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ABSTRACT 

In the far north of Sweden, there exists a small agricultural community 

of farmers. Currently, these farmers are on the outskirts of the global 

agricultural industry, but soon, they will probably be placed at the 

forefront of worldwide food and lumber production. This prediction 

emanates from the fact that climate change is currently about to trans-

form the subarctic landscape, which may revolutionize the precondi-

tions for the agriculture industry in northern Sweden. Already by the 

turn of the next century, research indicates that the subarctic regions 

of the world could have become new agricultural frontiers with a con-

siderably renewed capacity for agricultural production. 

If these environmental changes occur, it will undoubtedly entail 

several educational challenges for the farmers of northern Sweden, as 

they inevitably must begin to redevelop their local knowledge and un-

derstanding of their different farmlands. However, there is a signifi-

cant lack of educational research that has explored how farmers learn 

and redevelop their local knowledge and understanding of their differ-

ent farmlands in their everyday lives, especially in the geographical 

context of northern Sweden. Fundamentally, this doctoral thesis seeks 

to explore and address this research gap. 

The objective of the research endeavour is to explore, describe, 

and understand how farmers in northern Sweden learn and redevelop 

their local land knowledge in their everyday lives. In doing so, the doc-

toral thesis seeks to facilitate and support the continuous redevelop-

ment of a sustainable and climate change resilient agricultural indus-

try within the subarctic region of Norrbotten in northern Sweden. The 

following research questions have informed and guided the practical 

implementation of the research endeavour: What learning practices 

and experiences do farmers emphasize and describe as educationally 

significant within their learning process by which they learn and rede-

velop their local land knowledge? What characterizes the learning pro-

cess by which farmers learn and redevelop their local land knowledge? 

How may farmers’ lifelong environmental learning be facilitated and 

supported in times of climate change? 
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To fulfil this research objective, the doctoral thesis methodologi-

cally employs a qualitative narrative inquiry based on 30 interviews 

with 14 different farmers. Theoretically, the doctoral thesis also draws 

upon John Dewey’s theoretical framework of experiential learning.  

The empirical results show that the farmers’ lifelong environmen-

tal learning process is grounded in the three interrelated learning 

practices of sensing, storying, and shaping the land. Conceptually, the 

learning practice of sensing the land is argued to mirror Dewey's con-

cept of aesthetic experience. The learning practice of storying the land 

is reasoned to resemble Dewey's reflective experience of analytical 

thinking. And the learning practice of shaping the land is proposed to 

echo Dewey's reflective experience of trial and error. Together, these 

results then suggest that the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning 

process is characterized by an integration of body and mind, as well as 

a deep embeddedness within different geographical contexts and local 

agricultural communities. In the context of climate change, supporting 

farmers’ lifelong environmental learning is therefore argued to require 

strengthening their sensory engagement with their local natural envi-

ronments, fostering their ability to exchange and reflect upon various 

kinds of environmental and agricultural experiences within their local 

agricultural communities, and enhancing their capacity for diverse 

forms of on-farm experimentation.  

 

KEYWORDS: Farmer, Farmers Education, Farmers Learning, Life-

long Learning, Environmental Learning, Experiential Learning, Out-

door Learning, Outdoor Education, Northern Sweden 
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FOREWORD 

With the completion of this doctoral thesis, a long and eventful aca-

demic and personal journey is now finally ending. During the last few 

years, I have had the incredible opportunity to meet many inspiring 

people from all over the world, and I have also had the chance to think 

long and hard about what it truly means to learn from the land as a 

farmer in the far north of Sweden. I have had the great joy of working 

with reading and writing books, while also having the opportunity to 

explore the gorgeous Swedish taiga. Throughout the years, I have trav-

elled countless kilometres on remote country roads to meet different 

farmers who live and work on seemingly remote farmsteads deep in-

side the beautiful woodlands of northern Sweden. And despite the 

sometimes lonely and monotonous tasks of countryside driving and 

thesis writing, I have continuously felt a profound sense of exploration 

throughout this research project. And in many ways, this academic 

pursuit has deeply changed me as a person. My doctoral studies have 

been a time of much academic and personal growth, and I will treasure 

this experience for the rest of my life.  

However, research is never truly a solitary pursuit. All scientific 

endeavours are always launched and conducted within different aca-

demic contexts and communities, and the completion of this doctoral 

thesis would not have been possible without the help and support of 

many different individuals and organizations. Without the following 

people, groups, and institutions, I would simply not have been able to 

conquer and overcome the many personal and academic struggles that 

have followed me throughout this research project.  

First and foremost, I would like to thank all the different people 

that I hold near and dear in my life. Without their precious love and 

support, I would not have been able to endure the long, lonely, and 

sometimes also tedious process of writing a doctoral thesis. As you 

might know, life can take many twists and turns, and it has been inval-

uable to have had them tirelessly loving and supporting at my side.  

Secondly, I would like to express my sincerest gratitude for the 

support given by my academic supervisors, Anna Öqvist, Caroline 
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Graeske, and Anna-Karin Gullberg. Likewise, I would also like to ex-

press my highest appreciation for my external examiners and review-

ers, Gunnar Jonsson, Eila Jeronen, and Cecilia Bjursell. Without their 

academic wisdom and guidance, this doctoral thesis would not have 

been able to reach the same level of quality it has today and would un-

doubtedly also have consisted of hundreds more pages. Everyone who 

embarks on the adventure of pursuing a doctorate degree needs guides 

on their journey, and I am very pleased and honoured to have had 

them on my adventure. 

Thirdly, I would also like to acknowledge all the different organi-

zations and institutions that have made this research project possible. 

Without the formal and financial support of Luleå University of Tech-

nology, NorrlandsNavet, and The Kamprad Family Foundation for En-

trepreneurship, Research, and Charity, this doctoral thesis and all my 

other publications (Johansson 2023; Johansson & Lundqvist Jones 

2026) would not simply have been possible and seen the light of day. 

Few have received the honour to be able to pursue a doctorate degree, 

and I will forever be grateful that they decided to support and believe 

in me early on in my academic career. 

Fourthly, I would like to express my deepest appreciation for the 

support and feedback given to me by the various researchers, scholars, 

and practitioners belonging to the Life History and Biography Net-

work within the European Society for Research on the Education of 

Adults (ESREA), the Research Forum for Outdoor and Environmental 

Education at Linköping University, and the Swedish National Network 

for Promoting Outdoor-Based Learning (Utenavet). Without their en-

thusiasm, eagerness, and thoughtful feedback regarding my research 

project, my ongoing inspiration and drive to continuously conduct this 

doctoral thesis would, for sure, not have been the same and as reward-

ing and enjoyable as it has been throughout the years.  

Fifthly, I would also like to thank all the different farmers who 

have wholeheartedly participated in my research project. Without 

their inspiring openness, kindness, and hospitality, this doctoral thesis 

and all its produced insights would not simply exist. The knowledge, 

wisdom, and histories they carry about their lands in the far north of 
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Sweden are nothing else than remarkable. It has been my greatest 

pleasure to meet all of them, and they have left such a mark on my 

mind and heart that I have considered writing another book capturing 

all my different travels and our many profound and meaningful en-

counters. However, I wish them nothing but the best in the exciting 

future that lies ahead. The natural landscape in the far north of Swe-

den is on the verge of changing, and they will undoubtedly be at the 

forefront of the worldwide quest to overcome the pressing environ-

mental and agricultural issues and challenges caused by climate 

change. To some degree, they could thus be perceived and regarded 

both as the future and the solution to the current environmental crisis, 

and I believe it is now time for them to get the support and acknowl-

edgment that they need and deserve from the wider society.  

Sixthly, I also wish to express my heartfelt gratitude to my beloved 

mother, Annika Johansson, who painted the cover image depicting the 

landscape of northern Sweden. For me, the painting serves as a re-

minder of the many country roads, deep inside the Swedish taiga, I 

travelled throughout the course of this research project. 

And finally, I wish that you, the reader, who has stumbled upon 

this doctoral thesis, will find the peace and the answers that your heart, 

mind, and soul are searching for. If you cannot find them in this book, 

I sincerely hope that you find them elsewhere. What it means to learn 

from the land is such a profound question that permeates not only ed-

ucational endeavours like this, but also social, theological, spiritual, 

biological, and psychological ones. Sometimes, you might need to 

search wide and long before you reach your destination. But hopefully, 

this doctoral thesis will take you one step further on your quest and 

journey. Peace be with you!   

 

Niklas Johansson  

Linköping, May 2026 
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Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

In the far north of Sweden, there exists a small agricultural commu-

nity of farmers (Jonasson 2020; Jonsson 2023). Currently, these 

farmers are on the outskirts of the global agricultural industry, but 

soon, they will probably be placed at the forefront of worldwide food 

and lumber production. This prediction emanates from the fact that 

climate change is currently about to transform the subarctic land-

scape and revolutionize the preconditions for the local agricultural in-

dustry (Altdorff et al. 2022; Unc et al. 2021). Already by the turn of 

the next century, prior research indicates that the subarctic regions of 

the world could have become new agricultural frontiers with a re-

newed capacity for agricultural production (Unc et al. 2021). 

If these environmental changes occur, it will undoubtedly entail 

several educational challenges for the farmers of northern Sweden, as 

they inevitably must redevelop their local knowledge and understand-

ing of their different farmlands (Reidsma et al. 2010; Wiréhn 2018; 

Neset et al. 2019b). However, there is a significant lack of educational 

research that has explored how farmers learn and redevelop their lo-

cal knowledge and understanding of their different farmlands in their 

everyday lives, especially in the far north of Sweden (Quinn & 

Halfacre 2014; Šūmane et al. 2018; Garavito-Bermúdez 2016). Fun-

damentally, this doctoral thesis explores and addresses this research 

gap by narratively examining and investigating the lifelong environ-

mental learning of farmers in the Swedish region of Norrbotten. 

The purpose of this introductory chapter is to outline and de-

scribe this emerging picture and make an argument for why educa-

tional research on the subject is highly relevant and needed in con-

temporary times. The chapter begins by outlining the broader agricul-

tural context, the underlying agricultural challenges following climate 
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change, and the existing research gap. Lastly, the research aim is pre-

sented, followed by an outline of the overall thesis structure.  

AGRICULTURAL CONTEXT 

This study has been launched within the Swedish subarctic region of 

Norrbotten, which might be one of the most alluring and fascinating 

places in the world from an agricultural perspective (McCannon 

2012). This is because the region experiences extended snow cover 

and limited daylight during its winter months, which significantly 

constrain the local agricultural production (Jonsson 2023). The re-

gion lies near the Arctic Circle and encompasses vast expanses of deep 

coniferous forests, roaring rivers, and rolling mountains. And every 

autumn, when the days become shorter and the first snowfall arrives 

on the ground, this vast and rugged landscape falls into hibernation 

and does not wake up for six long months. For about half a year, the 

landscape rests beneath thick layers of snow and ice while the dark 

and frigid polar nights pass by. But when the days become longer and 

warmer, and spring finally arrives, the landscape then eventually 

wakes up and begins to exuberate with life. And for about three short 

summer months, when the sun barely sets, the landscape never rests 

before it once again falls asleep next autumn. Managing this harsh, 

intense, and rugged natural environment makes the farmers of 

Norrbotten geographically unique from an agricultural perspective. 

Nowhere else in the world is agriculture1 currently practiced as far 

north as the region of Norrbotten (Jonasson 2020; Röös et al. 2016).  

Historically, agriculture was first established in Norrbotten 

around the late Bronze Age (Sjögren & Arntzen 2013), and nowadays, 

there are about one thousand farmers, of whom 40 percent are fe-

male, who live and work in the region, especially along the somewhat 

fertile coastline of the Bothnian Bay (Jonasson 2020; Jonsson 2023). 

Economically, they account for roughly 1 percent of Sweden’s total ag-

ricultural production, although their economic and productive share 

 
1 Within this doctoral thesis, the term agriculture will take on a broad and 
comprehensive meaning as the Swedish word ‘lantbruk’. It will denote farm-
ing in the sense of both forestry, crop production, and grass cultivation.    
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has slowly shrunk and gradually declined in recent decades due to var-

ious economic and demographic changes (Jonasson 2020). 

The farmers of Norrbotten are also overwhelmingly concerned 

with animal husbandry, and particularly pastoralism, focused on 

dairy and cattle production (Jonasson 2020; Jonsson 2023). They 

mainly manage Swedish Red-Browed Cattle, Swedish Lowland Cattle, 

and Swedish Kullig Boskap (Jonsson 2023), and their yearly turnover 

currently roughly equates to 170 million Swedish Krona (Jonasson 

2020). The few fields that exist throughout the region are thus natu-

rally mainly used for ley farming and pastures for different kinds of 

herds of cattle, although small-scale grain and crop cultivation can 

also be found in a few places (County of Norrbotten 2023; Jonasson 

2020; Jonsson 2023). Notably, only 0,4 percent of the entire land area 

of Norrbotten consists of crop fields (Blix Germundsson 2020). 

However, the most significant revenue source for the farmers of 

Norrbotten is arguably their forests (Normark 2024), which predom-

inantly consist of Norway Spruce, Scots Pine, Silver Birch, and Downy 

Birch (Portin et al. 2013). In Sweden, about half of all forest lands are 

owned by family enterprises (Normark 2024), and in Norrbotten, 

roughly 80 percent of all farmers have historically owned more than 

100 hectares of forests (Höglin 1998). Hence, agriculture and forestry 

have thus historically often been regarded as one coherent and unified 

form of agricultural practice called ‘lantbruk’ (Normark 2024; Wal-

denström 2022). Considering the existence of this local notion, this 

doctoral thesis will thus pay no particular attention to the specific lo-

cal natural environment that the farmers’ lifelong environmental 

learning process encompasses and concerns. 

AGRICULTURAL CHALLENGES 

Although Norrbotten is already among the most difficult and chal-

lenging regions in the world to practice and conduct agriculture 

within, due to its subarctic climate, the local farming practice is un-

fortunately also predicted to become even more arduous and demand-

ing in the upcoming decades. Nowadays, the farmers of Norrbotten 

are increasingly confronted with the daunting reality that their local 
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knowledge and understanding of their different farmlands might be-

come outdated and obsolete as the immense forces of climate change 

slowly begin to transform the outlines of the subarctic landscape 

(Meredith et al. 2019). These predictions have thus recently given rise 

to a growing uncertainty regarding what a sustainable local agricul-

tural industry in Norrbotten might look like in the future.  

In one sense, climate change may revolutionize the preconditions 

for subarctic agriculture (Unc et al. 2021; Klöffel et al. 2022). The 

rapid warming of the boreal regions will probably cause new weather 

patterns and ecosystems to emerge, likely transforming the vast, bo-

real landmass into fertile, arable lands (Altdorff et al. 2022; King et 

al. 2018; Unc et al. 2021; Wiréhn 2018). The increase in annual tem-

perature and precipitation is thought to prolong the local growing sea-

son, enable more harvests, and increase yield productivity2 (Nainggo-

lan et al. 2023; Juhola et al. 2017), and such a development would 

arguably bring tremendous business opportunities for the farmers of 

Norrbotten (Altdorff et al. 2022; Unc et al. 2021). When the boreal 

landmass changes, northern Sweden might, for instance, emerge as 

an excellent ground for crop production, mainly because the region is 

thought to hold millions of acres of ‘untouched’ soils rich in different 

substances and minerals beneficial for farming (Altdorff et al. 2022; 

Unc et al. 2021). Already by the turn of the next century, scholars pre-

dict that the subarctic regions of the world could have become new 

global agricultural frontiers, with the potential and capacity to pro-

vide for millions of people (Unc et al. 2021). Hence, Norrbotten might 

thus soon become an agriculturally important place globally, as schol-

arly predictions reveal more positive effects in this region than else-

where following the environmental transformations caused by cli-

mate change (Neset et al. 2019a; Olesen et al. 2011; Rötter et al. 2012).  

However, in another sense, an increase in annual temperature 

and precipitation might also bring an improved and elevated risk of 

pest and weed infestations  (Fogelfors et al. 2009; Uleberg et al. 2014), 

revved phenological development (Kristensen et al. 2010; Peltonen-

 
2 Other studies that also describe and discuss the benefits for Nordic agricul-
ture following climate change are, for instance, Bindi and Olesen (2011), Fo-
gelfors et al. (2009), and Uleberg et al. (2014). 
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Sainio et al. 2010), tricky and challenging conditions for tilling (Fo-

gelfors et al. 2009), sowing (Hakala et al. 2012; Uleberg et al. 2014), 

and harvesting (Larsson et al. 2013), as well as an increased risks of 

soil deterioration and nutrient leaching (Eckersten et al. 2008; 

Jeppesen et al. 2010), and different kinds of yield losses due to in-

creased climate irregularity3 (Rötter et al. 2012). The benefits of, for 

instance, a prolonged growing season might thus become cancelled in 

the future by an increase in challenging and difficult agricultural con-

ditions throughout the various farming cycles. In other words, it is not 

entirely clear and obvious that the farmers of Norrbotten will be able 

to benefit from the environmental changes caused by climate change.  

But overall, the local agricultural industry in Norrbotten could, 

nonetheless, be seen as having some potential to capitalize on the en-

vironmental changes linked to climate change in the upcoming dec-

ades. However, as previous studies have highlighted, realizing this po-

tential will probably require substantial learning among farmers and 

their local agricultural communities (Reidsma et al. 2010; Wiréhn 

2018; Neset et al. 2019b). Hence, it is now arguably vital for the farm-

ers of Norrbotten to begin to engage in the practice of lifelong envi-

ronmental learning to redevelop their local knowledge and under-

standing of their different farmlands so that they can manage and 

overcome the development of a new natural landscape in the far north 

of Sweden. And to succeed in this educational quest is undoubtedly of 

tremendous social significance, both locally and globally.  

Farming is unquestionably the foundation of human civilization 

(Tauger 2021), and the food security of humankind undoubtedly rests 

upon local farmers' ability and capacity to know and understand how 

to manage and take care of their different farmlands4 (Abdul Mumin 

& Abdulai 2022). Within the context of Norrbotten, local food security 

is currently also an especially pressing and worrying social issue 

(Jonsson 2023). The region is infamously known as a net importer of 

 
3 The agricultural challenges that may follow from climate change within the 
Nordic countries have also recently been outlined by Marttila et al. (2005), 
Maracchi et al. (2005), and Wivstad (2010). 
4 The social significance of agriculture has recently also been stressed by 
Shikuku and Melesse (2020), Song et al. (2018), and Zheng et al. (2020). 
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agricultural goods, and over the last few decades, this situation has 

unfortunately also slowly become increasingly aggravated and wors-

ened (Röös et al. 2016). At the turn of the millennium, Norrbotten was 

about 50 percent self-sufficient, and today, the level of self-sufficiency 

has dropped to just over 20 percent (County of Norrbotten 2023). 

Hence, enabling the farmers of Norrbotten to capitalize on the envi-

ronmental transformations following climate change is thus of the 

greatest importance and prominence locally since it might become a 

matter of survival for both the local society and the local agricultural 

businesses (Jonsson 2023). Fundamentally, this is an issue that 

unites both entrepreneurial, educational, and agricultural goals, vi-

sions, and interests. Simply put, without local food security, the sub-

arctic region of Norrbotten cannot further survive, thrive, and expand 

in the future, which undoubtedly would be devastating, both socially 

and economically, for the various local rural communities. 

RESEARCH GAP 

Nowadays, scientific knowledge is frequently recognized as the most 

valuable resource for the continuous redevelopment of a competitive, 

sustainable, and resilient agricultural industry worldwide (Cooreman 

et al. 2018; Waldenström 2022). As a response to the different educa-

tional challenges currently facing the worldwide agricultural industry, 

there has thus recently emerged a call for educational studies that 

seek to explore the lifelong learning of farmers (Lacoste et al. 2022). 

In particular, educational studies that focus on the development of 

farmers' local knowledge and understanding of their different farm-

lands are increasingly becoming perceived and regarded as funda-

mental assets in the ongoing quest to develop the capacity and climate 

change resilience of the modern agricultural industry (Grubbström & 

Joosse 2021; Bendfeldt et al. 2021; Gliessman 2018).  

The main reason for this call for research orbits around the fact 

that farmers’ practical wisdom fundamentally builds upon their abil-

ity and capacity to read and understand their different farmlands 

(Lindblom & Lundström 2014; Nerbonne & Lentz 2003; Nitsch 

2009). Farmlands are undoubtedly more than physical spaces for 
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crop and plant cultivation (Quinn & Halfacre 2014). They are also 

meaningful places embedded with intricate webs of natural and agri-

cultural histories (Quinn & Halfacre 2014). To be able to know what 

to do in different agricultural phases and cycles, farmers must thus 

unquestionably have a deep sense of how different natural and agri-

cultural processes commonly unfold and interconnect on their differ-

ent farmlands (Lindblom & Lundström 2014; Nitsch 2009; Šūmane 

et al. 2018). At its core, farming fundamentally “requires interpreting 

current conditions in the context of changes that have occurred over 

decades or centuries and balancing short-term and small-scale objec-

tives against long-term and broadscale goals” (Dale et al. 2012:1118). 

