that as a direct consequence, they felt their heath 

decline through chronic physical sicknesses such as backpain.  

This feeling of powerlessness referred to above went along with a feeling of 

shame. Indeed, the neighborhood had a strong history of long-established families, 

who were for the most part farmers. Trapped into this vicious circle, most 

respondents admitted having thought about selling the family property to bigger land 

owners. Breaking the family tradition and having to move to the city to find job, those 

farmers were grasped by a sense of failure. The word ‘shame’ and this relation 

between the strong and the weak were also mentioned when dealing with vendors. 

Being small, they often had to take one of the first offers that came from those 

dealers. The latter then sometimes disappeared after leaving a false check, forcing 

the farmers to a ‘humiliating’ search for them so as to get their money. 

 Nearly all the respondents strongly emphasized the fact that they had the 

feeling that they were ‘poisoning’ the people they were selling their bananas to. 

Again, they felt trapped between the necessity to provide for their family (be it food or 

education), which required them to continue with that model and use pesticide, and 

the belief that what they used on their bananas was actually harmful for health. It 

came to a point that some of the farmers themselves were not consuming their own 
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products for fear of the chemical substances they used as pesticides. They again 

mentioned the vicious circle they found themselves trapped into and the lack of 

sense in their lives that resulted from this. In line with this topic, some farmers also 

mentioned that they were losing contact with nature and the true job of the farmer, 

since although they produced food, they needed to buy the entirety of their food from 

the supermarket, which makes them wonder about their own profession. 

 

The decision-making moment: 

Following their decisions to switch their land to agroecology, respondents were 

asked about the reaction of their friends and family at that moment, and the 

perception that people generally had of them. 

First it is important to understand the traditional mythology that surrounds 

agriculture, especially in the ex-colonies (Osborne, 1995): colonization through 

agriculture is seen as a fight against nature, and every land cleared of native 

vegetation and used for crop is a sign that the civilization is on progress. 

This belief has remained strong and is still in our day and age the predominant 

vision of agriculture, so that every acre that is left untouched is considered lousiness 

or lazyness. This is what the interviewed farmers revealed about the transition they 

operate: they were heavily judged by their families, all the more that almost everyone 

was in the farming activity. They said they had been called ‘vagabundo’ (literally 

tramp, with a sense of lazy, idle) because they were leaving trees and vegetation 

growing as it is, in keeping with agroecological principles, whereas traditional 

monoculture of bananas results in fields largely free of any other flora. 

A second myth respondents had to face is that continued depletion of natural 

resources would not lead to extinction of the concerned resource. As stated before, 

illegal extraction of juçara was a lucrative activity that was widely practiced in the 

Guapiruvú neighborhood. Anticipating the rarefication of this species of palm-tree 

was part of the choice of one of the respondents to start agroecology. When he 
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shared that vision with the community, he was treated as a fool because ‘juçara 

nunca vai acabar’ (Juçara is never going to end). 

As time went by, and once the foundations of their new agroecological farms 

set on going, the respondents all said they had to put on fewer hours in order to have 

the same (or superior) revenue as before. This is when they said they heard another 

type of reaction: farming is a hard-working job, dictated by this fight against nature. 

When the community saw the agroecology farmers having free time and spending it 

out of the farm, farmers said that some people started mocking them as doing ‘agro-

relaxa’ (a mix between agroecology and relaxar, which means to relax in 

Portuguese). 

 

After the decision – The practice of agroecology:  

 Switching from conventional agriculture to agroecology required a significant 

amount of work at start: reorganizing the field, planting species that were wiped off in 

the first place, among others. But passed this first phase, agroecology as practiced in 

the Guapiruvú is based on the natural interaction of the endemic ecosystem, that 

regulates itself naturally without the need of using pesticides or other inputs. The 

indigenous vegetation being nurtured instead of eradicated, this part of the job which 

is of paramount importance in conventional agriculture is nearly inexistent when it 

comes to agroecology. All the respondents reported to have noticed that their 

working hours dramatically decreased as a result of the change, even stating ‘é Deus 

que trabalha’ (It’s God that’s working [for me]). This allowed them to dedicate more 

time for extra-work activities, something they all reported could not do prior to the 

switch. They either chose to invest that time for leisure, for their families or to involve 

themselves in the local community, by putting their personal beliefs into practice 

through social engagement. This relief over their timetables made one of the oldest 

of the respondents reported that he felt ‘very young’ ever since he started to do 

agroecology.  

