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Farming Systems.Research Group Jay W. Artis

Farming Systems Research Position Paper No. 6

What is FSR as I see it?

Pr1mar1ly, it is an attempt to solve the "diffusion of new practlces"‘
problem in a way that is new - at least it is new to the Th1rd World development
commun1ty In contrast to other approaches, this new approach 1nvolves"“‘7

-A concern w1th ecolog1calkor agro ecologlcal homogenelty and 1nlsome

1nstances a concern for SOClO cultural and/or pol1t1cal adm1nlstrat1ve

homogenelty

-A concern w1th the whole farm household, or, at least w1th all the agri-
cultural productlon related activities of the members of the farm. household.
-A concern that the innovation to be introduced be-appropr1ate to the eco-
‘loglcal and the agro-value situation of the farm household (Agro value
system refers to that part of the household value system that is related

to agr1cu1tura1 act1v1ty choices.) This can mean a households"1n1t1ated
demand for agricultural research. (This aspect of "downstream" fSR has not
received much discussion in the literature.) |

-A concern that the fea51b111ty and value of the 1nnovatlon be demonstrated_
on the farm by the farm household (in the system u51ng system resources)
Thls 1s{the "research in the f1e1d" or "experlment on the farm" component‘
and assumes the ava11ab111ty of falrly sk111ed research personnel w1111ng
‘to work in the field, and the cooperatlon of the farm household 1n the o
research enterprise.

-A concern that national and international:("upstream") research agendaSj
reflect the research needs of the farm household and part1cu1ar1y, of the
farm household that produces 11tt1e or nothlng for the market.

-A concern that natlonal and internatlonal agricultural programs and

pollcles take 1nto account the needs of the small farm household.



What FSR is. not “as I see’ 1t.

lthough féhvreports and proposals often speak of helping farm families
to alrocate resources in a manner that takes 1nto account a11 the fam11y s
prior1t1es, 1n practice the pr1mary concern. has been w1th the economic aspects
of the family s agricultural activities, and the FSR analysis and program ‘Tecom-.
mendations have focused on the production, storage, and marketing of food and
fiber. If any more general analytical perspective 1s used it is’ usually a farm

management perspective.p The human "system" 1n FSR 1s the agr1cu1tura1 act1v1t1e<

part of the tota1 act1V1t1es of‘the farm family.

However, 1f the systems perspective tells us anyth1ng, 1t tells us that the
"knee bone" is 1ndeed "connected to the thigh bone'" and that success in increasing
yields or prof1ts, or any other changes in the agricultural activities sector of
the farm household system W111 have its 1mpact, its "ripple effect'" in other areas
of household and community behav1or. It»1s a commonplace finding in social sicence
research that an 1ncrease in ava11ab1e resources leads to behavior and value
changes. At the sub51stence‘1eve1,'even a very small increment in the family's
food supply or‘disposable income can open a large range of new possibilities, each
with some potential for behavior and value modification. An elderly Christian
gentleman 1n Uganda told me that the dev11 had come to his community on a. motor-
cycle, carrylng a portable radlo and a te1ev151on set. We may 1ntend only to

kincrease yields, but end up furnishing transport to fallen angels. ,ﬁfﬁf“nf

"What, then, are some of the areasl f development not taken 1nto account by

’current FSR approaches.
The first and most obv1ous 1s the area of nutritlon. if:ﬁéﬁ“cfdbs‘éféffo-'

be brought 1n, or. 1f new var1eties of currently grown crops are to be 1ntroduced,

fare they socially,lculturally ndiphy51olog1ca11y acceptable as part of the

'food supply? If y1e1ds are 1ncreased will they 1mprove nutrition in” the farm



household especlally among those age groups most in need, or w111 the 1ncreased
yields be sold with the cafh used to 1mprove the conditions of 11fe 1n other ‘
than nutritional areas? Or w1ll it be d1551pated from a nutr1t10na1 p01nt of
view, on amusements? Just as we need to know more about farm household dech'on
maklng in the agr1cu1tural productlon area, 'so also do we need to know more about‘”
declslon makfng 1n the budget allocation and consumptlon area,fi

The second 1s the area of family planning, or if we want to put it in
systems terms, we mlght call it systems member replacement fvery cont1nu1ng
system mustaprov1de for the replacement of its members and ultimately, for the_
balanc1ng between member needs and resources. Farmlng systems are, presumably, ,i;
not an exceptlon ‘to this rule, but statements of the FSR perspectlve and domaln’
do not mentlon this system characterlstlc.