This is because ecosystems tend to change both with regard to natural 

parameters and the intensification of different agricultural practices 

(Küster 2004). This local land knowledge is essentially what consti-

tutes the ‘map’ through which different farmers navigate their local 

agricultural practices in their everyday lives (Lindblom & Lundström 

2014; Nerbonne & Lentz 2003; Nitsch 2009). Consequently, farmers’ 

local knowledge and understanding of their different farmlands could 

thus, arguably, be considered to be a paramount component of all 

kinds of agricultural practices (Šūmane et al. 2018). This is, for in-

stance, reflected in the fact that farmers commonly report in various 

studies that their local knowledge and understanding of their various 

farmlands are what they value and rely on the most in their everyday 

practice5 (Šūmane et al. 2018; Wood et al. 2014). Prior research, 

therefore, commonly recognizes farmers' local knowledge and under-

standing of their different farmlands as one of the most valuable and 

significant educational resources in the continuous redevelopment of 

the modern agricultural industry worldwide (Šūmane et al. 2018).  

However, how farmers continuously learn and redevelop their lo-

cal knowledge and understanding of their different farmlands in their 

everyday lives is currently not very well known from an educational 

perspective (Quinn & Halfacre 2014; Šūmane et al. 2018). Educa-

tional studies focusing on farmers’ lifelong environmental learning 

 
5 This is a common observation in previous research on farmers’ lifelong 
learning and has, for instance, also been noted by Dargan and Harris (2010), 
Fonte (2008), and Lyon et al. (2011). 
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process are today notably scarce and limited. There is an abundance 

of interdisciplinary studies that have sought to address and investi-

gate farmers’ lifelong learning and education from different perspec-

tives6. But very few educational studies, if any, have so far sought to 

systematically compile the contemporary body of research on farmers’ 

lifelong learning and empirically explore the learning process through 

which farmers cultivate and develop their local land knowledge in 

their everyday lives, especially in the geographical context of northern 

Sweden. Fundamentally, this doctoral thesis seeks to address and ex-

plore this research gap. 

RESEARCH AIM 

The objective of this doctoral thesis is to explore, describe, and under-

stand how farmers in northern Sweden learn and redevelop their local 

land knowledge in their everyday lives. In doing so, this doctoral the-

sis seeks to facilitate and support the continuous redevelopment of a 

sustainable and climate change resilient agricultural industry within 

the subarctic region of Norrbotten in northern Sweden. The following 

research questions have informed and guided the practical implemen-

tation of the research endeavour. 

 

• What learning practices and experiences do farmers describe as ed-

ucationally significant within their learning process by which they 

learn and redevelop their local land knowledge? 

• What characterizes the learning process by which farmers learn and 

redevelop their local land knowledge?  

• How may farmers’ lifelong environmental learning be facilitated and 

supported in times of climate change? 

 
6 Although previous interdisciplinary studies on farmers' lifelong learning 
have a distinct educational focus, they often lack a traditional educational 
theoretical framework. Few studies on the subject have sought to analyse and 
discuss farmers' lifelong learning through the theoretical lens of educational 
theory. This must, arguably, be addressed in order to further advance the 
contemporary understanding of the lifelong learning of farmers.  
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THESIS STRUCTURE 

Following this introductory chapter, this doctoral thesis is rhetorically 

divided into seven different chapters, each addressing the different 

components collectively forming this research endeavour.  

Chapter two presents the research background. It begins by out-

lining the historical trends and patterns within the formal, non-for-

mal, and informal education of farmers. Next, it critically discusses 

different conceptualizations of farmers’ local knowledge and under-

standing of their different farmlands and defines the applied concept 

of local land knowledge. Thereafter, it outlines farmers’ lifelong envi-

ronmental learning as an interdisciplinary field of research situated at 

the intersection of the two educational subfields of lifelong learning 

and environmental learning. Finally, the chapter reviews previous re-

search on farmers’ lifelong learning and contrasts it with prior re-

search within the educational subfield of environmental learning.  

Chapter three outlines the theoretical framework. It begins by de-

scribing John Dewey’s educational framework of experiential learning 

and its philosophical positioning, followed by a critical examination 

of its theoretical limitations and relevance within this doctoral thesis.  

Chapter four outlines the applied research methodology. It starts 

by describing the philosophical positioning of the research endeavour, 

the narrative research design, and narratives as empirical data. There-

after, it introduces the group of research participants and explains 

how the methodological process of data production, transcription, 

analysis, and representation has been carried out in practice. Finally, 

the chapter addresses ethical considerations relevant to the applied 

study and critically discusses researcher bias.  

Chapter five presents and analyses the results of the narrative in-

quiry. The focus is on how the farmers describe and convey their life-

long environmental learning process, with particular attention to 

which learning practices and experiences they emphasize and de-

scribe as especially educationally significant. Fundamentally, the em-

pirical results show that the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning 

process is grounded in the three interrelated learning practices of 

sensing, storying, and shaping the land. 
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Chapter six discusses the results of the research endeavour. The 

chapter mainly focuses on what characterizes the learning process 

through which farmers learn and redevelop their local land knowledge 

in their everyday lives, and on how their lifelong environmental learn-

ing process may be facilitated and supported in times of climate 

change. Moreover, the chapter also outlines how the results theoreti-

cally contribute to the research field on farmers' lifelong environmen-

tal learning and inform the development of formal agricultural edu-

cation. Lastly, the chapter also gives suggestions for further research. 

Chapter seven finally concludes the doctoral thesis by offering a 

concise summary in Swedish of the research endeavour. Following the 

Swedish summary, the doctoral thesis also includes a comprehensive 

bibliography of all referenced literature and an appendix encompass-

ing a conceptual illustration of the data analysis. 
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Chapter II 

BACKGROUND 

 

 

 

 

 

This second chapter aims to provide the background of the research 

endeavour. Specifically, the chapter begins by outlining the historical 

trends and patterns within the formal, non-formal, and informal ed-

ucation of farmers. Next, it critically discusses different theoretical 

conceptualizations of farmers’ local knowledge and understanding of 

their different farmlands. Thereafter, it outlines farmers’ lifelong en-

vironmental learning as an interdisciplinary field of research situated 

at the intersection of the educational subfields of lifelong learning and 

environmental learning. Lastly, the chapter presents the main empir-

ical and theoretical insights emanating from previous interdiscipli-

nary research on farmers’ lifelong learning and former inquiries 

within the educational subfield of environmental learning. 

EDUCATION OF FARMERS 

The education of farmers has traditionally encompassed both infor-

mal, non-formal, and formal learning processes. To situate the study 

phenomena of farmers’ lifelong environmental learning within its 

broader social and educational contexts, this section thus seeks to out-

line the key historical trends, patterns, and conditions that have 

shaped the contemporary system surrounding the lifelong learning 

and education of farmers, particularly within the context of Sweden. 

In doing so, this section highlights how historical shifts in agricultural 

policy and education have influenced the lifelong learning of farmers 

over time. Taken together, this examination then establishes a solid 

foundation for analysing the complexities of farmers’ lifelong environ-

mental learning within contemporary times.   
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INFORMAL EDUCATION OF FARMERS 

Historically, the education of farmers in Sweden has primarily relied 

on informal modes of learning (Augère-Granier 2017; Grubbström & 

Joosse 2021). The main way that the education of farmers has tran-

spired throughout history is through the educational practice of pass-

ing down local environmental and agricultural knowledge from one 

generation of agriculturalists to the next. In practice, this has mainly 

occurred through different forms of agricultural apprenticeships and 

intergenerational knowledge exchanges within different farming fam-

ilies (Grubbström & Joosse 2021). And today, this form of informal 

learning still plays a central role in how modern farmers learn and 

continuously redevelop their professional competence and knowledge 

of their different farmlands (Grubbström & Joosse 2021). Studies 

have estimated that approximately 70 percent of all Swedish farmers 

have acquired their professional competence and knowledge through 

different forms of informal learning within their different farming 

families (Augère-Granier 2017). Only about 20 percent of Swedish 

farmers are estimated to have completed full agricultural training, in 

the sense of at least two years of full-time study undertaken after com-

pulsory schooling at an agricultural college (Augère-Granier 2017). 

However, the long-standing tradition of informal learning within the 

Swedish agricultural industry is today becoming progressively under 

pressure, as the demographic composition of the Swedish farming 

population is becoming increasingly unbalanced.  

Currently, one out of three farmers in Europe are over the age of 

65 and is thus likely to retire within the upcoming decade (European 

Union 2016), and a similar situation can also be observed all over 

Sweden. Almost 70 percent of all Swedish farmers are older than 50 

(Antman et al. 2015), and more than 30 percent are also over the na-

tional retirement age of 65 (Grubbström & Joosse 2021). Presently, 

only 4,6 percent of Swedish farmers are younger than 34 years old, 

and just 15,4 percent of the farming population is below the age of 44 

(Grubbström & Joosse 2021). This unbalanced demography within 

the agricultural industry has led to the so-called 'young farmer prob-

lem' (Zagata & Sutherland 2015; Hamilton et al. 2015; Eistrup et al. 

2019), which recently has received a lot of attention from both 



 

13 

policymakers and researchers worldwide (Burton & Fischer 2015; 

Joosse & Grubbström 2017; Carolan 2018; Valliant et al. 2019). In a 

nutshell, the young farmer problem refers to the fact that the rapidly 

aging farming population creates difficulties for younger people to en-

ter and be successful within the agricultural industry due to high eco-

nomic costs, low profitability, and social barriers (Zagata & Suther-

land 2015; Hamilton et al. 2015; Eistrup et al. 2019). And one of the 

most significant social barriers for young farmers is their access to in-

formal education. Approximately 92 percent of all Swedish farmers 

are estimated to have received and redeveloped their professional 

competence and knowledge through informal modes of learning 

within their different farming families and local agricultural commu-

nities (Grubbström & Joosse 2021; Errington & Lodbley 2002). Con-

sequently, the professional competence and knowledge of more expe-

rienced agriculturalists are thus at risk of soon being lost within the 

Swedish agricultural industry if new forms of intergenerational learn-

ing cannot soon be established (Waldenström 2022). Within the sub-

arctic region of Norrbotten, this educational situation may also be es-

pecially pressing. This is because, for instance, the number of dairy 

farms in the region is rapidly declining by 7,4 percent annually, mak-

ing scholars predict there might only be a handful of farmsteads left 

by the year 2050 (Jonasson 2020; Jonsson 2023). Overall, this sug-

gests that while informal and intergenerational modes of learning 

have been the backbone of the lifelong learning and education of 

farmers in Sweden for a long time, contemporary demographic shifts 

and changes are now threatening this continuity, underscoring the ur-

gent need for new modes of farmers' learning. 

 

NON-FORMAL EDUCATION OF FARMERS 

Although informal modes of learning historically have been the most 

normative means of education within the agricultural industry, non-

formal modes of learning have also, for a long time, shaped the edu-

cation of farmers. A key example of non-formal education within the 

Swedish agricultural context is the practice of agricultural extension, 

which has been an integral part of different agricultural development 
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programs all over the world for several decades (Adu et al. 2022). Ag-

ricultural extension programs have recently become regarded as an 

essential educational means for fostering both productivity and sus-

tainability across the global agricultural industry (United Nations 

2012; Cooreman et al. 2018). This is mainly because the agricultural 

enterprise is increasingly becoming perceived to be underpinned by 

complex socio-ecological systems deeply shaped and formed by the 

interplay between biophysical and social factors (Valley et al. 2017). 

In Sweden, the current agricultural extension system is today 

built and connected to the European Agricultural Knowledge and In-

novation System (AKIS), which basically could be described as a su-

pranational policy framework for agricultural development embed-

ded within the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) of the European 

Union (Augère-Granier 2017; Movchan & Komisarenko 2019). This 

practically means that the Swedish agricultural extension system to-

day consists of an intricate mix of small consultancy firms, large advi-

sory organisations with regional presence, and public authorities, 

such as the Swedish Board of Agriculture and the County Administra-

tive Boards7 (Blix Germundsson 2020). Following recent policy re-

forms, regional knowledge centres and so-called ‘green clusters’ have 

also been established all over Sweden (Blix Germundsson 2020). Fun-

damentally, these establishments aim to stimulate agricultural devel-

opment in areas such as animal production, environmental sustaina-

bility, business management, and digitalization, while also strength-

ening the linkages between the agri-food sector and the broader inno-

vation system (Blix Germundsson 2020). Overall, the primary focus 

of the contemporary Swedish agricultural extension system is thus on 

the development of a sustainable agricultural industry and on the ad-

aptation to market-oriented conditions (Gielen & Nyström; Blix Ger-

mundsson 2020). However, historically, the emphasis has also been 

on increasing the national agricultural production levels through, for 

instance, different forms of industrialization initiatives (Gielen & Nys-

tröm; Blix Germundsson 2020). 

 
7 More precise and comprehensive typologies or classifications of agricultural 
extension services and initiatives can, for instance, also be found in Nettle et 
al. (2022) and Davis (2008). 
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From an educational perspective, agricultural extension initia-

tives have historically employed a wide range of different educational 

approaches. The most common educational strategies include, for in-

stance, on-farm demonstrations (Ingram et al. 2018), farmer discus-

sion groups (Knook et al. 2018; Nettle et al. 2022), and ‘model farm-

ers’ (Franzel et al. 2013; Taylor & Bhasme 2018). However, in the last 

few years, information and communication technologies have also 

slowly become an increasingly important means for education within 

the agricultural extension systems globally (Kelly et al. 2017; Paudi et 

al. 2022; Sanga et al. 2016). Digital technologies are frequently argued 

to enable flexible and geographically independent learning opportu-

nities for different farmers, in the sense that they become able to eas-

ily access different communities of practice consisting of both re-

searchers, extension workers, and other professional agriculturalists8 

(Kelly et al. 2017; Bamka et al. 2020; Caffaro et al. 2020). However, 

some studies have recently shown that agricultural extension initia-

tives that revolve around the use of digital technologies often tend to 

rely on top-down information dissemination, lack locally relevant 

learning content, and fail to include human interaction and social en-

gagement (Sulaiman et al. 2012). This is arguably problematic be-

cause effective educational approaches within the agricultural exten-

sion system are nowadays often considered to be context-sensitive 

pedagogical strategies orbiting around the social interactions between 

different farmers (Klerkx & Leeuwis 2008; Starasts 2005, 2015; 

Nordlund & Norrby 2021). This notion reflects the slow shift toward 

more learning-centred educational approaches within the agricultural 

extension system in the last few decades (Kelly et al. 2017). 

The Swedish agricultural extension system has, however, even 

more challenges considering the education of farmers. Several schol-

ars have described the Swedish agricultural extension system as a 

fragmented approach to agricultural development due to seemingly 

limited coordination and collaboration between different actors 

(OECD 2018; Johansson & Gidlund 2021). Recent studies have also 

 
8 Further studies suggesting that digital technologies may provide favourable 
educational means with regard to farmers' non-formal education include, for 
instance, Llewellyn (2007), Cornelisse et al. (2011), and Leeuwis (2008). 
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suggested that the Swedish agricultural extension system, in many 

ways, also has failed to support the long-term development of a sus-

tainable agricultural industry in Sweden (Höckert 2017; Blix Ger-

mundsson 2020). This is partly due to structural constraints within 

the system, but also different kinds of reductionist ideas and notions 

considering the professional competence and knowledge of farmers 

(Höckert 2017; Blix Germundsson 2020). From an educational per-

spective, there appears thus to be a great need for educational re-

search that could facilitate and support the redevelopment of the Swe-

dish agricultural extension system. Arguably, addressing the contem-

porary challenges may require rethinking how local land knowledge 

is continuously produced, shared, and validated within the Swedish 

agricultural extension system, particularly in relation to the learning 

practices and experiences of local farmers.  

 

FORMAL EDUCATION OF FARMERS 

Although informal and non-formal learning traditionally have been 

the primary ways through which farmers acquire their professional 

competence and knowledge, the formal education of farmers has also 

played an important part historically. In Sweden, higher education fo-

cused on agriculture and forestry was established already in the late 

nineteenth century, and today most research and higher education 

connected to the agricultural industry are conducted by the Swedish 

University of Agricultural Sciences (Lyhagen et al. 2022). However, 

the largest part of the formal education of farmers is today organized 

by upper secondary schools within the national study programme 

known as ‘Naturbruk’, which annually enrolls just under 3 percent of 

all upper secondary school students in Sweden (Karlsson 2023). 

Within these programs, the pedagogical approach to teaching various 

agricultural subjects have also notably remained largely consistent 

over time (Lyhagen et al. 2022). Already in the early twentieth cen-

tury, the formal education of farmers in Sweden emphasized experi-

ential learning and problem-based pedagogical approaches, and this 

pedagogical orientation still permeates the formal education of farm-

ers to this day (Lyhagen et al. 2022). 
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From a historical perspective, experiential learning has been the 

foundational pedagogical tenet of agricultural education all over the 

world since its inception9 (Baker et al 2012; Coleman et al. 2024). This 

is because agricultural education is particularly well-suited to various 

kinds of experiential approaches to teaching, due to the subject’s prac-

tical nature, which then, over time, has resulted in the widespread use 

of different kinds of project-based pedagogical activities (Coleman et 

al. 2024; Phipps et al. 2008). For instance, former studies have tested 

the effectiveness of experiential learning and its theoretical compo-

nents and found significant effects in favour of experiential learning 

approaches within the context of agricultural education compared to 

other pedagogical strategies10 (Baker et al. 2014; Baker & Robinson 

2017a, 2017b; Bradford et at. 2019). Moreover, prior studies have also 

shown that experiential, interactive, and participatory learning expe-

riences (Randall 2012; Jose et al. 2017; Clover et al. 2013; Angstmann 

et al. 2019), building on hands-on activities (Kossack & Bogner 2012; 

Nedovic & Morrissey 2013; Benavot 2014; Wals & Benavot 2017) and 

agricultural demonstrations (Sutherland & Marchand 2021; Ad-

amsone-Fiskovica & Grivins 2022; Ingram et al. 2018) may be espe-

cially beneficial pedagogical approaches to environmental learning. 

Historically, the formal education of farmers has thus often been 

organized through farmer field schools (Smeds 2017; Smeds et al. 

2015a, 2015b; Smeds et al. 2011), which fundamentally build upon the 

century-old pedagogical technique of demonstrating different farm-

ing techniques on an agricultural test site11 (Mazurkewicz et al. 2012; 

Monaghan et al. 2017). At their core, farmer field schools provide their 

students with environmental and agricultural knowledge emanating 

 
9 Other notable publications claiming that experiential learning constitutes 
the historical pedagogical foundation of formal agricultural education in-
clude, for instance, Roberts (2006) and Knobloch (2003). 
10  Further studies that have investigated the pedagogical approach of expe-
riential learning within the context of formal agricultural education include, 
for instance, Baker and Robinson (2016, 2019), Blackburn et al. (2015), 
Bradford et at. (2019), Coleman et al. (2020, 2021, 2024), DiBenedetto et al. 
(2017), and Smith & Rayfield (2017). 
11 Other notable studies that also outline the educational concept and history 
of farmer field schools include, for instance, Leis et al. (2011), Sayre & Clark 
(2011), and Charatsari et al. (2018). 
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from experiential learning, by applying various kinds of teaching 

strategies based on the pedagogical approaches of learning by doing 

(Parr & Trexler 2011; Monaghan et al. 2017), hands-on experimenta-

tion, and farmer-to-farmer communication (Charatsari et al. 2018). 

In other words, farmer field schools seek to integrate the pedagogical 

tenets of experiential learning (Nederlof & Odonkor 2006; Taylor et 

al. 2012), allowing their participants to acquire practical knowledge, 

problem-solving skills, and a holistic understanding of various kinds 

of agroecosystems (Ortiz et al. 2004; Feder et al. 2004; Dalton et al. 

2014). Moreover, recent studies have also shown that graduates from 

farmer field schools often tend to achieve higher yields and incomes 

from their professional practice (Cai et al. 2016; Sanglestsawai et al. 

2015) and also continue to share their knowledge and competence 

within their local agricultural communities, thereby expanding the 

educational impact of farmer field schools across the wider agricul-

tural industry (Jørs et al. 2016; Charatsari et al. 2018).  

The formal education of farmers has thus traditionally been 

grounded in the pedagogical approach of experiential learning, which, 

for instance, is reflected in various kinds of educational initiatives 

such as farmer field schools. This suggests that the educational value 

of experiential learning has long been recognized within the academic 

and agricultural community, and that farmers have consistently been 

exposed to such educational approaches through their professional 

training. From a historical perspective, the notions underpinning the 

pedagogical approach of experiential learning might therefore be cen-

tral to understanding the lifelong learning of farmers. 