 Parallel to the fewer hours of work that that had to put in, the farmers in the 

research also declared that their revenues increased, making their job more fulfilling 
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and satisfying. Indeed, because the amount of input is tangent to zero, they were 

able to keep most of their turnover, which although smaller than before, made their 

profits increase. Whereas they had to keep borrowing and paying back money 

before, they felt much more independent now as a consequence of this limited inputs 

purchase, making them masters of their fates due to personal planning. The amount 

of pressure exerted on them also was said by the farmers to have considerably 

decreased; for example, a bad harvest would only engage short-term sacrifices and 

not jeopardize the payment of loans. This ability to self-regulate their work and 

retrieving control over their lives was strongly empathized by the respondents. 

 In the Guapriuvú neighborhood, the first movers to agroecology were also the 

founding fathers of the COOPERAGUA (cf the history of the neighborhood). Being 

part of this cooperative, they were able to shortcut traditional channels of distribution 

and having a better control over where the value was made from the producer to the 

consumer, giving them a comprehensive view of the work they do. They also 

managed to secure local financing (State of São Paulo) as well as international 

(World Bank Group) for the development of the farms, which enabled the community 

to share the use of various machines and vehicles, therefore reducing the costs. This 

was also a way to substitute themselves to the state: as was seen in the history of 

the Guapiruvú, the neighborhood always had a tough relationship to the state, feeling 

either ignored (at first) or oppressed (by the laws that were implemented for 

environment protection for example). So the interviewees took pride in the fact that 

they no longer needed to beg the local authorities for help, nor the central 

government, and that they could provide for themselves, being quite autonomous.  

Respondents also said they noticed a change in the behavior of the fellow 

farmers, who little by little learned the way of diplomacy to solve conflicts, which was 

not the case before. They also had to improve the trust they had in each other, given 

the nature of the goods in common but also all the decisions they had to take all 

together. 

 Still in line with cooperation, agroforestry is also a drive for the sharing of 

knowledge and know-how. Having received just very little training from Ernest 

Goetsch, their main way of improving their harvest and the productivity was and still 
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is by empirical experiences and the continuous sharing of results. This process, they 

say, is requiring them to think more about their plantations than what they used to do 

before. The non-banana crops are not yet valorized, but farmers said that it would 

again require cooperation to do so, especially the help of women when it comes to 

fruits or medicinal plants. 

 The diversity of the culture is also driving the creativity of the farmers who 

practice agroecology. For example, having organic bananas allowed them to change 

the way banana chips are made: they were able to use the skin of bananas in the 

process, thus reducing wasted and rising the value the farmers get from each 

banana. They have other projects like this one, such as producing cachaça with the 

non-banana fruits, so the abundance of different crops forces them to think out of the 

traditional box of agriculture to find new solutions to capitalize on all their resources 

they have.  

 The result of those years practicing agroforestry is a claimed sense of 

proudness that they all feel. Proudness, because by adopting this method and 

forming a cooperative, they managed to preserve the small farms of the area that 

were on the verge of being sold to big land owners. As studied before, the community 

of the Guapiruvú is a very old and structured one, so selling the farms to those land 

owners would have deeply transformed the culture and the population of the 

community. Proudness because preserving those small farms made the 

neighborhood remain attractive, making it the only neighborhood in the area that is 

just slightly losing population and manages to attract the young people who were 

either immigrating abroad or to the big cities. Finally, proudness in the preservation of 

the area, the valley of Ribeira being one of Brazil’s most preserved area of Mata 

Atlântica (endemic type of vegetation and ecosystem). Their perception having 

changed, they said they realize now that the work they do is valorizing the nature 

around, promoting bio-tourism as well as preserving some key resources such as 

water. 