~Related to the problem of member replacement is the problem of member train-
ing. Each new member in the system has to be taught the values and the behaviors
believed to be essential to successful system performance. In addition, if new
'values and/or behav1ors evolve in or are introduced from outside the system, often
‘new tra1n1ng procedures must be developed to br1ng the new behav1ors or values
,1nto the system. FSR programs, since they are an attempt to change farm practices,
}d° say something about procedures for re-educating the subject farmers currently
'infanvFSR project. Usually this procedure involves the training and introduction
into the subject farming.system, on a short term basis, of a new type of extension
{worker called a "farmlng systems economlst" or some such title. In addition, the
:FSR on the farm team almost always 1ncludes an agronomlst w1lllng and capable of
worklng on the problems of the small farm, but 11ttle is sa1d about any special
training or retraining he may require. Also, some‘of the FSR llterature recognizes
that research station staff will have to be’retrained to be sensitive to the

interests and problems of the small, nonlcommercial'farmer; All other retraining


http:decis.on

ri4r

efforts,‘lncludlng those necessary to the long. term contlnuatlon of the FSR

‘are presumbl)’ delegate ”to the enstmg ext"’ nsion

serv1ce, although noth1ng 1s sa1d as to ho, ‘the members of the serv1ce are to be.

tra1ned for thlS task

- Like tralnlng, health is also a maJor factor related to farmlng system per-f

formance. System members must be ma1nta1ned at ablevel of health that w1ll allow

them to perform system roles. Thls 1s,?yf course;vrelated to nutrltlon,_as I have,
' mentloned above. However, 1t is" also related to the way ‘in wh1ch the system makes
resource allocatlon dec151ons about health n'eds., alntalnlng the health of the
system member, and partlcularlykof the femaleysystem member, is often a low.

priority in thefallocation system.

Other areas could be mentloned For example, farmlng systems have to devote

energy to such polltlcal processes as settllng dlsputes ma1nta1n1ng boundarles,
interpreting tradltlonal rules and the llke and to a w1de var1ety of c1v1c and
religious ceremonlal r1tual, and celebration behaviors. Whlle, perhaps these
are somewhat remote from the central agricultural production concerns of FSR, they
are integral parts of the,system context of FSR., Taking them 1nto account could,

conceivably, increase the«probability of a successful FSR-intervention.

FSR and Sociology

So far as I am aware, sociologists have been 11ttle 1nvolved in the current
approach to farming systems research. They were heav1ly involved in the u. S p
farming systems research of the 1930s and '40s, but that differed in manyﬁsrgi
nificant respects from the current FSR approach. | s

Obviously I believe, from what I have wr1tten above, that socloloéy haswa
kcontrlbutlon to make: to assess and hopefully, to pred1ct the 1mpact of the FSR
ilnterventlon on social structuru and on the relatlonshlp between values and soc1al

structure 1) within the farmlng system and ’) between the farmlng system and the

larger system contexts within which it operates.
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Soc1ologlsts have for many years used systems approaches to the study of a
great var1ety of human groups from natlonal systems to small groups 1n laboratory
51tuat10ns.. Thus the concept of system, with its problems of equ111br1um mech-\
anisms and 1ts teleologlcal explanat1on of human behav1or, 1s famlllar to them._\

Also, a rev1val of 1nterest in the ecologlcal systems approach to the study

of social groups 1s occur1ng 1n the d1sc1p11ne, probably as a consequenee of the

1ncreased 1nterest 1n energy and resource conservatlon. Thls analytlcal frameworx

fits very n1cely w1th the FSR 1dea of recommendatlon zones and household food

production relatlonshlps.

Related to thlS is the grow1ng interest in the technology populatlon resource

relationship, and the way in whlch social movements have emerged and have attempted
to affect this relationship. There are many parallels 1n thlS research to the e
interests and processes involved in FSR.

Needs from other disciplines

First, we need a’sufficient opportunity to exchange views»about areas of
mutual concern. Every discipline represents a particular Qay of viewing the world
and, to use Veblen's phrase, a "trained incapacity"lto‘viewvit in any other way.
To overcome this trained incapacity, we have got to have many opportunities to ,
learn each other's perspectives and vocabulary, and a tolerant view of the probable
usefulness of the other person's discipline, at least until proved otherwise.

~Second, we need an opportunity to work together "in the field" on a problem
of mutually agreed importance. Communication around a table is valuable and can
solve many inter-disciplinary difficulties, but the ability to communicate in the
Zfield?so‘asgto_sOlve a problem isvthe final test of any multidisciplinary‘or‘inter-

_disciplinarybapproach;