FARMERS’ LOCAL KNOWLEDGE  

Farmers' local knowledge and understanding of their different farm-

lands can undoubtedly be conceptualized and understood in an array 

of different ways. It is therefore essential to clarify what the farmers’ 

local knowledge and understanding of their various farmlands pre-

cisely means and denotes within the context of this educational study, 

as it arguably confines and demarcates what theoretically is to be 

learned by the farmers. As the Swedish educationalist Ference Marton 
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once argued, “learning is always the learning of something" (Marton 

2015:22), which consequently means that “we cannot talk about 

learning without first clarifying ‘what’ we are learning” (Ling Lo 

2012:14-15). This section begins, therefore, by situating the research 

endeavour in relation to former research by reviewing the concept of 

local ecological knowledge that has commonly been employed within 

previous studies to demarcate farmers’ local knowledge and under-

standing of their different farmlands. Thereafter, the section intro-

duces the applied concept of local land knowledge that commonly has 

been used to define the farmers' local knowledge and understanding 

of their different farmlands. Finally, the section briefly outlines the 

applied understanding of farmlands as different forms of natural and 

agricultural landscapes. 

 

LOCAL ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE 

Prior research has shown that people who directly depend upon na-

ture to maintain their different livelihoods, such as farmers, often 

tend to develop rich and nuanced understandings of their different 

local natural environments that they care for and manage12 (Garavito-

Bermudez & Boonstra 2023; Knapp & Fernandez-Gimenez 2008, 

2009). This seemingly obvious observation has recently given rise to 

a multitude of scientific studies seeking to explore how humans per-

ceive, know, and understand their different local natural environ-

ments13 (Garavito-Bermúdez 2019). Within these explorations, the 

concept of local ecological knowledge14 has thus gradually developed 

and emerged throughout the years. Nowadays, the term is commonly 

used in an array of different educational and interdisciplinary studies 

concerned with the learning and redevelopment of farmers’ local 

 
12 This theoretical notion can also be found in Lauer and Aswani (2009) and 
Boonstra and Hentati-Sundberg (2014) 
13 Not so recent, but nonetheless notable, studies on the subject also include 
Fazey et al. (2006) and Möller et al. (2004). 
14 Another related theoretical concept is the term agroecology, which refers 
to "the holistic view of the agroecosystem which emphasizes the various and 
often unpredictable interrelations between biotic and abiotic factors" (Cha-
ratsari et al. 2022:1). 
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knowledge and understanding of their different farmlands (Garavito-

Bermúdez 2019; Garavito-Bermudez & Boonstra 2023).  

Theoretically, the term local ecological knowledge is commonly 

defined as the “cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and belief, 

evolving by adaptive processes and handed down through generations 

by cultural transmission regarding the relationship of living beings, 

including humans, about one another and their environment” (Berkes 

2017:7). While this definition has been valuable within prior research, 

the definition proves somewhat insufficient for an educational inquiry 

into the lifelong environmental learning of farmers. This is because 

the definition carries explicit and implicit assumptions about how lo-

cal ecological knowledge is learned and developed by people. By fram-

ing local ecological knowledge as something that is simply regener-

ated, retained, and transmitted through the practice of adaptation and 

cultural exchange, it inevitably reduces the inherent complexity of hu-

man learning (Garavito-Bermúdez 2016, 2019). Furthermore, it also 

constrains the scientific opportunities of exploring other dimensions 

of human learning that are not included within the definition.  

To move beyond the limitations inherent with the term local eco-

logical knowledge, this doctoral thesis will thus instead adopt the con-

cept of local land knowledge to describe and demarcate the farmers’ 

local knowledge and understanding of their different farmlands. This 

theoretical term resembles the concept of local ecological knowledge, 

but it also integrates other aspects drawn from the geographical con-

cept of sense of place15, thereby offering a more educationally relevant 

and context-sensitive concept for demarcating the content of the 

farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process. This shift in termi-

nology allows for a broader and more place-based interpretation of 

how farmers learn and relate to their different farmlands. 

 
15 The term ‘sense of place’ has, throughout the years, often been character-
ized by an inconsistent and ambiguous use within academic circles (Devine-
Wright & Clayton 2010). Most notably, prior studies drawing on psycholog-
ical perspectives have often suggested that the concept encompasses the sub-
terms of place attachment, place dependence, place identity, and place 
meaning (Kudryavtsev et al. 2012). However, within this chapter, this term 
will take on a much broader meaning in the sense of an overarching umbrella 
term denoting an understanding of a setting based on the lens of place. 
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LOCAL LAND KNOWLEDGE 

Undoubtedly, farmlands are more than physical spaces for crop and 

plant cultivation (Quinn & Halfacre 2014). They are also meaningful 

places embedded with intricate webs of natural and agricultural his-

tories (Quinn & Halfacre 2014; Wu 2010; Nakoinz & Knitter 2016). To 

be able to know what to do in different agricultural cycles and phases, 

farmers must thus inevitably have a deep sense of how various natural 

and agricultural processes commonly unfold and interconnect on 

their different farmlands (Lindblom & Lundström 2014; Nitsch 2009; 

Šūmane et al. 2018). In other words, they must have a deep ‘sense of 

place’. They must know what their given place encompasses and how 

it continually becomes refined and recreated over time. However, 

from a theoretical standpoint, what the knowledge form of sense of 

place specifically encompasses is not immediately obvious, especially 

in the context of farmers’ local knowledge and understanding of their 

different farmlands. Consequently, an in-depth exploration of the the-

oretical concept of place is thus highly needed and warranted.  

The term place is arguably one of the most difficult and trickiest 

concepts to define in the whole English language (Nespor 2008). 

Nowadays, there exists simply no universally accepted definition of 

the term (Cresswell 2013; Lewicka 2011). Therefore, for the purpose 

of this study, the notion of place will be henceforth defined as ‘storied 

space’ following a constructivist conceptualization (Lewicka 2011).  

The first part of the above-standing definition of place draws on 

the concept of space. Spaces are often perceived as physical locations 

without inherent meaning, as geographical locations in their most 

basic form, in the sense of material constellations (Tuan 1977). They 

are presumed to exist independently from the human mind, as empty 

locations in the objective, external reality, barren of value and mean-

ing (Tuan 1977). However, despite they are presumed to lack inherent 

meaning and significance, spaces are, nonetheless, fundamental to 

the human worldview. As human beings, we always exist somewhere 

(Cresswell 2013; Larsen & Johnson 2012). We are constantly con-

nected to the world through our different physical bodies (Malpas 

2018; Seamon 2018; 2023) and our perception of ourselves and the 
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world inherently always postulates a perspective from somewhere16  

(Donohoe 2014; Greenwood 2013). Essentially, nothing we do, think, 

or experience is ever ‘unplaced’ (Greenwood 2013), implying that 

spaces simply could be perceived and viewed as the physical realms 

that we perceive and are perceiving from.  

The second part of the applied definition of place builds upon the 

notion of story, and our storied understanding of space, in particular. 

Human beings are, by nature, storytellers, and the existential process 

of narration is arguably the most fundamental part of human sense-

making (Gottschall 2012). Stories constitute not only representations 

and accounts of different historical events; they form also the process 

by which we humans continuously make sense of the world around us 

(Prins & Wattchow 2019). When we story our lives, we do it differently 

depending on the context, purpose, and audience (Goodson & Sikes 

2001). The stories we tell about ourselves, our lives, and the world are 

thus never fixed but continuously developing and evolving (Freeman 

2011). They are always subjective and biased since everyone views and 

interprets the world from different frames of reference (Goodson & 

Sikes 2001). Hence, stories could thus be understood to constitute the 

webs of meaning that we ascribe to the world as well as our different 

practices of comprehending and understanding it.  

The basic idea behind the applied definition of place is thus that 

spaces become transformed into places when spaces encounter hu-

man storytelling (Cresswell 2013; Tuan 1977). When we experience, 

perceive, interpret, and manipulate different spaces, they naturally 

become endowed with numerous stories and intricate webs of mean-

ing17 (Cresswell 2013; Hung 2017; Larsen & Johnson 2012). Places be-

come thus the array of physical locations perceived and understood 

by human beings (Vander Ark et al. 2020; Van Eijck & Roth 2010). 

Contrary to being an abstract phenomenon, places constitute, there-

fore, the existential preconditions for human life (Larsen & Johnson 

 
16 The spatial dimension of human life has also, for instance, been discussed 
by Altman and Low (1992), Langran and DeWitt (2020), Sack (1977), 
Schlottmann (2005), Geertz (1983), and Nagel (1986). 
17 This view that places emerge when spaces become endowed with meaning 
is notably common with geographical literature and can also be found in 
Stedman (2000) and Tuan (1977). 
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2012). In a constant state of being and becoming (Massey 2005; 

Cravey & Petit 2012; Sun et al. 2016), they continuously show us how 

the world presents itself throughout our different lives (Larsen & 

Johnson 2012). Consequently, as the immediate environment of life, 

places then subsequently materialize through the inescapable immer-

sion of the behaviours and purposeful actions of people in the local 

physical environment (Seamon 2018).  

However, the extent to which we humans transform spaces into 

places through the practice of storytelling is highly contested and de-

bated within the academic community. Places and humans have a 

very peculiar, codependent relationship18 (Ardoin 2006; Stedman 

2003a, 2003b). Although human beings may shape places, places un-

doubtedly also shape human beings (Stedman 2003a; 2003b). To 

some degree, spaces are never truly ‘blank’ (Stedman 2000) since they 

always carry more than a human past (Leather & Thorsteinsson 

2021). Spaces influence thus how different people, communities, and 

cultures perceive, interpret, and value different parts of the world (Ai-

kenhead & Michell 2011) by providing the ‘limits’ of potential place 

constructions (Stedman 2000). In other words, spaces could essen-

tially be perceived as the ‘raw material’ out of which different place 

meanings can be formed (Stedman 2000), or alternatively, as the an-

thropologist Tim Ingold (2000:198) once stressed; human beings do 

not “inscribe their life histories upon the surface of nature as do writ-

ers upon the page; rather, these histories are woven, along with the 

life cycles of plants and animals, into the texture of the surface itself”. 

But it must, once again, be stressed that the extent to which this rela-

tionship continuously evolves and unfolds is not very well known sci-

entifically and is still up for debate.  

Accordingly, places constitute thus not only embodied and mean-

ingful physical locations, but also ways of knowing, understanding, 

and learning about the world19 (Johnson 2012; Malpas 2018). They 

 
18 The codependent relationship between places and humans is also dis-
cussed by Greenwood (2013) and Daniels et al. (2015). 
19 The theoretical idea that places constitute various kinds of ways of know-
ing, understanding, and learning about the world is also proposed by Tuan 
(1977) and Vander Ark et al. (2020). 
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are the assemblages of relations constituting the human worldview 

(Daniels et al. 2015; Greenwood 2013). When we look at the world 

through the lens of place, intricate webs of natural and cultural histo-

ries begin to emerge before our eyes, endowing the different spaces 

that we have in front of us with patterns of meanings (Cresswell 2013). 

It is this existential outlook that essentially constitutes our sense of 

place, which historically has been argued to build upon three different 

perceptual dimensions (Brandenburg & Carrol 1995; Relph 1976; Ag-

new 1987). The first dimension is the physical characteristics of space, 

encompassing our understanding of the tangible, physical patterns 

that compose the given place at hand. The second dimension is the 

transformation of a place, which refers to the different ways that a 

given place is changed and used over time. And the third and final 

dimension is the meanings of a place, referring to the many bodies of 

knowledge that are attached and connected to a given place. However, 

these three perceptual dimensions should not be regarded as separate 

components of place, but rather as deeply entangled and intertwined 

aspects of the same holistic, existential outlook and comprehension of 

the world (Sack 1973; Stedman 2000).  

Consequently, when the farmers view and perceive their different 

farmlands through the lens of place, they thus emerge as material rep-

resentations of intricate webs of natural and agricultural histories. 

This intimate place-based understanding of their different farmlands 

is what essentially constitutes their local land knowledge. Simply put, 

their local land knowledge is the cumulative body of knowledge of how 

nature and agriculture continuously interconnect and are reforming a 

particular plot of land. The concept of local land knowledge could 

thus, to some extent, be perceived to contain a similar ‘core content’ 

as the term local ecological knowledge. Both concepts encompass the 

farmers' natural and agricultural knowledge and understanding of 

their different farmlands, including the given farmlands’ biological, 

geological, and agricultural character and development. But, more 

importantly, the concept of local land knowledge does not hold any 

preconceived notions or ideas about the redevelopment or use of 

farmers’ local knowledge and understanding of their different farm-

lands. This makes it, arguably, a more theoretically valid, relevant, 
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and legitimate concept to employ within this study on the lifelong en-

vironmental learning of farmers in northern Sweden. It neatly out-

lines and demarcates the farmers’ local knowledge and understanding 

of their different farmlands and only makes the basic ontological 

claim that humans perceive, know, and understand the world through 

various kinds of place-based conceptions. As theoretically presumed 

within the concept of sense of place, these conceptions are then pre-

sumed to build on the farmers’ embodied interactions and encounters 

with the material world. Essentially, from a theoretical perspective, 

the concept of local land knowledge seeks thus to capture the holistic, 

place-based understanding that the farmers have of their various 

farmlands. The term simply refers to the farmers' local knowledge and 

understanding of what their different farmlands physically encom-

pass and how they have and continue to evolve and transform.  

 

FARMLANDS AS LANDSCAPES 

By conceptualizing the farmers' local knowledge and understanding 

of their different farmlands in line with the concept of local land 

knowledge, the farmers' various farmlands will then, consequently, 

also be understood as different natural and agricultural landscapes. 

However, the concept of landscape is incredibly complex and highly 

contested (Talento et al. 2019; Jacobs 2006; Antrop 2015), which im-

plies that a careful theoretical delineation of the term is necessary in 

order to enable and ensure conceptual clarity and rigor. 

Farming is arguably the oldest form of human interaction with 

nature (Dale et al. 2012; Harari 2014; Tauger 2021; Crespo Castella-

nos et al. 2023). Since the dawn of time, humans have undoubtedly 

consistently tried to alter their local natural environments in order to 

enhance their various yields of different natural resources (Harari 

2014; Tauger 2021; Crespo Castellanos et al. 2023). This practice has 

then transformed the outline of different natural environments, 

which subsequently have become what we today call landscapes 

through “the interactive process between a specific culture and in re-

sponse to its natural environment” (Antrop & Van Eetvelde 2017:52).  
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Etymologically, the term ‘landscape’ originates from the Ger-

manic language tree, and the oldest form of the word dates back to the 

Dutch thirteenth-century use of the term ‘lantscap’, which denotes a 

particular plot of land or environment (Olwig 2002; Antrop & Van 

Eetvelde 2017). Linguistically, the term landscape is therefore closely 

tied and connected to the notion of land, which refers to a particular 

territory (Olwig 2002; Antrop & Van Eetvelde 2017). But the suffix 

‘scape', which means that something is made or created, expands then 

the connotation of the word beyond the meaning of land to refer to a 

territory that is shaped, formed, and cultivated by people (Olwig 

2002; Antrop & Van Eetvelde 2017).  

Consequently, landscapes exist thus always in the inherent ten-

sion and relationship between the concepts of territory and environ-

ment (Talento et al. 2019). They could be understood as spaces "where 

a local community lives and where customary rights organize the re-

lations between people and the assembled ‘things’ that form the land-

scape” (Antrop 2015:54). In other words, they could be perceived as 

lands "whose character is the result of the action and interaction of 

natural and/or human factors” (Council of Europe 2000:9), reflecting 

"the combined manifestation of the natural and cultural variety" in-

herent in local space (Antrop 2015:53). Theoretically, this means that 

since landscapes are “in constant motion, taking on new shapes and 

forms” (Lund & Benediktsson 2016:6), they could thus be appre-

hended and understood as ongoing processes whereby time is mate-

rializing (Bender 2002) through both past and present natural and 

cultural processes (Widgren 2004: Tappeiner et al. 2021; Häger-

strand 2009). All landscapes carry, therefore, always different local 

histories and legacies that tell something about their long-term tra-

jectory and character (Tappeiner et al. 2021; Antrop & van Eetvelde 

2017; Hägerstrand 2009). Metaphorically, landscapes are thus often 

compared to palimpsests, which are manuscripts on parchment that 

have been scraped off several times so that they can be reused, in the 

sense that they always carry subtle marks of older meanings and pro-

cesses (Antrop & van Eetvelde 2017; Talento et al. 2019; Burlingame 

2020). In other words, all landscapes are thus to be found at the in-

tersection between “a physical system that forms the substrate of the 
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land and defines the natural settings, and a cultural system inhabited 

by people who use and organize the land and ultimately shape the 

landscape” (Antrop & van Eetvelde 2017:209). Simply put, they are 

the artificial result of a culture that perpetually redefines its relation-

ship with nature (Talento et al. 2019; Hägerstrand 2009), emerging 

as both matterscapes, mindscapes, and powerscapes (Jacobs 2006).  

Considering that agriculture is the major interface between hu-

mans and their surrounding natural environment, this means that, “at 

a general level, agriculture affects most rural landscapes, and when 

agriculture changes, landscapes change, often with great implica-

tions” (Primdahl et al. 2013:300). To understand why different farm-

lands look and behave as they do, one must thus seek to understand 

how they have been shaped and formed by various kinds of natural 

and agricultural processes that have unfolded over time within the lo-

cation (Wu 2010; Rhemtulla & Mladenoff 2007). Theoretically, this 

means that farmlands can be read and perceived both as "a scene of-

fering an experience; a natural, physical system that forms the sub-

strate of the land; a cultural system with places and territories and 

land use; [and] a history that remains in successive, incomplete lay-

ers” (Antrop & van Eetvelde 2017:98).  

The different farmlands that the farmers care for and manage will 

thus fundamentally be perceived and understood as different kinds of 

natural and agricultural landscapes that have been shaped and 

formed through the continuous interplay between the farmers and 

their local natural environment. They will be argued and presumed to 

encompass an inherent natural and agricultural history that is rele-

vant for the farmers to know, comprehend, and embrace in order to 

be able to refine and redevelop their local land knowledge. Consider-

ing the local conception that agriculture encompasses both forestry, 

crop production, and grass cultivation, the term farmland will thus 

also not only refer to spaces in the natural environment where solely 

crop production is practiced. The term farmland will take a much 

broader meaning, essentially referring to all the different natural en-

vironments that the farmers use in their everyday life to grow various 

natural resources, regardless of whether it be trees, crops, or animal 

feeds. In this sense, farmlands are not merely physical spaces for 



28 

agricultural production, but also dynamic landscapes embedded with 

natural and agricultural histories. Understanding them as such allows 

for a more nuanced apperception of farmers’ relationship with nature.  

RESEARCH FIELD 

The academic study of farmers’ lifelong environmental learning cur-

rently lacks a distinct disciplinary identity. In recent years, interest in 

farmers' lifelong learning has grown across several disciplinary 

boundaries, which has resulted in a diverse but also fragmented body 

of research on the subject. As a consequence, a coherent and unified 

research field dedicated specifically to farmers’ lifelong environmen-

tal learning has yet to emerge. This section argues, however, that such 

a research field could be understood as an emerging area of academic 

inquiry, situated at the intersection of the educational domains of life-

long learning and environmental learning. To develop this argument, 

the section first briefly outlines these two domains of educational re-

search and examines thereafter how they converge in the context of 

farmers’ lifelong environmental learning. However, the aim is not to 

provide a comprehensive account of these educational subfields, but 

rather to conceptually illustrate their overlap as it relates to the sub-

ject of this doctoral thesis.  

 

LIFELONG LEARNING 

The educational subfield of lifelong learning has, in many ways, an 

uncertain academic identity. Over the years, the concept of lifelong 

learning has been highly contested and surrounded by great contro-

versy20 (Boyadjieva & Ilieva-Trichkova 2018; Bjursell 2024). Cur-

rently, there exists no commonly accepted definition of what the uni-

fying main term of lifelong learning actually means (Lee 2014).  

Philosophically, the notion of lifelong learning can hardly be dis-

tinguished from the general phenomenon of human learning (Jarvis 

 
20 The ambiguous theoretical nature of the concept and phenomenon of life-
long learning has also been addressed by other scholars such as Borg and 
Mayo (2004, 2005) and Crowther (2004). 
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2010). Learning is, undoubtedly, an existential phenomenon, deeply 

ingrained in what it means to be human (Jarvis 2010). When we live 

and go through our lives, we are constantly changing our different 

worldviews and ways of acting in response to the many experiences 

that we have and acquire throughout our everyday lives (Jarvis 2010). 

Fundamentally, to live is to learn, and all learning must therefore al-

ways be lifelong by nature (Jarvis 2010; Bjursell 2021).  