 The respondents also said that they had other projects in mind: apart from 

convincing other people to switch their production to a model of agroforestry, they 

now fight for people to recognize that they have food resources they could use to 
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save money and reduce their dependence from external actors. Today, a lot of 

families do not consume any of the fruits or vegetables that are growing on their land 

and get hundred percent of their alimentation through conventional channels, which 

is what they want to change. 

Finally, culturewise farmers said they had to do think their values over when 

embracing agroforestry. Some of them through the long hours they did managed to 

afford some expensive consumer goods such as premium cars, the possession of 

which they said was important for them at the time. Nowadays however all the 

respondents said that they got to think over the values that were important to them 

over switching model, such as relativization of consumerism and coming back to the 

roots of the their caiçara culture. 

 

Analysis:  

Self-acceptance: 

 This is the criteria that was the most difficult to evaluate due to the very 

personal questions that have to be asked in order to assess that point. And of all the 

farmers interviewed, be they practicing agroecology or conventional agriculture, there 

did not seem to be people regretting their lives as it is or wishing to be others. This 

could be explained by a cultural factor, that is that Brazilians do not usually complain 

about themselves or their situations (Mendonça, 2007). This side of happiness was 

then not very relevant given the context of the study.  

 

Positive relationships with others: 

 On the other hand, the practice of agroecology seemed to be positively 

correlated to better relations with other people. First as was mentioned by the 

respondents this was a practice that was relatively new to all farmers: although 

Ernest Goetsch introduced them to agroforestry, they said he merely showed them 

that another path was possible, rather than giving them practical tools. As a 
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consequence, they have to experiment and communicate a lot with other farmers in 

order to share their findings and best practices, thus forcing them to cooperate and 

having warm relations to others. 

 But the biggest contributor to that characteristic of happiness is the 

cooperative. Farmers interviewed said that they saw an evolution in the behavior of 

their peers after joining the cooperative for the few years, a change that the persons 

concerned admitted. Indeed, before the cooperative, even though there were 

frequent contacts between the inhabitants of the Guapiruvú, the professional 

relationships were not frequent, and few conflicts were to be resolved. The situation 

got worse with the rise of big land owners, who managed to expropriate some of the 

farmers. The latter, even after having reclaimed their land, kept from this experience 

a defiance towards other people in general. But within the cooperative, farmers were 

forced to cooperate, be it to settle land dispute, to manage the common goods 

(tractors, …) or to fix the goals of the cooperative. And although most farmers were 

reluctant to enter the debate at first, they little by little learn to trust and work with 

others to fix the issues. Respondents even pointed out that by working hand-in-hand 

this way they had a greater will to involve themselves into the community. Finally, 

one farmer was spoken about as very lonely and incapable of making friends prior to 

his entry to the cooperative, and that now thanks to it he was able to meet people 

from the community and overcome the defiance the others had of him.  

 The cooperation inherent to agroecology, whether it be on the very field or on 

a bigger scale of the cooperative, helped the farmers of the neighborhood to 

overcome the fear they could have of working with others and developed their ability 

of understanding the other, as well as for empathy and trust. 

  

Autonomy: 

 Autonomy is a characteristic that is intensely stimulated by agroecology. 

Indeed, as stated before, the model of agriculture that prevailed in the community at 

the dawn of the second millennium was monoculture. In order to break-up with this 

tradition, farmers were required to think themselves about what they wanted and 
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what good for them instead of following the mass, therefore showing clear signs of 

self-determinism. This was especially hard in a community that was described by the 

respondents as very conservative in all regards. 

 They also had to resist the intense peer pressure of the community. Be it in 

their families or in their circles of friends, everyone around them said that what they 

were doing was madness, and as the farmers declared they were heavily mocked by 

their peers. In order to carry on with the side step they took from the tradition, they 

had to undergo this social pressure while believing in themselves. 

 While doing so, they were forced to think over the values they were believing 

in until now. They saw that the traditional way of social reward was not possible 

anymore (that is recognition from others). So instead of looking for the acceptance of 

others in the way they were working (agroecology instead of conventional 

techniques), they looked into themselves to see what really mattered for them at the 

end of the day. Preserving the ancestral land, helping others, having more free time 

for them and for their families and hobbies: this is what emerged from this 

introspection. This led them as well to relinquish habits they had before, such as 

driving expensive cars, either for lack of money or for not having significance in their 

eyes anymore. And evaluating oneself following standards that were decided 

personally instead of dictated by the mass is a clear sign of autonomy.  

 On the other side, as seen the conventional farmers were not able to do this 

autocritique, when asked never questioned the way they were doing agriculture. The 

only changes that they were ready to do when interviewed was a switch to organic 

plantations. But here again they did not show signs of autonomy since they were just 

following trends in the market which bends towards organic food. Nor did this change 

triggered a change in the way they do agriculture since they still do monoculture and 

make use of the same amount of pesticide than before, simply using organic inputs 

instead. 

 

Environmental mastery: 
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 The respondents clearly underlined the lack of control they had over their lives 

when they were doing conventional agriculture, both professionally and personally.  

 Professionally, they had very little initiative over how to produce and handle 

their farms and their productions. Indeed, the processes of production were very 

streamlined, with way of planting crops explained by vendors from agro-industrial 

corporations so as to make the best usage of the provided pesticide and other inputs. 

Those pesticide is turn kill any other crop that could be planted otherwise. Therefore, 

very little room for creativity and initiative was left for the producer to organize its 

land, and the tasks were as such very repetitive both within the harvest season and 

from year to year. 

 On the contrary, agroecology dictates the use of creativity when managing 

one’s land. Even though some best practices can and must be applied, still the very 

core of the theory is about adaptation. Adaptation to the type of crops and to the type 

of soil in the land, which makes the farmer a predominant actor in the organization. 

Through physical activity and creativity, the farmer has to shape its land so as to 

derives the best yields (cumulating all the types of crops on the land), as stated by 

the respondents making mistakes over and over again until finding the right 

equilibrium. Having this significant input in the process of production puts the 

producer back on the map and make him more like his own master. Another 

characteristic needed to demonstrate environmental mastery being the management 

of complex environment, respondents clearly showed that they were capable of doing 

so because of the tight interactions within the ecosystem that they had to manage 

(planting bamboo so as to stop the wind potentially carrying diseases from other lots 

of land among other examples).  

 Organizing themselves in cooperative, they had more control as well on the 

global value chain of the product. They after came to understand what margin every 

component of that chain was earning. As a result, they were better able to negotiate 

their conditions, but they also gained an invaluable insight on their own jobs, having a 

glimpse on that value chain of which they only constitute one end. This strengthens 

the sense of independence and mastery that they could feel and were capable of.  
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One additional benefit of stopping the conventional model respondents evoked 

was that their working hours where far fewer than what it was before. In turns this 

made their timetables much more available for other types of activities. All 

respondents chose to spend more time with their families, but they also involved 

themselves in personal hobbies or in local associations. Some reported dedicating 

themselves to fishing, most of them had the time to invest more time in the 

COOPERAGUA or other cooperative so as to help others and continue their 

ideologic fights. In all the cases, they were all led to participate in other areas of 

activities outside of the main one, which is a sign of the control that they got back 

over their lives, creating an environment around them that they were more likely to 

enjoy. 