However, within the societal discourse, the educational concept 

of lifelong learning is rarely discussed from a philosophical stand-

point. Currently, there exist two different theoretical paradigms of 

lifelong learning, which are commonly referred to as the humanistic 

and economistic paradigms, that deeply encompass and define the 

modern use of the concept of lifelong learning as both an educational 

domain and a field of research (Rubenson 2009; Regmi 2015).  

The humanistic paradigm has its roots in the United Nations Uni-

versal Declaration of Human Rights, which proclaims that all humans 

have the right to an education that could enable them to grow and de-

velop into their fullest potential as individuals (Regmi 2015). Based 

on this philanthropic outlook, the United Nations Educational, Scien-

tific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) then subsequently pub-

lished two different reports in the late twentieth century (Faure et al. 

1972; Delors et al. 1996) intended to ‘kickstart’ and promote the de-

velopment of worldwide educational equity (Regmi 2015). In these re-

ports, the authors suggested that the development of lifelong learning 

would "create a better world by alleviating social inequality, reducing 

social injustices, and ensuring human rights for all" (Regmi 2015:142) 

by facilitating the growth of human capital through cooperation, co-

ordination, and collaboration between people (Regmi 2015; Tam 

2018). Within the humanistic paradigm, lifelong learning is thus com-

monly understood as a meta-concept intended to guide and legitimize 

the implementation of the human rights to education.  

However, the modern discourse surrounding the educational do-

main and concept of lifelong learning is almost exclusively driven by 

advocates of the economistic paradigm, such as the Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (1996), the World 

Bank (2003, 2011), and the European Union (EU) (European 
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Commission 2000), which conceptualizes lifelong learning as a fun-

damental mean to achieve economic competitiveness in the global 

market (Wain 2008; Rubenson 2009). Adherents of the economistic 

paradigm argue that we currently live in a so-called knowledge econ-

omy (Regmi 2015; David & Foray 2002; Livingstone & Guile 2012) in 

which economic growth and wealth creation deeply orbit around the 

capacity to improve human capital so that further development and 

innovation may flourish and occur (Becker 2002; Brown & Lauder 

2012; David & Foray 2005). From this viewpoint, economic actors are 

thought to always be in competition over new knowledge and innova-

tions that could give them the edge in the race for monetary profits 

within the knowledge economy (Carlaw et al. 2012). This subse-

quently implies that modern workers continuously must engage in 

lifelong learning to fulfil the constantly shifting needs of human capi-

tal21 (Lee 2014; Livingstone 2012; Livingstone & Guile 2012).  

Within the economistic paradigm, lifelong learning is, therefore, 

commonly perceived and understood as an economic necessity and a 

means through which human capital can be developed in order to en-

hance the economic growth of different nations and organizations in 

an ever-changing world and economy22 (Regmi 2015; Billett 2014; 

Hager 2021). From the economistic perspective, lifelong learning is 

thus often defined as “all learning activity undertaken throughout life, 

with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competencies within 

a personal, civic, social and/or employment-related perspective” (Eu-

ropean Commission 2001:9). In other words, the term lifelong learn-

ing is here conceptualized as a continuous process of personal devel-

opment that is lifelong and life-wide23 (Blossfeld & Rossbach 2019; 

Bjursell 2020, 2024; Tam 2018). It is lifelong in the sense that a per-

son's learning is thought to occur throughout the individual’s whole 

 
21 The economic value and significance of developing human capital within 
the knowledge economy have also been stressed and discussed by European 
Communities (2004), Kaplan (2016), and Nordin (2007). 
22 The concept of lifelong learning has also been outlined and discussed from 
the viewpoint of the economistic paradigm by other scholars, such as 
Crowther (2004), Tam (2018), and Nordin (2007). 
23 The lifelong, life-wide, and life-deep aspects of the phenomena of lifelong 
learning have also been noted by Kaplan (2016), Laal (2012), Laal et al. 
(2014), and Nordin (2007). 
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lifetime, from ‘the cradle to the grave’ (Bjursell 2020, 2024; Nelson 

Power & MacLean 2013; Tuijnman & Boström 2002). Moreover, the 

learning is also life-wide in the sense that it occurs and transpires in 

all places and contexts of an individual’s life, regardless of whether 

these contexts are of a formal, non-formal, or informal nature and 

character (Bjursell 2020, 2021, 2024; Nelson Power & Maclean 2013). 

The concept of lifelong learning thus reaches beyond the seem-

ingly interrelated notion of lifelong education. Contemporary, these 

two terms are often confused and used synonymously by various au-

thors, but they theoretically imply and denote two very different 

things (Billett 2010, 2014; Wain 2008). Lifelong learning represents 

"the ongoing human process of learning and development" and life-

long education signifies "the provision of educational programs and 

experiences" (Billett 2014:19). Hence, lifelong learning is thus a per-

sonal process that people do, undergo, and engage in throughout their 

lives (Billett 2018; Jarvis 2010). By contrast, lifelong education is an 

institutional process that arises through the ongoing social or organi-

zational provision of different kinds of formalized learning opportu-

nities (Billett 2018; Jarvis 2010). Consequently, the term lifelong 

learning puts, therefore, much more focus and emphasis on the non-

formal and informal processes of people’s lifelong learning (Hager 

2021). Moreover, it also encompasses a considerably broader scope 

than what is comprised in the interrelated concept of lifelong educa-

tion, which primarily focuses on the ongoing provision of formal and 

institutionalized education (Hager 2021).  

Naturally, due to this elusive and comprehensive scope of the 

concept, modern research within the educational research field of life-

long learning has thus taken many shapes and forms throughout the 

years. Studies have, for instance, focused on workplace learning (Stei-

nert 2025; Lave & Wenger 1991), intergenerational learning (Bjursell 

et al. 2023), and lifelong learning policies (Rubenson 2013; Ru-

bensson & Desjardins 2009). Furthermore, research has also sought 

to investigate the policy development of lifelong learning (Tuparevska 

et al. 2020a, 2020b), the different abilities that individual’s need in 

order to be successful in lifelong learning (Nacaroglu et al. 2021; Sen 

& Durak 2022), and the different factors that influence and shape 
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various kinds of educational engagements within lifelong learning 

(Shin & Jun 2019; Grokholskyi et al. 2020; Bath & Smith 2009). Con-

sequently, it is thus difficult, if not impossible, to currently demarcate 

lifelong learning as a distinct field of research within the academic do-

main of education, as the subject arguably lacks a unified thematic, 

theoretical, and empirical foundation. To achieve academic depth and 

nuance within different scientific pursuits, studies must thus, argua-

bly, always engage with a particular subfield of lifelong learning.  

To enable theoretical and conceptual rigor within this doctoral 

thesis, the term lifelong learning will thus be understood from the the-

oretical outlook of the economistic paradigm as an umbrella concept 

encompassing all the diverse, lifelong, and life-wide learning activities 

that different individuals undergo and engage in throughout their 

lives for various professional reasons. Basically, the concept of lifelong 

learning will not only be presumed to include people's continuous for-

mal education, but also all the informal and non-formal forms of pro-

fessional development. In other words, the term lifelong learning will 

essentially be understood as an overarching ‘goliath’ term. This in the 

sense that it will refer to all the different types of continuous adult 

education and learning intended to enhance and develop people's pro-

fessional competence and knowledge throughout their lives. 

 

ENVIRONMENTAL LEARNING 

By focusing on the lifelong environmental learning of farmers in 

northern Sweden, this doctoral thesis naturally also connects to the 

educational subfield of environmental learning. However, this educa-

tional subfield also has vague and fluid disciplinary boundaries, and 

to truly understand how it relates and overlaps with the educational 

subfield of lifelong learning, a conceptual overview is necessary.  

Although the practice of environmental learning arguably has 

been around since time immemorial, the formal educational subfield 

of environmental learning has only existed for a few decades (Fang et 

al. 2023). The subfield emerged within environmental education in 

the 1960s (Gough 2013; Kyburz-Graber 2013; Stevenson et al. 2013) 

and has since then mainly become associated with the discipline of 
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education for sustainable development (Gough 2013; Stevenson et al. 

2013; Misiaszek 2020). This is because the educational practice of en-

vironmental learning offers and provides, at least to some degree, dif-

ferent kinds of educational means through which the various environ-

mental issues currently facing humankind all over the world could be 

approached (Measham 2006; Ardoin & Bowers 2020).  

Due to these diverse historical roots, there exists thus today no 

commonly accepted definition of environmental learning (Calonge et 

al. 2022; Rickinson et al. 2009), which, arguably, gives the discipline 

very murky and fuzzy boundaries (Gough 2013). However, from a his-

torical perspective, environmental learning has often been defined as 

all the learning in, about, and for the environment (Lucas 1972). This 

essentially refers to the lifelong and life-wide learning (Ardoin & 

Heimlich 2021; Dierking et al. 2013) that individuals undergo through 

and about the environment over the extent of their lifetime (Scott & 

Gough 2003; Rickinson et al. 2009) for the purpose of becoming ca-

pable citizens to address various environmental issues and problems24  

(Ardoin & Bowers 2020; Wals & Benavot 2017; Rickinson et al. 2009). 

Notably, the concept of environmental learning extends thus far be-

yond the formal educational context and encompasses also learning 

about and through the environment within the non-formal and infor-

mal contexts of people’s everyday lives (Ardoin & Heimlich 2021; Ar-

doin & Bowers 2020). Hence, the research field of environmental 

learning overlaps thus conceptually, at least partly, with the educa-

tional domain of lifelong learning. Although it is not yet formally rec-

ognized as a distinct subfield, environmental learning could, arguably, 

without much conceptual extension, be regarded as a subdivision of 

lifelong learning. This is particularly within the context of profession-

als who work within industries focused on the natural environment.  

Furthermore, recognizing environmental learning as a subfield of 

lifelong learning undoubtedly also brings many interesting possibili-

ties for further educational research. Although the educational sub-

field of environmental learning has been established for several 

 
24 The lifelong and life-wide aspects of environmental learning have also been 
raised and discussed by other scholars, such as Falk (2005), Leal Filho et al. 
(2018), Monroe et al. (2008), and Gould et al. (2019). 
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decades, there remains a notable lack of empirical research exploring 

the actual phenomenon of environmental learning (Rickinson et al. 

2009). The question of how environmental learning unfolds in every-

day life has rarely been examined (Rickinson et al. 2009). While many 

inquiries have focused on the outcomes of environmental learning, 

few studies have investigated how individuals develop competence 

and knowledge about and through the surrounding environment 

(Rickinson 2001; Rickinson et al. 2009). Moreover, the research field 

still also lacks a cohesive and robust learning theory (Rickinson et al. 

2009), and environmental learning that takes place beyond the for-

mal educational context has also yet to be thoroughly examined and 

theorized by various scholars (Ardoin & Heimlich 2021; Marsick & 

Watkins 2018). By positioning environmental learning as a subfield 

of lifelong learning, these issues could thus presumably be success-

fully solved and addressed. Within the educational domain of lifelong 

learning, scholars have, for a long time, investigated how people learn 

in their everyday lives, beyond the traditional boundaries of formal 

education, which in turn could offer valuable theoretical and empiri-

cal insights to the research field of environmental learning. Bridging 

these two fields of research thus has the potential to generate signifi-

cant academic outcomes, as the integration of their distinct academic 

traditions may open new avenues for investigating, conceptualizing, 

and understanding how adults learn and redevelop their environmen-

tal knowledge and understanding throughout their everyday lives. 

 

LIFELONG ENVIRONMENTAL LEARNING 

Within this doctoral thesis, the applied term of lifelong environmental 

learning will draw upon the above-standing conceptualizations found 

within the educational subfields of lifelong learning and environmen-

tal learning. Fundamentally, it will denote the continuous lifelong and 

life-wide learning process that the farmers engage in and undergo 

throughout the extent of their lifetime in order to grow and develop 

their local land knowledge for the purpose of enhancing their profes-

sional competence and knowledge as agriculturalists in the far north 

of Sweden. This definition naturally draws on the subfield of lifelong 
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learning in the sense that it emphasizes the lifelong and life-wide as-

pects of the farmers’ professional learning about their different farm-

lands. Likewise, it also clearly connects to the educational subfield of 

environmental learning, in the sense that the content and the context 

of the farmers’ learning revolve around their different farmlands. 

Hence, the term lifelong environmental learning will thus simply seek 

to capture and denote the farmers’ continuous environmental learn-

ing that they undergo and engage in with the intent of developing their 

professional competence and knowledge as agriculturalists.  

Although the lifelong environmental learning process of farmers 

in northern Sweden could be conceptualized and understood as en-

compassing several different sub-practices and sub-processes, it will 

be treated and discussed in terms of a single, integrated learning pro-

cess throughout this doctoral thesis. This is because it is used as an 

umbrella term to describe how the farmers continuously learn and re-

develop their local land knowledge. Metaphorically, the term lifelong 

environmental learning could thus be envisioned as the main flow of 

a river, while their different learning practices and experiences that 

the farmers engage in could be seen as the various streams, currents, 

and tributaries that constantly interweave to form its overall flow.  

PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

To situate the knowledge contribution of this study within a broader 

academic context, it is essential to establish a solid understanding of 

existing research related to farmers’ lifelong environmental learning. 

However, as noted earlier, no specialized body of educational research 

currently exists on this subject. This section, therefore, synthesizes 

key empirical and theoretical insights and results from previous inter-

disciplinary studies on farmers’ lifelong learning, as well as from ed-

ucational research within the subfield of environmental learning. Par-

ticularly, this section highlights how farmers' lifelong learning, and 

environmental learning more broadly, often centers on the creation 

and exchange of different forms of environmental experiences. How-

ever, the aim is not to provide an exhaustive review of all existing lit-

erature, but rather to identify and present the most relevant academic 
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insights needed to contextualise the knowledge contribution. In other 

words, this section seeks to provide the necessary point of departure 

for situating the results of the study within existing scholarly discus-

sions and the contemporary body of previous research on farmers' 

lifelong learning. 

 

LEARNING BY MAKING EXPERIENCE 

A key empirical insight emerging from previous research on farmers’ 

lifelong learning is that their everyday environmental experiences 

tend to play a vital role in their lifelong learning. Former studies sug-

gest that farmers’ local knowledge and understanding of their differ-

ent farmlands tend to develop through the process of doing (Burgess 

et al. 2000; Šūmane et al. 2018; Knapp & Fernandez-Gimenez 2008, 

2009), experimenting (Milestad et al. 2010a; Ingram 2010), and 

problem-solving (Baars 2010). Previous research also indicates that 

the ongoing accumulation of different forms of environmental expe-

riences tends to enable farmers to understand how their various farm-

lands usually change and respond to different kinds of agricultural in-

terventions and varying environmental conditions (Leung & Darn-

hofter 2021; Ingram 2010; Knapp & Fernandez-Gimenez 2008, 

2009). It is frequently claimed in different studies that through con-

tinuous interactions and observations of the local natural environ-

ment, farmers tend to be able to acquire knowledge about how their 

various farmlands normally change and react in response to different 

environmental circumstances and interventions (Leung & Darnhofter 

2021; Milestad et al. 2010b; Knapp & Fernandez-Gimenez 2008, 

2009). Through this practice, it is then argued that they subsequently 

can refine and make their local agricultural knowledge and practices 

more fine-tuned to the shifting environmental conditions of their dif-

ferent farmlands (Leung & Darnhofter 2021; Milestad et al. 2010b; 

Knapp & Fernandez-Gimenez 2008, 2009). 

Particularly, previous research suggests that farmers' lifelong 

learning is deeply rooted in their embodied experience of their differ-

ent farmlands (Leung & Darnhofter 2021). Several studies indicate 

that farmers' local knowledge emerges from their direct, experiential 
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engagement with their surrounding local natural environment25 

(Thomas et al. 2020; Krzywoszynska 2016). In these studies, it is com-

monly argued that through the variation of different visceral and sen-

sory experiences, farmers tend to be able to cultivate and develop a 

deep attentiveness and understanding of their various farmlands 

(Krzywoszynska 2016; Leung & Darnhofter 2021). This is because 

their sensory engagements are thought to provide them with the fun-

damental content and stimuli underpinning their lifelong learning 

about their different farmlands (Krzywoszynska 2016; Burgess et al. 

2000; Leung & Darnhofter 2021).  

Building on this perspective, previous research has also empha-

sized the place-based nature of farmers’ lifelong learning (Thomas et 

al. 2020; Sutherland et al. 2017). Assuming that “knowledge creation 

and circulation are invariably situated somewhere” (Agnew & Living-

stone 2011:328), prior research commonly argue that farmers’ life-

long learning cannot be understood apart from its spatial roots and 

foundations (Sutherland et al. 2017). This body of research contends 

that farmers tend to develop their local knowledge and understanding 

of their different farmlands in close relation to the ongoing environ-

mental changes of their different farmlands, which thereby makes 

their lifelong learning inherently situated and place-based (Thomas et 

al. 2020; Wójcik et al. 2019; Garavito-Bermúdez 2019).  

Comparable to the insights produced by former studies on farm-

ers’ lifelong learning, recent studies on people’s environmental learn-

ing also suggest that the process of environmental learning funda-

mentally revolves around the creation, acquisition, and transfor-

mation of different forms of environmental experiences (Shutaleva 

2023; Cincera et al. 2020). Former research commonly suggests that 

environmental learning "accrues from the engagement with the envi-

ronment” (Scott & Gough 2003:14) and relies on the personal connec-

tions formed between the learner and the surrounding natural envi-

ronment (Palmberg & Kuru 2000). Particularly, numerous studies 

 
25 The educational significance of direct sensory engagements with the local 
natural environment within the lifelong learning of farmers has also been 
stressed by Leung and Darnhofter (2021), Knapp and Fernandez-Gimenez 
(2008, 2009), Carolan (2008), Morris (2006), and Berkes (2017). 
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have shown that experiential, interactive, and participatory educa-

tional approaches26 (Jose et al. 2017; Clover et al. 2013; Measham 

2006), building on through hands-on activities (Kossack & Bogner 

2012; Nedovic & Morrissey 2013), are especially effective in facilitat-

ing environmental learning among people. Moreover, outdoor expe-

riences that allows learners to explore the local natural environment 

in situ and hands-on are also thought to provide excellent educational 

prerequisites and conditions for environmental learning27 (Randall 

2012; Ballantyne & Packer 2002, 2009).  

Furthermore, comparable to the theoretical view held in previous 

studies on farmers’ lifelong learning, educational scholars have also 

argued that the phenomenon of environmental learning is inherently 

situated and place-based (Brody 2005; Brandy 2013; Shannon 2017), 

which consequently implies that the environmental learning process 

is thought to not be able to effectively occur in isolation from its spa-

tial roots and contexts (Falk 2005; Rickinson et al. 2009; Clover et al. 

2013). Notably, prior research within the branch of land-based edu-

cation have suggested that environmental learning inevitably must 

build upon multiple ways of knowing and exploring nature28  (Styres 

2011; Simpson 2014; McCoy et al. 2016). Educational approaches 

such as slow pedagogy (Payne & Wattchow 2009; Brandy 2013), 

which seek to foster reciprocal relationships with nature through 

physical, social, and spiritual engagements, are thus often viewed as 

especially effective means in order to facilitate and support environ-

mental learning among people (Wildcat et al. 2014). Similarly, educa-

tional scholars have also suggested that the environmental learning 

process can be further enhanced by deliberately employing a focus on 

local issues (Duvall & Zint 2007) and comparing and examining dif-

ferent places at various stages and differing conditions (Measham 

 
26 The educational value of sensory experiences within the environmental 
learning process has also been stressed by Randall (2012), Duvall and Zint 
(2007), Dillon et al. (2006), Benavot (2014), and Wals and Benavot (2017). 
27 The educational value of outdoor experiences for the environmental learn-
ing process has also been discussed by Wilson (2018), Jose et al. (2017), and 
Liddicoat and Krasny (2013). 
28 Other notable papers within the research field of land-based education that 
make similar points are McKim et al. (2019a, 2019b), Angelstam et al. (2019), 
and Amundsen-Meyer et al. (2023). 
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2006). However, it should be stressed that the underlying educational 

mechanisms of environmental learning largely remain underexplored 

today and that educational research on how environmental learning 

is phenomenologically supported is still limited (Cisani et al. 2022). 

Further research on how environmental learning actually occurs and 

transpires in practice is thus undoubtedly needed. 

 

LEARNING BY SHARING EXPERIENCE 

Another key insight emanating from previous studies on farmers’ life-

long learning is that their local agricultural communities tend to play 

a crucial role in the ongoing production, validation, and sharing of lo-

cal knowledge (Dooley 2021; Thomas et al. 2020; Skaalsveen et al. 

2020). Access to strong and reliable agricultural networks is widely 

recognised and portrayed by former studies to be one of the most sig-

nificant educational factors underpinning farmers' lifelong learning29  

(Colecraft Aidoo & Kudadjie Freeman 2015; Kamarudin et al. 2015). 