 This independence was even reinforced by the agroecology model, which as 

studied does not dictate the use of inputs into the land. So having to deal with close 

to no suppliers, having just a small part in the exports of the cooperative that could 

potentially be easily offset by another producer, they became largely free of not only 

their timetable but their entire life, reducing their sense of dependence towards 

others and therefore enabling them to make their own choices without having to fear 

the consequences (be they financial or social) from a third party. This again makes 

them more able to create a favorable environment for themselves.  

 

Purpose in life: 

 Purpose in life is maybe one of the strongest items that are fostered by the 

practice of agroecology.  

 First and foremost, having a purpose in life dictates that one must have goals 

that he needs or wants to achieve. As seen in previous sections, producers who 

practice agroecology are more likely than others to set their own personal goals, 

because they set themselves aside from what society expect of them. And once 

those goals have been defined, they are more likely to get carried out by the people 

who have more time outside of work than the others, all of which making producers 

with agroecology background more likely to have a sense of purpose in life. 
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 Looking at the data collected, all the producers had several goals in life, that 

were all closely linked to the practice of agroecology. Some had a purpose that they 

should apply what they know and believe into practice in their daily lives, such as the 

development of an autonomous and socialist cooperative in the neighborhood that 

will foster the help between the inhabitants. They were able to carry out that goal first 

and foremost because they had the time to do so and to dedicate themselves to the 

management and development of this cooperative without jeopardizing their 

productions. Then, because agroecology is a comprehensive system of thought that 

encompass technique, theory and philosophy, it contributes to the questioning of 

farmer and help by providing them with goals.  

 Other goals that the respondents said were having were: defend and keep the 

family property against people who want to seize wide areas of farmland; be proud of 

the land they own; by help the community through engagement; put their beliefs into 

practice; not living again trapped into paradoxes such as not eating the food you sell 

for example. All of them are linked to agroecology in a way or another or can be 

fulfilled using the help of agroecology. 

 On the other hand, other farmers with a background of conventional 

agriculture were said to have no particular goals but to provide for their families, or to 

aim for the accumulation of goods, but not having this autonomy nor the time they 

were unable to clearly define personal goals. The example of them switching to 

organic can be studied again: if they had had a sense of directness, they would have 

had that goal in mind right from the start and would have integrated itself into a set of 

values. Instead, they went with the flow and moved towards that practice as a 

response to maximize their profits given an consumer environment favorable to 

organic products.  

 

Personal growth: 

 Well-being is closely linked to the notion of personal growth and self-

realization. According to Ryff, people who are “static”, that is to say that they reached 

a state in which all the problems seem to have been solved, are less likely to be 
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happy than people who are constantly on the lookout for new opportunities to grow 

and learn. 

 Practicing agroecology challenges the status quo and forces the producer who 

practices it to leave the comfort zone. Indeed, before the producer is in a fixed state 

in which he is ever-more producing and has reached the best type of plantation that 

can be imagined for conventional. When switching for agroecology, he has to seek 

into himself what are the values and goals in life that he holds dear, and then act in 

order to fulfill them. It also compels them to be open to new experiences, whether 

they are technical (new ways of producing) or interpersonal (learning to work hand-

in-hand with others). 

 Interviewed producers from the Guapiruvú all demonstrated it. They said that 

had to learn a new way of doing agriculture, that they are still currently learning and 

see no end to that process, being constantly experimenting. Even people who were 

previously quite averse to change learned to embrace it through the practice of 

agroecology. And as studied, the same farmers were also reluctant to work with 

others and very difficult to negotiate with, but with time admitted that they learn in a 

positive way.  

 The fact that agroecology leaves more time to producers for them to dedicate 

themselves to other activities also help them realize their potential. In the case of 

those who chose the social engagement within the community, they then stated that 

they felt that they were better persons, because they put in adequation what they 

think and believe with how they act, but also because they felt that they were 

improving the daily life of their neighbors while doing so, thus partially fulfilling their 

potentials.   

 

 By way of conclusion, it appears that according to Ryff’s scale, farmers who 

practice agroecology show evidence that they are happier than their counterparts, 

being more independent in many aspects. Overall, they appear to be more 

independent, they have taken their lives back and now live it as they know is best for 

them. Paradoxically, they have also better relations to other people, which one would 
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think is contradictory with greater independence. But it appears that independence is 

gained towards the superstructure, that is society’s ideals and the great market 

economy, but the dependence is reinforced towards the locality, which does require 

greater cooperation and positive relations with other farmers close. It is the unity of 

the small, thus bolstering the relations within, to stand against the big. 

Breaking-up all the benefits of agroecology, they can be divided into 3 categories: 

- Agroecology fosters well-being because it’s new: some of the characteristic 

aforementioned have an impact on well-being just because agroecology is a 

minority concept. If it were the practice of the majority, it would not require 

people to deep-dive into themselves as now, so as to know what they really 

value, because they would not be this peer pressure. So if agroecology were 

to be the dominant ideology, the autonomy benefit on farmers would most 

probably fade away. 

- Agroecology fosters well-being because of the cooperative: positive relations 

to others are mainly driven by the cooperative, rather than by the sole practice 

of agroecology. The same can be said of some parts of the environmental 

mastery, where it is the cooperative that gives farmers more leverage to 

bargain with vendors. 

- Agroecology fosters well-being because of the core practice of agroecology. 

Even if the autonomy category will fade away if agroecology was to spread, the 

other components would still be present and help farmers improve their well-being. 

The cooperative is part and parcel of agroecology, as was seen it is necessary to 

rethink how the current model is working. So it is precisely because agroecology 

encompasses so many aspects (social, relational, technical, economic, political) that 

it is able to have such an impact on the well-being of farmers who practice it. 

 

International comparison: 

 Using data from the European Social Survey (ESS), it is possible to compare 

some of the findings about Guapiruvú’s farmers to that of their European peers, 

conventional and agroecology farmers grouped together.  
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 The first point that was stressed above tackled the relations to others. Farmers 

from the Guapiruvú said that they could not invest a lot of time in socializing when 

they were practicing conventional agriculture. Their European counterparts think 

about the same of themselves, as show the graphic below: 

 

They answered the survey saying that they were less socializing than the people 

around them. This could be explained by the workload as well as the sense of 

isolation that is very often experienced in European countrysides. On the other hand, 

it is something the farmers doing agroecology in the Guapiruvú never underlined, 

meeting a lot within the cooperative or to exchange about their lands. 

 

 When it comes to the purpose in life and autonomy of the farmers of Europe, it 

is noticeable that the results obtained from the survey are very much comparable to 

those found within the Guapiruvú: 
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Traditional consumerist values do not seem to be very popular for the people with an 

agriculture background, because more than half of them declare them not to be in 

line with what they think. Whereas in Guapiruvú is was something noticeable only for 

farmers who switched to agroecology (but was traditionally the case before the arrival 

of big farmers in the area), in Europe it appears to be a trait shared by all the 

professionals of the sector. 

 

This is the characteristic that seems the most consensual in the survey concerning 

the small farmers from Europa. This is a fundamental value that differs with what was 

found about the Guapiruvú: the farmers in the neighborhood who practice 
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agroecology all took very seriously the political side of agroecology, which led them 

to be quite vocal when defending their rights. True enough they shared the same 

views about being humble and modest, but they do want to draw attention to show 

that their alternative model is viable, and they also draw attention from the public 

officials in order to defend and expand their model. 

 

 In order to study the environmental mastery aspect, it is useful to have a look 

as other values that are shared by both farmers from Europe and Guapiruvú: 
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As said, the above results appear similar to what was found in the Guapiruvú in 

terms of values. But interpreted from the environmental mastery side, the 

consequences of those findings seem to differ. In Europe, the conventional model is 

still largely predominant, as large and very large farm represent 75% of all farms in 

Europe (by area, according to Eurostat). Those large farms only work on a 

monoculture system in order to be profitable, so do not promote the environment nor 

the biodiversity. So the farmers are attached to the land and to nature, but they 

largely do not put into practice that care they have because of the model they chose. 