Numerous studies have shown that farmers’ interpersonal networks 

profoundly shape and form their capacity to produce, share, and re-

fine their local knowledge (Dolinska & d'Aquino 2016; Sligo et al. 

2005; Sligo & Massey 2007). Many studies have also reported that 

farmers view their fellow farmers as their most trusted sources of in-

formation and advice30 (Oreszczyn et al. 2010; Wood et al. 2014), 

largely because they often perceive them as credible experts with prac-

tical experiences in similar environmental and agricultural conditions 

as themselves (Šūmane et al. 2018; Skaalsveen, et al. 2020; Sligo & 

Massey 2007). A commonly held view within this body of research is 

that the experiential knowledge that farmers continuously gain and 

acquire throughout their everyday lives tends to only become re-

garded as legitimate and trustworthy when it becomes socially refined 

and validated by other local farmers holding similar environmental 

 
29 The educational value of agricultural networks has also been noted by 
Baumgart-Getz et al. (2012), Laforge (2017), Kilpatrick and Johns (2003), 
Brunori et al. (2013), and Rivera et al. (2018). 
30 This observation is common in previous studies and has also been reported 
by, for instance, Lwoga et al. (2010), Okwu and Daudu (2011), Knapp and 
Fernandez-Gimenez (2008, 2009), Ingram (2010), and Dooley (2021). 
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knowledge and experience as themselves (Ingram 2010; Skaalsveen 

et al. 2020; Knapp & Fernandez-Gimenez 2008). 

Moreover, previous research has also suggested that farmers tend 

to be the most influenced by the practical proof of successful farming 

methods, shown and explained by other local farmers (Hamunen et 

al. 2015; Kilpatrick & Johns 2003; Schneider et al. 2009). This is 

probably because roadside farming, which is the practice of scrutiniz-

ing the fields and practices of other local farmers to evaluate their ag-

ricultural capabilities (Burton 2004; Strand et al. 2014), constitutes a 

traditional way of embracing the tacit knowledge that resides within 

various agricultural communities all over the world (Sutherland & 

Marchand 2021). Moreover, prior studies have also highlighted that 

diverse agricultural communities (Hermans et al. 2015; Leeuwis & 

Aarts 2011; Klerkx et al. 2012) that build upon collective meetings that 

revolve around hands-on activities tend to provide favourable educa-

tional conditions for farmers' learning (Millar & Curtis 1997). Further-

more, research has also previously highlighted that farmers' transi-

tion towards more ecologically friendly farming practices often tran-

spires through social learning within different peer networks (Proost 

& Van Weperen 2006; Curry et al. 2012; Lucas et al. 2019). It is com-

monly thought that the farmers with the most robust and sound tran-

sitions toward sustainable agriculture are the ones that are deeply in-

volved in various local agricultural communities (Slimi et al. 2021). 

This is because such community involvement is thought to enable 

their different environmental and agricultural experiences to be 

shared, discussed, and collectively interpreted among local farmers, 

thereby strengthening their lifelong learning (Slimi et al. 2021). 

Comparable to the insights produced by former studies on farm-

ers’ lifelong learning, contemporary educational studies on environ-

mental learning also indicate that the process of environmental learn-

ing can take place through various kinds of social exchanges and in-

terplays between different people (Jose et al. 2017; Wheaton et al. 

2024). However, previous research on this subject is notably limited 

within the educational literature on environmental learning. Particu-

larly, former research on intergenerational environmental learning is 
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known to be notably scarce31 (Ardoin & Bowers 2020; Spiteri 2020, 

2023) despite it might be the oldest form of environmental learning 

(Gilleran Stephens et al. 2021; Spiteri 2020, 2023) in which 

knowledge of the environment is passed down and transferred from 

one generation to the next (Duvall & Zint 2007; Spiteri 2023). The 

theoretical notion that the process of environmental learning builds 

upon the social interplay between different people is thus a theoretical 

idea that is mainly supported by previous interdisciplinary studies on 

farmers’ lifelong learning compared to the contemporary body of ed-

ucational research on environmental learning. 

 

OVERALL PICTURE FROM PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

Previous research offers fundamentally two different complementary 

perspectives on farmers' lifelong learning, in the sense of highlighting 

the educational significance of making and sharing different kinds of 

environmental and agricultural experiences.  

Firstly, farmers' lifelong learning is commonly understood as an 

experiential, embodied, and place-based learning process. This in the 

sense that they develop their local knowledge and understanding 

through their everyday practical and sensory engagements with their 

different farmlands. In practice, this has often been observed by pre-

vious studies to occur through different kinds of learning practices, 

such as observation, experimentation, and problem-solving.  

Secondly, farmers' lifelong learning is also often understood as a 

socially situated learning process, in the sense that the farmers de-

velop, test, and validate their local knowledge and understanding of 

their different farmlands through the acts of reflection and sharing of 

knowledge and experience. Previous studies have primarily indicated 

this by observing that farmers commonly share, discuss, and interpret 

their different environmental and agricultural experiences within 

their local agricultural communities. 

 
31 The lack of prior studies on intergenerational environmental learning has 
also been noted and discussed by a multitude of educational scholars, such 
as Gilleran Stephens et al. (2021), Oropilla and Ødegaard (2021), Mannion 
(2012), and Istead and Shapiro (2014). 
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Chapter III 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 

 

 

 

This third chapter presents the theoretical framework used to analyse, 

interpret, and discuss the empirical results of the narrative inquiry. 

Specifically, this chapter outlines the experiential learning theory 

coined by the American educational scholar and philosopher John 

Dewey (1859-1952). The chapter begins with a philosophical exami-

nation of Dewey’s pragmatic orientation of his theoretical framework. 

Thereafter, his underlying philosophical understanding of human ex-

perience will be outlined, followed by an exploration of how he con-

ceptualizes the process through which experiential learning occurs. 

Finally, the chapter discusses the theoretical limitations of Dewey’s 

experiential learning theory and briefly examines why his theoretical 

framework remains the most relevant theory of human learning to 

employ within this research endeavour. 

PHILOSOPHICAL ORIENTATION OF 

EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 

John Dewey is widely recognized and regarded as one of the founding 

fathers of the philosophy of pragmatism, alongside different scholars 

such as Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, Richard Rorty, Hilary 

Putnam, and Robert Brandom (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). And phil-

osophically, his experiential learning theory is deeply shaped and 

formed by the philosophical tenets of pragmatism, and without a basic 

understanding of his pragmatic outlook, the richness and complexity 

of his experiential learning theory are thus at risk of being massively 

overlooked. Hence, to grasp and understand the pragmatic heritage 
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inherent within Dewey’s experiential learning theory is, therefore, vi-

tal to fully understand his theoretical framework.  

The first aspect in need of consideration is the basic ontological 

and epistemological outlook of pragmatism. The term pragmatism 

comes from the Greek word ‘pragma’, which means action or practice, 

and the thing that characterizes pragmatism is precisely the ontolog-

ical emphasis on humans as acting beings (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). 

The fundamental epistemological claim of pragmatism is that human 

knowledge is best understood and reevaluated according to its practi-

cal usefulness and functionality (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021; Johnson 

& Onwuegbuzie 2004). This is because pragmatism presupposes that 

it is only through the practical consequences of various actions that 

we can determine whether or not an idea or action is acceptable or 

must be rejected or revised (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021; Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie 2004). Accordingly, truths about the world are thus de-

fined within pragmatism according to 'what seems to work' since the 

validity of different knowledge claims only rests upon 'warranted as-

sertions' (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). The rationale behind this view 

rests on the underlying notion that we can always make new experi-

ences that challenge what we already think we know about the world 

(Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). Hence, the nature of pragmatism is thus 

that it is a philosophy of action. It is not concerned with the theoretical 

fallibility of different knowledge claims, but rather the practical appli-

cation, functionality, and usefulness of different forms of knowledge.  

Consequently, from the epistemological perspective of pragma-

tism, “the object of knowledge is thus eventual” in the sense that “it is 

the outcome of directed experimental operations, instead of some-

thing in sufficient existence before the act of knowing” (Dewey 

1984:136–137). In other words, from the pragmatic perspective, hu-

man knowledge is conceptualized as a verb rather than a noun (Riga 

2020) in the meaning of “a process that is continuous, and contingent 

upon experience” (Riga 2020:237). Rather than being viewed as a 

cognitive object that can be “acquired, transmitted, and maintained” 

(Breault 2014:190), knowledge is here understood as “knowing in do-

ing” (Mishra et al. 2001). Dewey himself conceptualised knowledge as 

an act that brings “our dispositions to consciousness with a view to 
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straightening out a perplexity, by conceiving the connection between 

ourselves and the world” (Dewey 1938:353). Accordingly, from the 

perspective of pragmatism, knowledge “exists primarily in its active, 

working form, and we put it to work to draw new connections between 

ourselves and the world that will resolve the perplexities we face. It 

only exists secondarily as a stockpile of ideas” (Waddington & Weeth 

Feinstein 2016:115). Hence, the farmers’ local land knowledge could 

thus be conceptualised as “the outcome of practical engagement with 

problems, it never becomes fixed but continues to be part of a person’s 

experience and reflection” (Holdo 2023:16). 

The second pragmatic heritage that profoundly shapes and forms 

Dewey’s theoretical outlook undoubtedly concerns his idea about the 

meaning and purpose of education and learning. He claimed that all 

genuine education grows through experience, and at the beginning of 

the 20th century, he subsequently proposed a 'unified theory of expe-

rience' intended to guide all kinds of educational practices (Simmons 

2006). He argued that “education is a constant reorganising or recon-

structing of experience” (Dewey 1916:59), partly implying that “the 

aim of education is to enable individuals to continue their education” 

and that “the object and reward of learning is continued capacity for 

growth” (Dewey 1916:107) since “education is nothing other than the 

creation of human beings in the fullness of their capacities” (Dewey 

1930:289). Hence, Dewey’s fundamental outlook and understanding 

of the meaning of education align thus neatly with the notion of life-

long learning, which states that people should continue to learn 

throughout their lives and across its varying contexts.  

Furthermore, Dewey was also a great promoter and advocate of 

the idea that theory and education should be grounded and connected 

to various kinds of real and authentic experiences and contexts32  

(Dewey 1916, 1933, 1938). Hence, as a theoretical homage to this phil-

osophical perspective, it might thus be relevant to know that Dewey’s 

personal roots also extend deep into the rural parts of the American 

state of Vermont (Dykhuizen 1959). This makes him probably one of 

 
32 This notion and perspective are notably common within the works of John 
Dewey, and the outlook can be found in an array of different publications 
over the decades (Dewey 1897, 1902, 1929, 1930, 1934). 



46 

the few prominent educational scholars with direct or indirect per-

sonal experience of farming and forestry (Dykhuizen 1959), which ar-

guably should be acknowledged in connection with this research en-

deavour concerned with the lifelong environmental learning of farm-

ers in northern Sweden. However, it is unclear if, and to what extent, 

Dewey's rural background can be connected to the growth and devel-

opment of his experiential learning theory. But as shown in the up-

coming chapter, his experiential learning theory is undoubtedly an in-

triguing and powerful analytical lens that thoroughly uncovers and 

elucidates the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process. This 

is particularly due to the fact that the theoretical framework concep-

tualizes human experiences to derive and emanate from different 

forms of interaction and praxis (Roberts 2011; Ord & Leather 2011).  

THEORY AND PHILOSOPHY OF 

EXPERIENCE 

The term 'experience’ is undoubtedly the most significant philosoph-

ical concept in Dewey's experiential learning theory (Seaman 2019). 

Dewey held that human experience neither can be reduced to its ma-

terial or intellectual aspects (Maddalena 2004: Hodkinson et al. 

2008; Bleazby 2007). He firmly rejected philosophical dualisms and 

argued that there should not be any distinction between different di-

chotomies such as facts and values, thinking and action, and most im-

portantly, theory and practice (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021; Maddalena 

2004; Hodkinson et al. 2008; Bleazby 2007). For Dewey, theory and 

practice were two sides of the same coin since thoughts and ideas in-

evitably always guide the emergence of human actions, and similarly, 

the consequences of different actions subsequently also reshape and 

refine different cognitive views and notions (Egelandsdal & Ness 

2021). Human thoughts, he suggested, are essentially only ‘actions’ 

that we use to solve different problems (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021; 

Bleazby 2007). Consequently, from Dewey’s perspective, the phenom-

enon of human experience becomes thus a double-barrelled fact, sim-

ultaneously encompassing both the experienced and the experiencing 

in a never-endingly recurring cycle (Seaman 2019). 
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Theoretically, Dewey argued that "experience is always what it is 

because of a transaction taking place between an individual and what, 

at the time, constitutes his environment” (Dewey 1938:43). According 

to him, all experiences are thus based upon the continuous interplay 

between two different philosophical principles. The first principle is 

the principle of continuity, which entails that human experiences are 

always connected to both the past and the present since past experi-

ences always tend to affect how future experiences transpire and be-

come (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). The second principle is the principle 

of interaction, which suggests that new experiences arise through the 

interaction and interplay between human beings' internal and exter-

nal conditions (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). To put it simply, an expe-

rience is, in other words, the function of the interaction between hu-

man beings past experiences and their present situation (Seaman 

2019; Shyman 2011). Essentially, we use our previous experiences 

when we are interpreting new situations, while at the same time, the 

experiences we get of new situations also change our current under-

standing and shape how we will interpret forthcoming occurrences 

(Dewey 1934; Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). The principles of continuity 

and interaction are, thus, inextricably connected (Egelandsdal & Ness 

2021). The human condition could thus, to some degree, be perceived 

to be found in the continuous interaction and interplay that transpires 

between people’s biographies and their local surroundings.  

Hence, the experiences we have emerge thus through our con-

stant interaction and adaptation to the environment (Seaman 2019). 

Fundamentally, this means that the nature of human experiences, 

therefore, could be conceptualized and understood as an 'active-pas-

sive affair' encompassing both active and passive elements (Dewey 

1930:164). They are active in the sense that they involve ‘trying’, 

meaning that people manifest themselves and their intentions upon 

the environment through their deliberate and purposeful engage-

ments with the world (Dewey 1916, 1930; Ord & Leather 2011). How-

ever, they are also passive in the sense that they also include ‘under-

going’, which refers to the fact that various experiences always bring 

certain consequences to the people who are experiencing them 

(Dewey 1916, 1930; Ord & Leather 2011). Simply put, "when we 
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experience something, we act upon it, we do something with it; then 

we suffer or undergo the consequences. We do something to the thing, 

and then it does something to us in return" (Dewey 1930:163). And 

this inherent tension and relationship between the experiential pro-

cesses of accommodation and assimilation could thus essentially be 

perceived to be at the heart of the phenomenon of human experience 

(Kolb 2014; Ord & Leather 2011:18).  

Moreover, Dewey (1981:31-32) also theorized that our different 

experiences are also inherent conditioned by our various habits, 

which “refer to the wide variety of responses, patterns, and ways we 

engage in our worlds, from physical ones to mental ones” (Nelsen 

2015:88). Simply put, habits constitute “our predisposition to draw 

upon modes of response to situations and problems that arise within 

specific contexts” (Nelsen 2015:86) in the sense that they metaphori-

cally could be thought of as 'grooves' that guide and steer "the very 

styles, patterns, and ways in which we engage our world" (Sullivan 

2001:26). Basically, habits are the systematic forms of thinking, per-

ceiving, and acting that shape our different worldviews and intelligent 

actions that we take for granted throughout our everyday lives. This 

in the sense of “limiting tendencies that filter and control perception, 

thinking, feeling, action” (Jaitner 2018:12). Consequently, this means 

that experiential learning then first occurs when our different habits 

become critically questioned and reorganized into new structures of 

thought and action (Lamons 2012).  

However, this way of conceptualizing the dimensions found 

within the phenomena of experience is not entirely unique to Dewey 

(Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). It also strongly resembles the thinking 

that resides within philosophical hermeneutics (Egelandsdal & Ness 

2021). According to Hans-Georg Gadamer (2012:347), there are two 

different forms of experiences: experiences that correspond with our 

expectations and confirm them, and experiences that thwart and dis-

prove our expectations. Gadamer (2012) regards the later as 'real' ex-

periences since they have the ability to liberate us from wrongful as-

sumptions and provide us with new insights and a renewed horizon of 

understanding. Consequently, experiences are thus not only the con-

sequences of pure sensory information (Gadamer 2012; Egelandsdal 
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& Ness 2021). They are also the result of the dialectical interaction 

between different questions and answers between the interpreter and 

the interpreted (Gadamer 2012; Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). Basically, 

when we interpret something, we use our preconceptions as an inter-

pretive framework, which means that the questions we can ask are 

limited and also made possible by our current horizon of understand-

ing (Gadamer 2012; Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). Our previous experi-

ences represent thus the opportunities for the ‘dialogues’ we can have 

with the world, making certain ‘conversations’ possible but also im-

possible (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021).  

Hence, according to both Gadamer and Dewey, educative learn-

ing experiences are thus the experiences that breach our expectations 

and allow us to see and understand ourselves and the world from a 

new horizon (Dewey 1938; Beard 2018; Seaman 2019). They are the 

experiences that “lead the learner on to new experiences” (Dewey 

1938:28) by providing ‘dramatic events’ that make us remake our-

selves and our understanding of the world (Wong et al. 2001). Hence, 

the meaning and significance of present experiences are thus always 

necessarily in the light of past and future ones, implying that “every 

experience is a moving force” since “its value can be judged only on 

the grounds of what it moves towards and into” (Dewey 1938:38). 

“Educative experience is, therefore, as much about how we under-

stand the world, as it is with acting in it. It is as much about meaning 

making as it is with a concern with the solutions to practical prob-

lems” (Ord & Leather 2011:18). Essentially, they form “a search for 

meaning, trying to make sense of the world and our place within it” 

(Ord & Leather 2011:18). 

PROCESS OF EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 

The most fundamental notion and idea underpinning Dewey's expe-

riential learning theory is that we humans learn through the process 

of acquiring, processing, and transforming different kinds of experi-

ences. And roughly speaking, his theoretical conceptualization of the 

experiential learning process could be outlined in the following way.  
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When we humans roam the world, we are constantly emplaced in 

it through our different physical bodies (Jarvis 2012a, 2012b). 

Through this emplacement, we get a continuous flow of episodic ex-

periences that continuously unfold as our lives transpire (Jarvis 

2012a, 2012b). When we get these different episodic experiences, we 

uniquely interpret them based on our different frames of reference, 

and for the most part, these experiences transpire unnoticed and un-

consciously throughout our lives (Jarvis 2006, 2009, 2012a, 2012b). 

Dewey called this form of unconscious and pre-reflective experience 

as 'aesthetic experience' (Dewey 1929, 1930, 1934), which could be 

perceived and understood as the “pre-reflective grasp of complex sit-

uations” (Hanks 1991:20) or the intuitive awareness of what is going 

on around us in an immediate sense (Quay & Seaman 2013). Here, it 

is important to clarify that the term ‘aesthetics’ does not denote any 

‘artistic’ aspect of human experience but rather refers to the process 

by which humans perceive the world through their various senses 

(Uhrmacher 2009). Etymologically, the term aesthetics was originally 

coined by the German philosopher Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten 

(1714–1762), who derived it from the Greek word ‘aiestheta’, which 

simply means ‘things perceived’ or ‘sensory perception’ (Uhrmacher 

2009). Dewey later adopted and integrated this concept into his the-

oretical framework of experiential learning to signify his theoretical 

idea that the constant human experience of the surrounding environ-

ment is based upon various kinds of sensory engagements.  

Normally, we take our aesthetic experiences for granted until 

something unexpected happens in our lives, and we begin to experi-

ence something called disjuncture (Jarvis 2006, 2009, 2012a, 2012b). 

Disjuncture is “the gap between what we expect to perceive when we 

have an experience of the world as a result of our previous learning” 

and “that with which we are actually confronted” (Jarvis 2009:29). 

Dewey (1929:189) argued that all “reflective inquiry starts from a 

problematic situation” and that the origin of situations on which we 

begin to reflect is found in the “perplexity, confusion, doubt, due to 

the fact that one is implicated in an incomplete situation whose full 

character is not yet determined” (Dewey 1916:176). The desire to over-

come the feeling of disjuncture is then what fundamentally is 
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perceived to drive and propel the process of learning (Jarvis 2006, 

2009, 2012a, 2012b) since the “demand for the solution of a perplex-

ity is the steadying regulation and guiding factor in the entire process 

of reflection” (Dewey 1933:11). Hence, when we are confronted with a 

problematic situation, Dewey (1926, 1930) then reasoned that human 

learning would transpire through two different forms of so-called 're-

flective experience' since the act of “thinking [first] occurs when 

things are uncertain or doubtful or problematic” (Dewey 1930:173).  