 Those farmers also value independence and freedom of choices, but, still 

according to Eurostat, most people who work in agriculture in Europe work not for 

themselves but for big land-owners, thus depriving those workers from their 

independence when it comes to the organization of the farm and what model should 

be followed. Again, what they yearn for seems to be in contradiction with the 

agriculture model that is predominant in Europe. 

 From those two insights can be distinguished a trend: Europe’s farmers, 

although they seem to share the ideas and values of their Guapiruvú’s counterparts, 

do not put those values into practice. More precisely, they fail to adapt or create an 

environment in which they control their lives and that is in accordance to what they 

think, which leads to think that they do not show such an environmental mastery as 

the farmers of Guapiruvú who practice agroecology farming. 

 

 Overall, farmers in Europe seem very similar in their responses to 

Guapiruvú’s. Indeed, practicing monoculture they do not socialize as much as other 

professions, they have the same non-materialistic values and do not particularly look 

for riches nor to attract attention. What mainly differ between the two groups is that 

one does put into practice their common beliefs, whereas the other seems to be 

trapped into a monoculture model that does not allow them to do so. As the people 

from Guapiruvú were felt trapped into a vicious circle as well before making the 

change to agroforestry. 
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Conclusion: 

This research was intended to study the effect of agroecology on the 

happiness of farmers who practice it. With that goal in mind, I extensively interviewed 

a group of farmers in Brazil, who previously had adopted a monoculture model but 

who then switched to agroecology and agroforestry. Thanks to that I was able to do a 

before/after comparison that better enable to highlight the effects of agroecology on 

the well-being of the farmers.  

Consistently with Felix and Timmerman’s framework, the respondents all 

experienced an increase in their perceived happiness following the switch to 

agroecology. Chief reason exposed was the environmental mastery, especially in the 

Guapiruvú neighborhood where the experience of monoculture had been particularly 

traumatizing for the farmers, with its land seizure for example, but also for the 

disproportion between the amount of work they had to put in and the money that was 

left at the end of the month. Being able to reclaim control over their lives, to reduce 

their dependence from suppliers while at the same time exerting more pressure on 

the downward side of the supply chain was for them a huge relief. From that point on, 

they were truly able to organize their lands and their lives as they wished to, thus 

improving their happiness.  

Setting-up a cooperative was key in all the respondents’ testimonials. It is part 

of the agroecology’s model and was of paramount importance in order to group the 

farmers. This had two consequences: the first is that it promoted the farmers to 

exchange, sometimes in a very stormy manner; but nonetheless it fostered 

communication and little by little made farmers change and more eager to cooperate, 

including even farmers who were before excluded. The second point, more important 

economically speaking, is that grouped together, they were able to exert pressure on 

vendors and get a fair price for their harvests.  

But the cooperative was also the mean for some of them to invest the free 

time they managed to have doing agroforestry. The cooperative was the arena in 

which they were able to act accordingly to the principles they were vocal for, be it to 
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help others that needed their help or to go further the pure technical aspect of 

agroecology by creating a small-scale society that was respectful of everyone. 

This for example was not the case for farmers in Europe or in Brazil doing 

conventional agriculture. They admitted not having spare time outside of work to 

dedicate to social activities or other hobbies. In a large majority they claimed their 

support to the environment and nature, and their desire to be independent and free of 

their choices. But it appears that the current agriculture model could not fulfill their 

yearnings, as the work and farm structure in Europe shows. So in all farmers seem to 

lie the same seeds that bear in them the respect for nature, the love for the work of 

the field and the will to distinguish oneself from society’s conventional standards, but 

only agroecology was as fertile a soil as to trigger the germination of those seeds and 

allow the well-being of farmers to bloom. 

The limits of the study is the small number of people that were interviewed in 

the research, due to physical limitations as well as a very exploratory research. The 

background of the Guapiruvú is very special as well, which prevents to draw to 

general a conclusion about the benefits of agroecology on the well-being of farmers. 

Once agroecology is more commonly embraced it could be a good idea to interview a 

bigger pool of respondents in a quantitative study so as to get more statistically 

relevant data.  

Some points would deserve to be furthered in future studies. For example, the 

cooperative unveiled a paradox: although it was designed partly to be a substitute to 

the state, the cooperative was in the end heavily dependent on the state and the 

PNAE, without which the farmers from the Guapiruvú would undoubtedly be worse-

off. The cooperative was created to answer the indifference of the state and was then 

sustained by a state that was scorned by the members of the cooperative. This very 

interesting dynamic would deserve to be studied further by the academia, as this 

case seems to be very representative of what happens elsewhere. It would be 

interesting to dig in further and see how could both the state and the cooperative / 

civil society could sit together in the discussion about fighting poverty. Schools were 

the perfect medium for the state to address malnutrition in the rural and poor areas of 

Brazil. In the same way cooperatives could be a tool from the state to alleviate 
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poverty in rural areas, because groups of producers are much easier to target than 

individuals, as well as much more sustainable and allow for a better monitoring of the 

funds spent. On the other side the producers could benefit from easier conditions 

(fiscal and legal) to set-up cooperatives, which would be (directly or indirectly) 

financially helped by the state. But it does not limit itself to the alleviation of poverty. 

Resorting to cooperative as an advisory body could be useful for any laws or decree 

that affect the rural areas, since cooperative have an unmatched knowledge of what 

happens on the ground. For example before undertaking the creation of a national 

park, if the design is made along with the stakeholders including the cooperatives it 

could avoid future clashes by potentially adjusting the borders of the parks or explain 

upfront the reasons for this creation. 

Some international fund providers already use such a system to address 

poverty issues in Angola. There, a system of “Escola de Campo” or Farmer Field 

Schools has been developed by the state and development banks such as The 

World Bank or The French Agency for Development. After consultations of the local 

stakeholders, it appeared that farmers would be unwilling to try new farming methods 

on their own land, for fear of loosing a harvest. The state then dedicated a portion of 

its land to set-up those schools. Managed by a professor, each producer is given a 

plot of land to try what he learns in the schools, bearing no risk for him. The state 

then uses those structures to also teach the importance of a diversified diet for 

health, but also to give basic training of reading and learning to the poorest, which 

would have been more difficult without those schools. But this solution is very well 

adapted to Angola which has a low density of population and the state possesses by 

law all the land of the country, thus the necessity to every time gather with local 

stakeholders in order to find out what would be the best local social-organizations 

that would need to be promoted in order to reach a maximum of people in the most 

efficient way. 

A good takeway for development institutions to bear in mind is careful study 

before choosing a community to implement agroecology. In Guapiruvú, it worked 

because the community was already quite strong so more eager to cooperate than 

can be other societies. Indeed, it was relinquished by public authorities for a long 
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time and had to resort to themselves to develop. Another characteristic was the 

presence of strong leadership within the Guapiruvú, that was able to carry out the 

project at first, to embody it until it became everyone’s. Having thus a stronghold 

where to develop, the original investment by an NGO is now being spilled out by the 

Brazilians themselves across many cooperatives and generations (three of the 

interviewees being quite old and one standing for the new generation). As it is 

already the case, the camponese-to-camponese movement is really effective as well, 

farmers being more likely to believe people in whom they trust. 

In order to complete this study, it could be interesting to ask farmers in Europe 

their feelings about the way agriculture is done now and how it links to their values. 

More precisely, asking them what are the solutions they envision in order to put those 

beliefs into practice in order for them to be happier. The Guapiruvú being strongly 

politicized, one could also try to isolate the benefits that emerge from the pure 

technical side of agroecology, setting aside the political and social dimensions so as 

to identify better the effects of agroecology on the well-being of farmers who practice 

it. 
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