The first form of reflective experience is ‘trial and error’, whereby 

“we simply do something and when it fails, we do something else and 

keep on trying until we hit upon something which works” (Dewey 

1916:169–170). It is the incidental reflection that naturally occurs dur-

ing this iterative process that enables us to see “that a certain way of 

acting and a certain consequence are connected, but we do not [nec-

essarily] see how they are” (Dewey 1916:170). Dewey (1933:72) sug-

gested that this form of reflective experience would occur and tran-

spire in five different stages (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). Firstly, we 

have a perceived problem. Secondly, we evaluate the problem and try 

to understand what is essential in order to solve it. Thirdly, we try to 

imagine different possible solutions to the problem. Fourthly, we start 

developing hypotheses through the practice of reasoning and experi-

mentation. Fifth and finally, we then observe and test our hypothesis, 

which either results in the acceptance or rejection of our theory (Ege-

landsdal & Ness 2021; Dewey 1933). It is also worth noting that Dewey 

does not consider this form of reflective experience as solely an indi-

vidual endeavour (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). He consistently argued 

that trial and error in many ways is a social process in which people 

jointly try to solve different problems by creating and testing new hy-

potheses and ideas based on their collective repertoire of previous ex-

periences (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). Hence, to learn from experience 

“is to make a backward and forward connection between what we do 

to things and what we enjoy or suffer from things in consequence. Un-

der such conditions, doing becomes a trying; an experiment with the 

world to find out what it is like; the undergoing becomes instruction - 

discovery of the connection of things” (Dewey 1930:164).  
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The second form of reflective experience is analytical thinking, 

which refers to the practice of structured and deliberate reflection 

(Dewey 1916). For Dewey, ‘analytical thinking’ is the intellectual 

method of "turning a subject over in the mind and giving it serious 

and consecutive consideration" (Dewey 1933:3). It is a particular type 

of thinking that is focused, careful, and methodological, seeking to 

carefully produce valid justifications for various believes based on ob-

servable evidence and proof, similar to the process of ‘the scientific 

method’ (Hebert 2015). In this process, Dewey stressed the im-

portance of the human imagination. He regarded imagination as a 

natural part of human learning since it serves as the basis for thinking 

and reflection and enables us to grasp what lies beyond what we im-

mediately can see and observe (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). Our ability 

and capacity to solve various problems, he argued, then fundamen-

tally rests upon our ability to systematically imagine and render the 

consequences of the interplay between different thoughts, actions, 

and conditions (Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). From Dewey’s perspec-

tive, reflection can thus be understood as a meaning-making practice 

underpinned by rigors and methodological ways of thinking and re-

flecting. It is “the intentional endeavour to discover specific connec-

tions between something which we do and the consequences which 

result, so that the two become continuous” (Dewey 1930:170). Simply 

put, it “involves not simply a sequence of ideas, but a consequence a 

consecutive ordering” (Dewey 1933:2), meaning that it seeks “to 

bridge a gap in experience, to bind together facts or deeds otherwise 

isolated” (Dewey 1933:80).  

However, these two different forms of reflective experience 

should not be perceived to be something that unquestionably occurs 

after the emergence of aesthetic experience (Quay & Seaman 2013). 

Dewey thought that reflective experience is a natural form of human 

experience itself, and a practical activity in its own right (Quay & Sea-

man 2013). For Dewey, there is nothing that could be called ‘merely 

doing’ or ‘purely thinking’ since aesthetic and reflective experience are 

dialectally related since one necessarily involves and transforms the 

other (Quay & Seaman 2013). Hence, according to Dewey, when we 

learn, we have thus simultaneously both aesthetic and reflective 
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experiences since our aesthetic experiences metaphorically are ‘the 

soil’ from which our reflective experience grows and continues to be 

rooted (Quay & Seaman 2013). They are in a constant rhythm "that 

marks the interaction of the live creature with his surroundings’" 

(Dewey 1934:15). Hence, from this perspective, human learning could 

thus be considered as both a state of being, as well as a process of be-

coming, since knowing could be contextualized within doing, which in 

turn could be contextualized within being (Quay 2020). The process 

of experiential learning thus becomes subsequently a matter of ‘learn-

ing by doing’ since it always simultaneously encompasses the prac-

tices of feeling, testing, and thinking. Alternatively, as Dewey himself 

and his colleague McLellan (1889) once put it, we must “learn to do 

by doing and learn to do by knowing. The principles when rightly in-

terpreted include rather than exclude each other. Unless we do, we 

cannot understand the ideas involved in action, much less act. And 

unless we know, we cannot act in a significant way, in a way which is 

really expressive of ideas” (McLellan & Dewey 1889:129-130).  

Consequently, by employing Dewey’s theory of experiential learn-

ing within this doctoral thesis, the farmers’ local land knowledge will 

thus essentially be presumed to grow from different forms of aesthetic 

and reflective experiences. Moreover, learning will also fundamen-

tally be understood as an active and deliberate process of doing and 

undergoing profoundly shaped and formed by the learner’s ongoing 

interaction and engagement with the surrounding environment. 

LIMITATIONS OF EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 

Although Dewey's experiential learning theory is regarded as one of 

the most robust theories of human learning, the framework has sev-

eral notable theoretical limitations that one must acknowledge and 

bear in mind with regard to this research endeavour.  

Firstly, the theory presumes that human learning begins with "a 

shock or an interruption needing to be accounted for, identified, or 

placed” (Dewey 1933:12). This notion is somewhat problematic since 

it implies that human learning can only occur in situations and in-

stances when the learner is confronted with something that he or she 
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is uncertain about (Hebert 2015). The learning that does not create 

doubt or make the learner pause in the midst of the everyday routine 

is thus strikingly silent and not accounted for within the theory (Her-

bert 2015). Dewey’s experiential learning theory diverges thus from 

the modern theoretical outlooks on human learning, which commonly 

presumes that human learning also can occur unreflectively in every-

day life (Jarvis 2006, 2009, 2012a, 2012b). Hence, one must thus bear 

in mind that the unspoken and unreflective norms, values, and pro-

cesses surrounding the phenomenon of human learning are not nec-

essarily accounted for within Dewey's theoretical framework.  

Secondly, the theory also suggests that human learning, and par-

ticularly reflective experience, has a conclusive end, in the sense that 

reflective experience fundamentally is presumed to be intended to 

solve various issues arising from different problematic situations 

(Hebert 2015). This notion is also somewhat problematic from a the-

oretical standpoint, since it, at least to some degree, creates an ambig-

uous understanding of the nature of human knowledge and learning 

(Herbert 2015). As Dewey (1933:114) himself noted, “verification does 

not always follow” the development of different warranted assertions, 

consequently implying that human knowledge, in terms of its theoret-

ical infallibility, cannot be purely conclusive. Hence, one must thus 

critically acknowledge that it remains theoretically unclear what ex-

actly drives and propels human learning within Dewey's experiential 

learning theory and how human learning, and different forms of hu-

man knowledge, precisely should be conceptualized and understood.  

Thirdly, the theory could also, to some degree, be perceived to fa-

vour rational knowledge over practical knowledge (Herbert 2015). It 

has been argued that Dewey's theory has an inherent technical-ra-

tional ambiance in the sense that different forms of practical, intui-

tive, and tacit knowledge might not be theoretically visible and ac-

counted for within the theoretical framework (Herbert 2015; Schön 

1983, 1987). This is because human knowledge is presumed to build 

upon various warranted assertions that have been developed and jus-

tified through various kinds of intellectual reasoning (Herbert 2015; 

Schön 1983, 1987). However, this is only partly true since Dewey also 

argued that the reflective experience of trial and error might enable 
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us to see “that a certain way of acting and a certain consequence are 

connected, but we do not [necessarily] see how they are” (Dewey 

1916:170). This then arguably addresses and encompasses the domain 

of practical, intuitive, and tacit knowledge since the results of experi-

ential learning inherently must emerge as ‘knowing in doing’ with the 

intention of guiding the learner towards further action by providing 

solutions to different problematic situations. 

Taken together, these limitations suggest that while Dewey’s ex-

periential learning theory offers a valuable lens for analysing educa-

tion and learning, it must also be applied with careful consideration 

of its conceptual boundaries and theoretical blinds sports. 

RELEVANCE OF EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 

Dewey’s experiential learning theory is, however, not the only theo-

retical conceptualization of experiential learning that could have been 

valid and relevant to employ within this research endeavour. In con-

temporary times, experience is widely regarded as the sole foundation 

of human learning33  (Roth & Jornet 2014; Kuk & Holst 2018; Roberts 

2011). Over the years, several theoretical currents and models have 

thus subsequently emerged (Roberts 2011), spanning from progres-

sive (Priest 1990) to cyclical ways (Kolb 2014) of conceptualizing hu-

man learning as an experiential process of human growth and trans-

formation. However, most theories have been united by the construc-

tivist notion that human learning transpires through the construction 

of meaning emanating from different kinds of social and embodied 

experiences (Beard 2018; Kolb 2014; Seaman 2008).  

Therefore, it is possible that another experiential learning theory 

could have been relevant to employ within this doctoral thesis. Partic-

ularly, Kolb's (2014) experiential learning cycle, Schön's (1983) theo-

retical framework of reflective practice, and Lave and Wenger's (1991) 

community of practice theory could be argued to hold especially 

strong relevance, considering that these theories have often been 

 
33 The theoretical and philosophical presumption that experience might be 
the foundation that underpins the phenomenon of human learning can also 
be found in Morris (2020), Kolb (2014), and Jarvis (2009). 
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applied within prior research. However, as discussed below, these the-

ories could be argued to provide a less suitable theoretical foundation 

compared to Dewey’s broader and holistic framework of experiential 

learning. To make it clear why Dewey’s theoretical framework of ex-

periential learning is applied within this doctoral thesis, the following 

sections will thus briefly outline each of the other experiential learn-

ing theories and then highlight how they arguably fall short compared 

to Dewey's theoretical framework within the scope of this study.  

The first learning theory that could have been relevant to employ 

is the experiential learning cycle coined by the American scholar Da-

vid Kolb (2014). Based on his readings of primarily John Dewey and 

Kurt Lewin, he proposed a "dynamic view of learning based on a 

learning cycle driven by the resolution of the dual dialectics of ac-

tion/reflection and experience/abstraction” (Kolb & Kolb 2021:8). 

Theoretically, he defined human learning as “the process whereby 

knowledge is created through the transformation of experience" (Kolb 

2014:41). He suggested that all human learning occurs through the 

resolution of the inherent tension between the different modes of 

grasping and transforming experience, commonly referred to as con-

crete experience, abstract conceptualization, reflective observation, 

and active experimentation (Kolb & Kolb 2021; Lehane 2020; Egan et 

al. 2023). Conceptually, he then portrayed this dynamic interplay as 

an idealized learning cycle where the learner stepwise experiences, re-

flects, thinks, and acts in an ever-recursive process (Kolb & Kolb 

2021:8; Lehane 2020; Egan et al. 2023). In a nutshell, the immediate 

and concrete experiences are the basis for different observations and 

reflections, which are then assimilated and distilled into abstract con-

cepts from which new implications for practice and action can be 

drawn (Kolb & Kolb 2021; Lehane 2020; Egan et al 2023). In other 

words, Kolb’s experiential learning cycle encompasses thus the fol-

lowing four never-endingly recurring steps: “you do something, you 

reflect upon that action, and based on that refection, you conclude and 

modify your understanding before doing that activity or related activ-

ities again to see if you have improved” which then subsequently is 

followed by a new cycle of refection (Chan 2023:21).  



 

57 

At first glance, Kolb's experiential learning cycle appears to be a 

highly relevant analytical means in order to decipher and understand 

the farmers' lifelong environmental learning process. This is because 

the theoretical framework distinctly integrates both reflection and 

embodied experience in a forthright manner. However, the theory has 

at least three different conceptual shortcomings that profoundly limit 

its use within this research endeavour34 (Bergsteiner et al. 2010; Berg-

steiner & Avery 2014). Firstly, the conceptualization of human learn-

ing as a stepwise cycle is believed to be too simplistic to be able to truly 

capture the complex reality of human experience and learning (Ord & 

Leather 2011; Seaman 2008). This is because it partly gives the im-

pression that all stages of the learning cycle occur linearly and are of 

equal value, which may not be empirically correct (Bergsteiner et al. 

2010; Chan 2023). Secondly, the theory also emphasizes the retro-

spective reflection of individuals, which tends to decontextualize hu-

man learning to a cognitive process detached from people's ongoing 

interactions with their immediate social and physical environment 

(Holman et al. 1997). Thirdly, the theory does not also deal with dif-

ferent forms of motives and intentions, which undoubtedly raises 

questions about what exactly drives and propels the process of expe-

riential learning within the theory (Fenwick 2000; Chan 2023). Dew-

ey's experiential learning theory, on the other hand, offers a richer, 

more fluid conceptualization of human learning as a profoundly ac-

tive, situated, and interactional learning process. It allows for a non-

linear conception of human learning that begins in highly contextual-

ized problematic situations, which emerges through the active prac-

tice of reflection and experimentation based upon various kinds of 

purposeful interactions with the surrounding environment. As later 

shown, this theoretical outlook profoundly echoes the empirical data 

much closer than Kolb’s rigid stepwise learning cycle.  

The second learning theory that has been considered in connec-

tion to this research endeavour is the theoretical framework consid-

ering the reflective practice of practitioners, originally coined and 

 
34 Further theoretical critique of Kolb's experiential learning cycle can also be 
found in Fenwick (2000), Jarvis (2012a, 2012b), Miettinen (2000), Holman 
et al. (1997), and Schenck and Cruickshank (2015). 
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developed by the American scholar Donald Schön (1983, 1987). He 

developed his theoretical framework as a critique of John Dewey's ex-

periential learning theory, which he thought separated and detached 

the act of reflection from people's direct and immediate experiences 

(Schön 1983, 1987). His interpretation of Dewey's work was that the 

"reflective inquirer must suspend action once confronted with a puz-

zling conundrum and return to action only once the reflective model 

has reached its final phase" (Hebert 2015:365). He argued that this 

theoretical outlook was insufficient to understand the tacit, implicit, 

and intuitive knowledge of practitioners that emerges continuously 

throughout the process of their professional practice (Schön 1983, 

1987). He asserted that practitioners often are confronted with unique 

and uncertain situations, which consequently force them to think and 

act spontaneously on the fly while practicing (Schön 1983:49-51). This 

then, Schön contended, implies that their knowing-in-action cannot 

be derived from a rational thought process based on "prior intellectual 

operation" (Schön 1983:51). Schön (1983) then theorized that all prac-

titioners engage in something called reflection-in-action, compared to 

reflection-on-action. This means that practitioners observe, think, re-

flect, and make decisions while they are actively working, rather than 

looking back on what they have done and accomplished in order to 

improve their future practice and understanding.  

Schön’s theoretical framework undoubtedly offers a unique ana-

lytical toolbox through which the tacit and unspoken aspects of the 

farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process could have been un-

derstood and elucidated. However, based on the empirical data, 

Schön's theoretical framework could be considered to have three ma-

jor theoretical limitations compared to Dewey's experiential learning 

theory. Firstly, Schön's theoretical framework does not offer a unique 

outlook on the practice of reflection compared to Dewey’s theoretical 

conceptualisation. Dewey's experiential learning theory does not, as 

Schön claims, suggest that reflection happens after or detached from 

experience. On the contrary, Dewey consistently argued that aesthetic 

and reflective experiences occur simultaneously, not necessarily dis-

connected from the situation of interest. Secondly, Schön offers only 

an analytical framework to understand practitioners' reflective 
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practice. He does not provide a theoretical conception of how human 

learning, in general, transpires and occurs like Dewey. Thirdly, 

Schön's theoretical framework could also be regarded as highly cog-

nitivist compared to Dewey's experiential learning theory. Schön 

places the practice of reflection in the foreground of his framework 

but does not, like Dewey, also incorporate and deal with the embodied 

aspects of human learning, which later in this doctoral thesis will be 

shown to be an important and influential dimension of the farmers’ 

lifelong environmental learning.  

The third learning theory that could have been applied in this re-

search endeavour is the educational theory of communities of prac-

tice, which originally have been developed by the scholars Jean Lave 

and Etienne Wenger (1991) in connection to their research on profes-

sional apprenticeships. They primarily suggested that human learn-

ing is a social phenomenon that occurs through co-participation and 

reification within a given group of people joined together by a mutual 

engagement, a joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire of communal 

resources (Lave & Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998, 2000). They argued 

that a key part of human learning is something called legitimate pe-

ripheral participation, which refers to how newcomers in a commu-

nity start at the edges, observing and learning from others, before they 

gradually become more involved in the practice and the living body of 

collective knowledge (Lave & Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998, 2000). 

Over time, these newcomers then gradually transform into more ex-

perienced members of the community through acts of engagement, 

imagination, and alignment, which subsequently makes them more 

actively involved and embedded in the practices of the community 

(Lave & Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998, 2000). From their perspective, 

learning becomes not just about acquiring knowledge and compe-

tence but also about developing an identity as a member of a commu-

nity (Wenger 1998, 2000).  

The communities of practice theory have, undoubtedly, theoreti-

cal merits when it comes to the study of farmers' lifelong environmen-

tal learning. This is because previous research has shown that farm-

ers’ lifelong learning tends to orbit around the practice of sharing 

knowledge and experience within different local agricultural 
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communities. However, the theory falls short in two different ways 

compared to Dewey’s experiential learning theory. Firstly, because the 

framework places the social context heavily at the forefront, the indi-

vidual and embodied aspects of human learning become thus natu-

rally underplayed and neglected. Compared to Dewey's experiential 

learning theory, the framework lacks thus undoubtedly a developed 

understanding of the role of the body and the individual within the 

human learning process. Secondly, Dewey clearly also explores how 

novelty, disruption, and curiosity spark learning, while Lave and 

Wenger only tend to focus on how individuals become incorporated 

and integrated into the already established body of knowledge that 

transpires within different communities of practice. Hence, the com-

munity of practice framework offers thus no unique theoretical in-

sights into how people may develop knowledge and understanding in-

dividually through various kinds of novel discoveries or inquiries, 

which later will be shown to be a vital aspect of the farmers’ learning.  

To conclude, Dewey’s experiential learning theory provides, ar-

guably, an unmatched theoretical framework considering the social, 

cognitive, and embodied complexity of human learning. This is be-

cause the theory neatly integrates the role of inquiry and reflection 

with the function of social and embodied experiences. Although Kolb, 

Schön, Lave, and Wenger may provide meaningful theoretical lenses 

through which to decipher and understand farmers’ lifelong environ-

mental learning, Dewey’s broad and holistic conceptualisation of ex-

periential learning arguably provides a stronger and more compre-

hensive theoretical foundation for interpreting and understanding the 

complexity and wider picture given by the empirical data underpin-

ning this doctoral thesis. Simply put, “there is nothing as practical as 

a good theory” (Bedeian 2016:1), and Dewey’s theoretical framework 

of experiential learning arguably seems to be the most suitable and 

analytically useful one for this study.  
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Chapter IV 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 

 

This fourth chapter aims to outline and describe how the empirical 

results of this doctoral thesis have been systematically produced. The 

chapter begins by describing the philosophical positioning of the re-

search endeavour, the applied narrative research design, and the na-

ture of narratives as empirical data. Thereafter, it introduces the 

group of research participants and explains how the processes of data 

production, transcription, analysis, and representation systemically 

have been carried out in practice. Finally, the chapter addresses ethi-

cal considerations relevant to the research endeavour and critically 

discusses researcher bias. 

RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY 

Research philosophy always plays a pivotal role in all kinds of scien-

tific studies, as it arguably provides the guiding framework for under-

standing how scientific knowledge becomes constructed and what 

consequently constitutes valid evidence within a particular inquiry 

(Crotty 2015). Specifically, this research endeavour is philosophically 

grounded in the interpretivist paradigm, which understands scientific 

knowledge as a product emerging from the interaction between the 

researcher and the researched. Consistent with this philosophical 

stance, this research endeavour also builds upon an inductivist ap-

proach to theorizing empirical data, which philosophically allows sci-

entific knowledge to emerge ‘organically’ by putting the empirical data 

emanating from the data production at the forefront of the analysis 

process. However, this philosophical positioning is far from straight-

forward, and an elaboration on this orientation is, undoubtedly, 

needed in order to provide a clear understanding of the research phi-

losophy underpinning this doctoral thesis. 
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INTERPRETIVIST PHILOSOPHICAL ORIENTATION 

This doctoral thesis is firmly rooted in the philosophical tradition of 

interpretivism, which fundamentally builds upon a subjectivist epis-

temology. Theoretically, this means that interpretivists do not deny 

the existence of an external reality, although they strongly proclaim 

and assert that there is no completely shared knowable reality among 

human beings (Denicolo et al. 2016; Wills 2007). The fundamental 

philosophical claim of interpretivism is that there cannot be any com-

pletely shared knowable reality since we cannot objectively access the 

external reality because our perceptions of it are inherently limited by 

our different physical bodies and mental frames of reference (Crotty 

2015; Denicolo et al. 2016; Wills 2007). Accordingly, from an inter-

pretivist perspective, our understanding of the world must thus al-

ways be, at least to some degree, constructed. This is because we can 

only perceive the external reality through the different subjective in-

terpretations that we make from our different sensory inputs, which 

consequently means that our various worldviews and understandings 

of the world must always be somewhat biased, selective, and multiple 

by nature (Crotty 2015; Denicolo et al. 2016; Wills 2007). In other 

words, from the interpretivist viewpoint, we are always situated on 

different 'horizons of understanding', based upon our personal com-

bination of social, cultural, and personal presuppositions, entailing 

that scientific knowledge can never be truly objective due to our ines-

capable historicity (Wills 2007). Hence, since we all view and experi-

ence the world differently, this consequently means that the knowable 

external reality must always be limited and restricted by our inherent 

subjectivity, entailing that any form of scientific knowledge must be 

viewed as diverging and pluralistic by nature.  

According to the Polish philosopher Ludwik Fleck, this philo-

sophical outlook of interpretivism consequently implies that the de-

velopment of scientific facts inevitably must transpire through the on-

going interplay between different active and passive elements 

(Liljequist 2013; Fleck 1979; Pena 2011; Sady 2021). He argued that, 

at the beginning of the scientific process, the researcher always expe-

rience a phase of chaos and confusion, during which the researcher 

conducts a messy and unstructured observation, characterized by 
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"amazement, searching for similarities, trial by experiment, retrac-

tion, as well as hope and disappointment" (Fleck 1979:94). During 

this initial bewilderment, the researcher then embraces a particular 

frame of reference, a so-called thought style, to be able to cognitively 

anchor and interpret his sensory experiences while attempting to "dis-

tinguish that which obeys his will from that which arises spontane-

ously and opposes it" (Fleck 1979:95). The researcher's sensory expe-

riences and his applied frame of reference are then alternately inter-

preted and reevaluated in the light of each other until an empirical 

representation is formed and subsequently also accepted by the given 

academic community, known as a thought collective (Fleck 1979). The 

frame of reference that the researcher (un)consciously chooses to em-

brace constitutes the active elements, the lens for analysis and inquiry 

based on the "collectively constructed preconditions of cognition" 

(Pena 2011:908). And the things that arise spontaneously and oppose 

the researcher's frame of reference during the observation then con-

stitute the passive elements, namely the prevailing and enduring ‘em-

pirical reality’ that all scientists continuously seek to uncover through 

their various academic endeavours (Fleck 1979:95). Epistemologically 

speaking, this consequently entails that scientific knowledge cannot 

be universally objective (Heise 2018). This is because the systematic 

production of the empirical representations is inevitably always 

shaped by the underlying philosophy, theory, and methodology em-

ployed and validated by the given thought styles inherent within dif-

ferent thought collectives (Heise 2018).  

Consequently, by adhering to and embracing this interpretivist 

orientation, it will thus be presumed that scientific knowledge funda-

mentally cannot be truly objective since it is inherently shaped and 

formed by the different methodologies and frames of reference that 

prevail within different thought collectives. Accordingly, it will thus 

also be argued that this research endeavour produces rather than col-

lects empirical data and constructs rather than discovers scientific 

knowledge. Moreover, this philosophical position also implies that the 

empirical results will simultaneously be perceived both as limited and 

reliable. On the one hand, the empirical results will be argued to only 

provide a selective and limited way of perceiving and understanding 
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the lifelong environmental learning of farmers in northern Sweden, 

since the applied theoretical and methodological framework only en-

ables certain kinds of avenues of inquiry. But at the same time, it will 

also be argued that the empirical results simultaneously have a strong 

scientific validity. This is because they have been produced by differ-

ent theoretical and methodological means widely accepted within the 

thought collective of social and educational science, and also build 

upon an external reality that, at least to some degree, 'resists the will' 

of the empirical research(er). 

 

INDUCTIVIST APPROACH TO THEORIZING 

Building on the philosophical outlook of interpretivism, this doctoral 

thesis is, thereafter, also positioned within the scientific tradition of 

inductivism for theorizing empirical data. Philosophically, there are 

two different contexts in which various scientific inquiries can take 

place and occur (Longino 1990). The first one is the context of discov-

ery, which refers to the scientific phase of producing various kinds of 

ideas, theories, and hypotheses about the world (Longino 1990). And 

the second one is the context of justification, which encompasses the 

scientific phase of testing, proving, and validating different theories 

by controlled and rigorous experiments (Longino 1990). Since the re-

search aim is to explore, describe, and understand how farmers in 

northern Sweden learn their local land knowledge in their everyday 

lives, this scientific inquiry then naturally falls under the context of 

discovery. This is because the primary objective of the research is to 

produce new insights and understandings about farmers’ lifelong en-

vironmental learning process since prior educational research on the 

subject is notably scarce and limited. Seeking to accomplish this goal, 

this research endeavour thus builds upon an inductivist methodolog-

ical approach to theorizing empirical data, which historically has been 

deeply associated with qualitative research (Kumar 2024; Abrar & 

Hasibuan 2025; Barrett & Younas 2024).  

Fundamentally, the inductivist approach to theorizing empirical 

data builds upon the epistemological presumption that different 

forms of direct observations of the world can effectively provide a 
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strong foundation for the development of new theoretical constructs 

(Chalmers 2013; Abrar & Hasibuan 2025; Okoli 2023). Academic in-

quiries adhering to the inductivist approach to theorizing empirical 

data thus fundamentally seek to construct new theories about the 

world by gathering, compiling, and reviewing different kinds of em-

pirical data sets (Haque 2022; Kumar 2024; Thomas 2006). In other 

words, “the primary purpose of the inductive approach is to allow re-

search findings to emerge from the frequent, dominant, or significant 

themes inherent in raw data” (Thomas 2006:238). This is by “(a) con-

dense raw textual data into a brief, summary format; (b) establish 

clear links between the evaluation or research objectives and the sum-

mary findings derived from the raw data; and (c) develop a framework 

of the underlying structure of experiences or processes that are evi-

dent in the raw data” (Thomas 2006:237).  

This means that inductivist studies adopt a ‘bottom-up ap-

proach’, in which the research process begins with particular empiri-

cal observations about the world and uses these as the basis for devel-

oping broader explanatory accounts. In this sense, the inquiry “starts 

with particular data, which are then used to build (induce) a common 

narration (a theory) to estimate the data” (Haque 2022:61). Inductiv-

ist studies thus proceeds from “the specific to the general” (Abrar & 

Hasibuan 2025:128) by moving from “specific observations to broad 

generalizations” (Kumar 2024:59). Consequently, inductivist theory 

development encompass thus always a leap from the visible to the in-

visible in the sense that general statements of the world are created by 

the creative and imaginative aggregation of singular facts and obser-

vations (Bendassolli 2013; Okoli 2023; Barrett & Younas 2024). How-

ever, the ontological status of this mode of theorizing remains con-

tested within the academic community (Barrett & Younas 2024). The 

creative leap through which empirical observations are transformed 

into theoretical constructs can hardly be understood as any kind of 

pure form of inductive reasoning (Barrett & Younas 2024; Bergdahl & 

Berterö 2015). If one accepts that all kinds of scientific inquiries are 

always shaped by some degree of preunderstanding, then the transi-

tion from data to theory necessarily always also involves some ele-

ments of abduction. This is because the process of theorization always 
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entails, at least in part, an inference to the best explanation, where 

emerging interpretations are informed by the researchers’ previous 

knowledge and theoretical outlook (Okoli 2023). From this perspec-

tive, the inductivist approach to theorizing empirical data is more ap-

propriately conceived not as a self-sufficient form of inductive reason-

ing, but as a methodological orientation that places empirical data in 

the foreground of the inquiry and analysis. It represents a structured 

and systematic way of engaging with empirical data sets in which the 

empirical observations are given analytical priority and serve as the 

primary point of departure for theory development. Rather than elim-

inating the influence of prior theory, the inductivist approach to the-

orizing empirical data seeks to discipline and delay its role, allowing 

the development of theoretical constructs to be guided and con-

strained by the empirical data. In this way, the bottom-up orientation 

of the inductivist approach lies less in the absence of theory and more 

in the commitment to letting the empirical data steer, justify, and re-

fine the development of new theoretical constructs. 

Consequently, the results emanating from studies based on an in-

ductivist approach to theorizing empirical data should thus only be 

presumed to provide provisional and probable truths, insofar as they 

have not yet been subject to deductive falsification (Chalmers 2013). 

They rely on a non-deductive logic grounded in the presumption that 

the past patterns will persist into the future, which leaves open the 

possibility that conclusions may be false even if their premises appear 

sound. As a result, such studies always “produce knowledge that is 

uncertain” (Abrar & Hasibuan 2025:129). This is because the pro-

duced insights and results have not yet been thoroughly and rigor-

ously tested, proven, and validated by inquiries rooted in the context 

of justification. Hence, perceive therefore the empirical results of this 

doctoral thesis as scientifically limited. They undoubtedly also need 

to be deductively proven and tested by further quantitative and exper-

imental research to have a truth claim of high legitimacy and value 

within the context of justification. This doctoral thesis constitutes 

only a structured and limited attempt to produce data-driven theoret-

ical constructs about farmers' lifelong environmental learning process 

in the far north of Sweden. 
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RESEARCH DESIGN 

All academic research endeavours also build upon different research 

designs, which is a coherent framework for conducting research that 

includes a set of procedures that aim to produce valid and reliable em-

pirical insights (Creswell & Creswell 2023). To be able to successfully 

address and fulfil the research objective of this doctoral thesis, the fol-

lowing sections will, therefore, briefly outline and discuss the applied 

narrative research design and how the empirical data underpinning 

the produced results epistemologically will be understood. 

 

NARRATIVE RESEARCH DESIGN 

The empirical inquiry underpinning this doctoral thesis builds upon 

a narrative research design. Simply put, narrative research is "the 

study of experience as story" (Connelly & Clandinin 2006:375), and it 

virtually refers to the scholarly pursuit of understanding various phe-

nomena through the collection, interpretation, and representation of 

different kinds of narratives (Creswell & Creswell 2023; Parks 2023; 

Kim 2015). By carefully and systematically examining and analysing 

different stories, narrative research fundamentally intends to capture 

and portray how different people understand and experience their 

pasts, navigate their presents, and envision their futures (Goodson 

2013; Miller 2000; Lopez-Montero et al. 2022). Hence, narrative re-

search encompasses thus a diverse group of methodological traditions 

(Squire et al. 2014; Kim 2015). To ensure methodological rigor and 

transparency, it is, therefore, arguably essential to clarify which 

strand of narrative inquiry that this study intends to adhere to.  

First and foremost, the applied narrative research design is based 

and grounded in the naturalistic approach to narrative inquiry. From 

the naturalistic perspective, narratives are understood primarily as 

empirical resources for research, in the sense of different accounts 

and representations of the external reality (Squire et al. 2014; Kim 

2015). This perspective presumes that the external world, and peo-

ple’s verbal account of it, possess a significant degree of stability and 

independence detached from its external observer (Squire et al. 2014; 

Kim 2015). Simply put, the naturalistic perspective rests on the 
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philosophical presumption that there is an external reality that exists 

outside the mind, waiting to be explored, described, and understood 

by various scientific pursuits and explorations (Elliott 2005). By 

adopting a naturalistic orientation to narrative inquiry, the different 

narratives that the farmers tell about their lifelong environmental 

learning will thus be treated as meaningful, experience-based ac-

counts that provide descriptions and insights into how their lifelong 

environmental learning process has transpired and taken place 

throughout the years on their different farmsteads. In other words, 

the naturalistic orientation enables the research endeavour to ap-

proach the farmers narratives, not only as individual stories, but also 

as empirical resources regarding their lifelong environmental learn-

ing through which broader patterns and processes can be identified. 

Secondly, building on the naturalistic orientation, the narrative 

research design is also grounded in the analytical tradition known as 

analysis of narrative (Creswell & Poth 2016; Polkinghorne 1995). 

Within this analytical tradition, the farmers’ narratives are primarily 

also thought to constitute different forms of empirical data, from 

which various types of typologies, themes, and paradigmatic catego-

ries can be drawn and derived (Creswell & Poth 2016; Polkinghorne 

1995). In other words, the analysis of narrative approach seeks to ex-

amine a given cohort of narratives in order to identify various empir-

ical patterns, trends, and structures. Simply put, the analytical aim of 

this approach is to generate conceptual categories that could illumi-

nate and describe different phenomena. It is less about understanding 

the structure of individual stories and more about understanding the 

content and underlying meaning of different cohorts of narratives.  

Conceptually, the applied narrative research design will thus pri-

marily treat the farmers' narratives as empirical representations of 

their lifelong environmental learning process. The narrative research 

design seeks thus to move from the empirical particularities of the 

farmers' stories to a more overarching theoretical understanding of 

their lifelong environmental learning process. This is by identifying 

cross-cutting themes and patterns within the empirical data set that 

reveal how they have continuously learned and redeveloped their local 

land knowledge over the years on their different farmsteads. 
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NARRATIVES AS EMPIRICAL DATA 

Epistemologically, narratives could be perceived as an exceptionally 

unique and rich form of empirical data, considering the research aim 

of this doctoral thesis. From a naturalistic standpoint, narratives 

could be thought of as “portals through which a person enters the 

world and by which their experience of the world is interpreted and 

made personally meaningful" (Connelly & Clandinin 2006:375). As 

such, the empirical focus on narratives allows, therefore, "for the inti-

mate and in-depth study of individuals' experiences over time and in 

context" (Clandinin & Caine 2013). This then subsequently enables 

the research endeavour to approach and capture both the lifelong and 

life-wide aspects of the farmers' lifelong environmental learning. 

Practically, within this doctoral thesis, there are two different 

types of narratives that will be examined in order to explore, describe, 

and understand how farmers in northern Sweden learn their local 

land knowledge in their everyday lives. The first type of narrative is 

so-called small stories, which could be defined as short and frag-

mented narratives, conveying specific aspects of people’s various life 

experiences (Georgakopoulou 2007). These types of narratives illus-

trate how people make sense of the world in a more detailed and situ-

ated manner and are not necessarily connected to a larger meta-nar-

rative (Georgakopoulou 2007). The second type of narrative that is 

used is so-called big stories, which are extended, retrospective ac-

counts of people’s entire life trajectory (Georgakopoulou 2007). These 

narratives could be understood as ‘paintings of reality’ (Rosenwald & 

Ochberg 1992) spanning from birth to the present (Lewis-Beck et al. 

2004), encompassing the many events, experiences, and feelings that 

are important to an individual throughout the extent of their lifetime 

(Lewis-Beck et al. 2004). They could be thought of as "a fairly com-

plete narrating of one’s entire experience of life as a whole, highlight-

ing the most important aspects” (Atkinson 1998:8), that may reveal 

and unravel the threads that connect one part of life to another, all the 

way from childhood and adolescence to adulthood and the last few 

years of one’s life (Lewis-Beck et al. 2004). Consequently, big stories 

can thus take many shapes and forms, and they normally build upon 

an array of different sub-stories, that collectively form a holistic and 
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coherent life narrative (Lewis-Beck et al. 2004). This means that big 

stories and small stories constantly exist in a never-ending, codepend-

ent relationship. To truly understand experiences as stories, it is thus 

theoretically necessary to engage with both the overall life story of an 

individual and the various sub-events that constitute them.  

 However, although narratives, from a naturalistic standpoint, 

can be argued to provide intriguing and reliable empirical represen-

tations of the external reality, they constitute, at the same time, also 

not any ‘pure’ empirical data waiting to be discovered and collected 

‘out there’ in the world. As many narrative researchers have empha-

sized, “it is clear we do not find stories; we make stories” (Mishler 

1999:117). From an interpretivist perspective, narratives can, episte-

mologically, thus be regarded as socially situated actions and crea-

tions (Bold 2013), produced retrospectively in different contexts for 

various audiences (Elliott 2005). To some degree, narratives are thus 

“not an objective reconstruction of life” but much rather “a rendition 

of how life is perceived” by various people and communities at differ-

ent times and places (Webster & Mertova 2007:3). Accordingly, the 

various narratives that the farmers tell about their lifelong environ-

mental learning process can thus be understood as a rich reflection 

and depiction of their different life experiences, produced by the prac-

tice of narration at the ‘inter-views’ between them and me. 

 

RATIONALE OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN APPLICATION 

The reason for applying the above-mentioned narrative research de-

sign within this doctoral thesis is thus twofold. Firstly, narrative re-

search may capture the lifelong and life-wide aspects of the farmers' 

lifelong environmental learning without the need to conduct time-

consuming longitudinal research. Secondly, narrative research may 

also be able to capture the common, everyday aspects of the farmers' 

lifelong environmental learning without the need to employ time-con-

suming ethnographic research. No other form of established qualita-

tive research design is arguably as theoretically effective and resource-

efficient in capturing the lifelong and life-wide aspects of farmers’ life-

long environmental learning process as the narrative methodology. 
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RESEARCH POPULATION 

All kinds of narrative studies undoubtedly rely on a defined sample of 

research participants. To properly assess the empirical foundation of 

this doctoral thesis, it is therefore essential to describe the research 

population and the procedures used to sample and recruit the given 

participants. Without a clear understanding of who the narratives em-

anate from, any knowledge claim regarding the lifelong environmen-

tal learning process of farmers in northern Sweden arguably risks be-

coming questionable, as the data may stem from an unrepresentative 

sample. In this sense, the research population constitutes the external 

context of inquiry and must therefore be adequately understood. 

 

PARTICIPATING FARMERS 

The empirical results build upon the life stories of 14 different farm-

ers, who all stem from 10 different farmsteads located deep inside the 

subarctic region of Norrbotten in northern Sweden. On their different 

farmsteads, the farmers claim that they are between the 3rd and 11th 

generation of farmers, and they have all, at least at some point during 

their lives, been practicing animal husbandry, forestry, and crop pro-

duction. Most of the participating farmers are men (10 male and 4 fe-

male) between the ages of 32 and 75 (average 52) with between 10 and 

55 years of farming experience (average 30) with the highest com-

pleted level of education at the upper secondary school (Primary 

School N=2; Upper Secondary School N=9; Undergraduate School 

N=3). Statistically, their different agricultural businesses could also 

be regarded as small-scale, in the sense that their different agricul-

tural companies only employ between 3 and 8 people, including them-

selves and their different family members.  

However, to ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of all the 

participating farmers, they will not be presented in further detail 

within this doctoral thesis. Furthermore, they will also collectively be 

assigned the generic pseudonym 'the farmer' in the forthcoming em-

pirical excerpts. This approach is motivated by the small and close-

knit nature of the local agricultural communities of Norrbotten, which 

implies that there is a significant risk that the participating farmers 
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could be identified by different readers. To safeguard the participants' 

anonymity, ‘identifying markers’ have therefore been deliberately 

minimized. Moreover, as the study focuses on the broader, overarch-

ing patterns of the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning, there are 

thus also limited analytical grounds for emphasizing individual iden-

tities in the data analysis and results presentation. This is because the 

farmers' narratives are collectively treated as a cohort of empirical 

data and not as individual case studies, meaning that the results can 

arguably be effectively communicated without distinguishing be-

tween different participants. The use of the collective pseudonym 'the 

farmer' should thus not be interpreted as suggesting that all partici-

pants share identical perspectives or experiences. Rather, it reflects 

only an effort to present the results as clearly and effectively as possi-

ble by putting an emphasis on the content of the empirical excerpts 

and the analytical narratives while avoiding ethical concerns consid-

ering anonymity. Hence, using the collective pseudonym ‘the farmer’ 

prioritizes the farmers’ anonymity over the seemingly limited analyt-

ical value of specifying different individuals. 

 

SAMPLING AND RECRUITMENT PROCESS 

All the participating farmers have been acquired according to the 

techniques of purposive, snowball, and convenience sampling (Op-

pong 2013; Cohen & Arieli 2011; Goodson & Sikes 2001). To qualify 

for the study, the research participants had simply to be active farm-

ers in the subarctic region of Norrbotten in northern Sweden and will-

ing to participate in the research project. Since this research project 

does not seek to make any universal or generalizable knowledge 

claims about farmers’ lifelong environmental learning, further sam-

pling criteria were thus not deemed theoretically necessary. 

Originally, my access to the different farmers was first established 

and enabled through a local personal contact, who was able to func-

tion as a gatekeeper (Agar 1980; Alm 2018) to the local agricultural 

communities of Norrbotten. My local personal contact provided me 

with phone numbers to several farmers, whom I then reached out to 

and pitched my research project, and asked if they were interested in 
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participating. Thereafter, the farmers were asked to recommend ad-

ditional farmers whom they thought might also be interested in par-

ticipating in the study. The main benefit of this sampling strategy was 

that I got quick and convenient access to different farmers who lived 

and worked in the subarctic region of Norrbotten. The disadvantage 

was, however, that the sampling strategy did not give me any balanced 

or homogeneous sample group. Theoretically, this could be argued to 

decrease the study's transferability, but for the purpose of this study, 

it was not deemed problematic due to the limited number of potential 

informants that could be found within the geographical context of the 

research endeavour. In other words, recruiting informants according 

to the basic sampling criteria was considered a higher priority than 

achieving a more balanced distribution of other social categories, such 

as, for instance, age, ethnicity, or gender.  

However, not long after the first days of interviewing, the word 

spread of my research, and farmers all over Norrbotten began to con-

tact me and show interest in my research. Opportunistically, I then 

seized the chance to recruit additional farmers for my research. How-

ever, it did not take long until I got an overwhelming number of re-

quests from farmers, which forced me to decide not to recruit more 

than 14 different farmers. The reason for this was mainly a practical 

one since I only had limited time and money for the data production, 

and I did not want to end up with too large of a data set that I could 

not analyse, comprehend, and represent properly (Braun & Clarke 

2016). Furthermore, 14 different study participants are also com-

monly perceived to generally constitute a sufficient sample size for 

qualitative studies since it is perceived to contain enough ‘voices’ for 

empirical studies to be able to reach data saturation (Ando et al. 2014; 

Beitin 2012). Moreover, smaller populations may also be preferred 

within narrative studies since larger randomized populations might 

often tend to lack a shared understanding of different phenomena 

(Goldman et al. 2012; Kim 2015).  

The inclusion of farmers who voluntarily reached out to me want-

ing to participate in the study was also, at the time, not deemed prob-

lematic from an ethical standpoint. This is because the research focus 

and their study participation did not present any apparent economic 
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or political benefits for them. They were not offered any monetary 

compensation for their study participation, and the research focus did 

not enable them to drive any kind of social agenda, which potentially 

could have skewed the empirical results. My personal experience was 

that these farmers just wanted to contribute and be part of the re-

search endeavour. Methodologically, it could also be argued to be ben-

eficial for narrative studies to have highly motivated informants 

within the data production process. However, this self-selection may 

also introduce a degree of bias, as those who chose to participate could 

hold perspectives and experiences that are not fully representative of 

the broader farming population. Consequently, the limitation regard-

ing the study’s generalizability must thus also be acknowledged.   

DATA PRODUCTION 

After having contacted and recruited all the different farmers to the 

research project, I then visited them at their different farmsteads dur-

ing 2022 and 2023 to generate the empirical data. During this phase 

in the research process, I employed two different data production 

methods commonly employed within narrative research, known as 

life story interviews and walking interviews. 

 

LIFE STORY INTERVIEWS 

The first method used during the data production process was life 

story interviews, which is a methodological approach commonly used 

within narrative research that seeks to capture the ‘big’ and ‘overarch-

ing’ stories about people’s lives (Goodson 2001, 2013; Goodson & 

Sikes 2001; Miller 2000).  The reason for utilizing life story interviews 

as a technique during the data production process derives from the 

fact that life story interviews often are perceived to be able to thor-

oughly capture the overarching patterns within people's lives (Ison et 

al. 2014; Goodson 2013; Clandinin & Connelly 2004). Presuming that 

the farmers' lifelong environmental learning is a lifelong and life-wide 

phenomenon, life story interviews were thus deemed as methodolog-

ically valid and legitimate. This is because this particular form of data 
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production technique arguably can unveil and ‘tap into’ the big stories 

of the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning.  

Practically, all the different life story interviews were conducted 

at the farmers’ kitchen tables and followed the traditional two-phase 

structure commonly applied in life story research (Kim 2015). During 

the first phase, commonly called the narration phase, the farmers 

were given the space to narrate and outline their whole life journey 

from start to finish without any interruptions (Kim 2015). During this 

phase, I deliberately took the traditional ‘vow of silence’ (Goodson 

2013; Goodson & Gill 2011:39; Kim 2015) and attempted to ‘listen be-

yond’ what the farmers said and made notes about different topics 

that I thought might be worthy of further inquiry and exploration 

(Goodson 2013; Goodson & Gill 2011:39; Kim 2015). Each narration 

phase also always began with the encouraging, prompting statement: 

“Please tell me your life journey about how you have learned to know 

and understand your different farmlands."  

When the farmers were finished narrating their different life jour-

neys, the life story interviews then shifted to the second phase, com-

monly called the conversation phase (Kim 2015). During this phase, I 

became much more involved in the storytelling, and I began to con-

verse with the farmers about their different life experiences (Kim 

2015). What then emerged was a grounded conversation (Goodson 

2001), in which the farmers and I attempted to decipher and make 

sense of the different life experiences that they previously had nar-

rated and portrayed (Goodson & Sikes 2001). Essentially, we em-

barked on a shared venture together, seeking to create further mean-

ing and understanding (Goodson 2001; Goodson & Sikes 2001) about 

their lifelong environmental learning. During these conversations, I 

attempted to shift the attention from the farmers themselves to the 

contents of their stories, thereby adopting a decentred perspective to 

take some pressure off the farmers as the storytellers (Germeten 

2013). Furthermore, I mainly tried to ‘corral’ (Berosik 2019; Atkinson 

2012) the conversations to help the farmers produce different thick 

descriptions (Geertz 1973) about their lifelong environmental learn-

ing process. To some degree, the life story interviews can thus be per-

ceived as a form of art (Lewis-Beck et al. 2004) in which the creative, 
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narrative space between the farmers and I have created and produced 

the empirical data (Merrill & West 2011).  

As customary in qualitative research, all the life story interviews 

were then also audio recorded to enable meticulous transcription (Ru-

takumwa et al. 2020). In addition, I also used the practice of respond-

ent validation during the life story interviews, meaning that I shared 

my interpretations of what had been said during the conversations so 

that the farmers would have the chance to correct me if I had under-

stood something incorrectly (Goodson & Sikes 2001; Tierney & Land-

ford 2019). After all, a key test for assessing whether qualitative re-

search is representational of real life or not is the extent to which it 

achieves what is commonly called verisimilitude (Bruner 1985), which 

is the extent to which representations seem to be true and plausible 

(Goodson & Sikes 2001). Although respondent validation is not a per-

fect reassurance of empirical ‘truth’, it encouraged the life story inter-

views to be deeply grounded in the farmers' personal life journeys and 

learning experiences. Accordingly, the main empirical results, namely 

that the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process seems to 

build upon the learning practices of sensing, storying, and shaping the 

land, were, at some point during the data production process, also 

confirmed by the farmers as central means and components of their 

lifelong environmental learning.  

Furthermore, in conjunction with the different life story inter-

views, I also systematically documented the key contextual and inter-

actional features inherent within the different research situations that 

could not be captured by the different audio recordings. These nota-

tions included, for example, non-verbal communication, such as ges-

tures used by the farmers in order to emphasise particular points in 

their speech, as well as situational and relational factors framing the 

given research encounters. The purpose of this written documenta-

tion was methodological rather than analytical. The primary purpose 

of the notes that were made during the life story interviews was only 

to support the subsequent textualization of the empirical narratives in 

the final publication, not to provide any additional form of empirical 

data intended for the data analysis. In other words, the notations that 

were written in conjunction with the life story interviews have not 
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been viewed and treated as any kind of empirical data and have there-

fore not been subject to any form of data analysis. They have only been 

used to facilitate the development of the interpretive and literary 

presentation of the empirical data.  

In total, 20 life story interviews were conducted with the different 

farmers. 8 of these farmers were interviewed once, while the remain-

ing 6 participated were interviewed in two separate sessions. This was 

due to the fact that some of the farmers expressed a desire to delve 

deeper into how their various life experiences had shaped their 

knowledge and understanding of their different farmlands. Addition-

ally, some of the farmers also felt fatigued during the first interview 

sessions and preferred to continue our conversation at a later time. 

Recognizing that life stories can be mentally demanding and exhaust-

ing, I then reasoned that it was important to create space for the farm-

ers to further elaborate on their different life stories at another time. 

A second interview session would then allow for a deeper exploration 

of their lifelong environmental learning process, and in practice, these 

follow-up interviews picked up more or less seamlessly from where 

our previous conversations had left off. On average, the life story in-

terviews lasted about 1 hour, spanning between 40 minutes and al-

most 2 hours. During the life story interviews, the farmers also con-

sistently talked the most, averaging about 90 percent of all the spoken 

words. However, this amount is difficult to precisely quantify since it 

depends on the applied transcription level of the recorded speech. 

 

WALKING INTERVIEWS 

The second way narratives were produced during the data production 

process was through so-called walking interviews. This data produc-

tion technique could basically be perceived and understood as a com-

bination of narrative interviewing and participant observation, 

whereby the informant walks the researcher through a given place and 

talks about their understanding, experience, and relationship to it 

(Kinney 2017; Fathi 2023: Pranka 2020: O’Neill & Roberts 2020).  

The reason for applying walking interviews during the data pro-

duction process emanates from the quickly emerging need to locate 
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the farmers’ narratives even closer to their different farmlands. Dur-

ing the life story interviews, the farmers recurrently expressed that 

they wished to bring me to the different places that they were talking 

about so that they could ‘show me’ what they meant and tried to con-

vey to me. From a methodological standpoint, this occurrence was not 

surprising. Former research on farmers' lifelong learning has reported 

that it is very difficult to methodologically capture farmers’ lifelong 

learning ‘offline’ and detached from their everyday lives and their dif-

ferent farmlands (Berosik 2019; Mellegård & Boonstra 2020; 

Garavito-Bermudez & Boonstra 2023). It is, therefore, commonly 

claimed in prior studies that it is methodologically vital and necessary 

for researchers to utilize ‘online’ research methods that could capture 

farmers’ lifelong learning in situ35 (Dooley 2021; Nicholas-Davies et 

al. 2021). This is because farmers’ local knowledge and understanding 

of their different farmlands commonly are thought to ‘come to life’ 

during their daily practice of farming (Dooley 2021; Nicholas-Davies 

et al. 2021). Walking interviews were thus deemed to be a necessary 

and complementary methodological technique to the life story inter-

views. This is because the method is renowned for its ability to reach 

beyond the traditional confines of conventional narrative interview-

ing (Fathi 2023) by further immersing the interview situation in the 

local environment (Kinney 2017). It essentially provided a means to 

capture the ‘small’ and local stories about the farmers' lifelong envi-

ronmental learning process, and could thus, to some extent, also be 

perceived as an extension of the different grounded conversations that 

took place during the conversation phase of the life story interviews.  

Practically, all the different walking interviews were conducted 

outdoors on the farmers’ various farmlands. At the beginning of each 

walking interview, I asked the farmers to bring me to different places 

where they thought that they had learned much about their different 

farmlands. What followed during these short hikes and visits were 

then grounded conversations (Goodson 2001) in which the different 

farmers told me short place-based narratives about their lifelong 

 
35 This methodological need to employ ‘online’ research methods the while 
researching the experiences of farmers has also been noted by Garavito-Ber-
mudez and Boonstra (2023) and Lauer and Aswani (2009). 
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environmental learning, which we then collectively tried to interpret 

and make sense of in connection to their previously outlined ‘big’ life 

story. In other words, thanks to our immersion in the local environ-

ment, we were able to jointly explore the ‘quiet’ narratives of their life-

long environmental learning. This is because the various places we 

visited naturally evoked stories and perspectives that presumably oth-

erwise would have been absent and silent in a more conventional in-

terview setting36 (O’Neill & Roberts, 2020; Pranka 2020). Moreover, 

during the walking interviews, I also applied a decentred perspective 

to the farmers’ storytelling (Germeten 2013), and I tried to ‘corral’ 

(Berosik 2019; Atkinson 2012) the conversations, so that the farmers 

would provide me with many thick descriptions (Geertz 1973) about 

their lifelong environmental learning. And, as will become evident in 

the upcoming presentation of the empirical results, the walking inter-

views were, in fact, very successful in producing many captivating, 

thought-provoking, and analytically interesting narratives about the 

farmers’ lifelong environmental learning.  

To produce methodological trustworthiness, the walking inter-

views were also audio-recorded to enable precise and meticulous tran-

scription, and respondent validation was also practiced so that the 

farmers' different narratives could be well represented later in the 

writing process (Goodson & Sikes 2001; Tierney & Landford 2019). 

Moreover, I also systematically documented various key aspects of the 

walking interviews, such as the farmers’ non-verbal communication, 

their engagement with their immediate surroundings, and other situ-

ational or relational conditions that were shaping the research en-

counters that would not show in the audio recordings. These notes 

were aimed at assisting in the subsequent textualization and repre-

sentation of the empirical data in the final publication. Simply put, 

these notations have not been treated as any form of empirical data, 

nor have they been incorporated in any form of formal data analysis. 

Instead, these notes have only functioned as an auxiliary resource 

guiding and informing the presentation of the empirical data.  

 
36 The methodological benefits of walking interviews have also been noted by 
Clark and Emmel (2010), Emmel and Clark (2009), and Ingold (2011). 
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In total, 10 different walking interviews were conducted among 

the farmers on their different farmsteads. 10 of the farmers were in-

terviewed once, while the remaining 4 participants were not inter-

viewed. The reason for this was that some of the farmers did not have 

the time for walking interviews during one of their most labour-inten-

sive periods of the year. On average, the walking interviews lasted for 

about 1 hour, spanning between roughly 30 minutes and 2 hours, and 

were primarily driven and led by the farmers themselves. During the 

walking interviews, the farmers also talked the most, averaging about 

75 percent of all the spoken words, although this number is difficult 

to accurately quantify as it depends on the applied transcription level.  

 

LIMITATIONS WITH THE INTERVIEWS 

Although the narrative methodology has many advantages, there are 

also several methodological limitations that must be acknowledged 

while reviewing the epistemological trustworthiness of this study. 

Firstly, it is immensely crucial to acknowledge that narratives are 

not any objective historical account of people's life experiences (Good-

son & Sikes 2001). From a naturalistic perspective, what makes life 

stories valid as empirical data is the degree to which they convey a 

convincing account of the past (Merrill & West 2011). Therefore, it is 

thus important to stress that life stories only constitute a selective rec-

ollection of what has happened based on the individuals’ personally 

storied memories of the past (Goodson & Sikes 2001; Nicholas-Davies 

et al. 2021). Arguably, our memories are a flighty phenomenon (Good-

son & Sikes 2001). Why we remember some things in our lives and 

forget others fundamentally depends on how our different memories 

fit into our storied understanding of ourselves and the world accord-

ing to what we, at the time, consider to be valuable and important in-

formation (Goodson & Sikes 2001). One of the most notable findings 

within memory research is the so-called ‘memory bump’, which refers 

to the phenomenon that individuals that are above the age of 40 have 

an increased frequency of recalling memories from where they were 

between the ages of 10 to 30 (Rubin & Schilkind 1997; Rubin et al. 

1998). Furthermore, people from all age groups also tend to recall 
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fewer memories from the earliest parts of their childhood, commonly 

called childhood amnesia, and conversely, also more memories from 

recent years, often referred to as the recency effect (Rubin & Schilkind 

1997; Rubin, et al. 1998). Consequently, this means that narratives, in 

the sense of historical representations, have major limitations, since 

they only provide selective accounts from different time periods. 

However, this ‘memory loss’ or recency bias might not necessarily be 

a negative thing, presuming that people only tend to remember things 

of value. The farmers' various narratives about how their lifelong en-

vironmental learning process has taken place might, therefore, not be 

comprehensive, ‘true’, and accurate accounts of what has happened 

throughout their whole lives. But they could, however, be seen as rel-

evant and selective representations of different life experiences that 

might be worth considering on the subject.  

Secondly, the narratives that the farmers tell might also be inher-

ently limited by their different language capabilities (Polkinghorne 

2007). The farmers' ability to describe and ‘put words’ onto their dif-

ferent life experiences might not always be sufficient to deliberately 

capture the full complexity and depth of their different life experi-

ences. The world can, arguably, be described in countless ways, and 

our language always shapes and delimits our capacity to portray the 

world as we comprehend it. To some degree, all kinds of language rep-

resentations could thus arguably be perceived to always be selective, 

limited, and detached from reality. However, despite these epistemo-

logical limitations, narratives are still often considered to be one of 

the best ways in which we can capture, understand, and comprehend 

the human lifeworld (Tierney 1998). From an epistemological point 

of view, it could thus be argued that stories basically “help to open up 

the world, not to cloak it” (Ingold 1993:75).  

Thirdly, the various narratives that have been produced through-

out the extent of this research endeavour should also not be perceived 

to be any kind of objective or unvarnished empirical data. All kinds of 

interviews are fundamentally social performances, profoundly shaped 

and defined by the inherent relationship and interplay that transpires 
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during the given research situation37 (Goodson & Gill 2011; Kim 2015; 

Horsdal 2011). The various narratives presented in this doctoral thesis 

should thus, at least partly, be regarded as shared creations, pro-

foundly shaped by the intrinsic interplay between the farmers and me 

(Goodson 2013; Kim 2015; Lewis 2008). This in the sense that we ac-

tively and collaboratively attempted to create new knowledge about 

their lifelong environmental learning process at the ‘inter-views’ of 

our different worldviews (Kvale 1996). Hence, considering that all life 

stories are profoundly context-dependent, it is thus also reasonable to 

presume that another set of researchers and research participants 

might would have yielded a slightly different empirical set of narra-

tives (Lewis-Beck et al. 2004). However, it is probably unlikely that 

this would have produced vastly different empirical results since the 

farmers’ various life experiences would have remained the same even 

in the hypothetical situation and case of a new researcher. 

 

TRANSCRIPTION PROCESS 

After all the different walking and life story interviews had been car-

ried out, the various audio recordings were then transcribed, meaning 

that the farmers' oral narratives were documented and transformed 

into written texts (Duranti 2006; McMullin 2023). This is, however, 

an intricate and complicated practice that is far from straightforward. 

Within this research project, I have thus relied on the commonly ap-

plied transcription approach called intelligent verbatim. 

Fundamentally, transcription is a creative art encompassing nu-

merous decisions about how and why to include various verbal utter-

ances and whether to correct different oral mistakes and edit the spo-

ken conversations according to written grammatical rules (McMullin 

2023). Consequently, transcription is thus inherently a selective and 

political process that depends on the researcher’s ability to make fair 

and appropriate decisions about what is relevant to disclose or not at 

the intersection between spoken and written language (McMullin 

 
37 These epistemological limitations of narrative data sets have also been 
raised by Haydon et al. (2018), Nasheeda et al. (2019), Nicholas-Davies et al. 
(2021), Polkinghorne (2007), and Lewis-Beck et al. (2004). 
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2023). In practice, this means that two different transcribers may 

comprehend and understand various audio recordings differently, 

subsequently entailing that they might represent the recorded spoken 

words differently in text. This consequently implies that it is crucial 

for researchers to deliberately employ a relevant transcription strat-

egy to enable scientific rigor and trustworthiness within their differ-

ent academic pursuits (Stelma & Cameron 2007; McMullin 2023).  

During the transcription process, I have thus, as already indi-

cated, deliberately tried to transcribe the farmer's words in a ‘natural-

ized’ manner, commonly referred to as intelligent verbatim, which 

means that I have adapted and corrected the farmers’ orally spoken 

words according to written grammatical norms (Bucholtz 2000; 

McMullin 2023). This form of transcription is advantageous since it 

allows me to omit occasions when, for instance, the farmers misspeak 

and correct themselves, thereby allowing the transcripts to be made 

closer to what was intended and how the farmers might have wished 

to have been portrayed textually (McMullin 2023).  

Moreover, spoken language is also undoubtedly structured com-

pletely differently from written text, so when human speech is repre-

sented as written text, it is crucial to make corrections so that the tran-

scripts can be ‘readable’ and ‘researchable’ (Lapadat 2000). Natural-

ized transcription is thus a logical transcription strategy within this 

research project since the focus of the study is not on how the farmers 

say something, but rather on what they say. Although it is important 

to acknowledge that this makes the transcribed narratives appear 

more ‘clean’ and ‘polished’ than they really were in the original re-

cordings. But as previously argued, this is not perceived to be any ma-

jor methodological or epistemological problem within this study. 

However, it needs to be stressed that I have not deliberately tried 

to change the meaning and essence of the farmers’ words in any way. 

The purpose of transcription is only to be able to store, comprehend, 

and communicate the farmers’ various life stories in an effective and 

efficient way. Moreover, the farmers' various life stories were also not 

transcribed in their entirety. Throughout the transcription process, I 

only transcribed parts of the interviews that I thought were central to 

the research focus. The reason for this methodological approach was 
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primarily to save time and space during the research process since 

large parts of the farmers' narratives arguably were irrelevant to the 

research focus. Researchers have the ethical duty to safeguard their 

economic resources (Mustajoki & Mustajoki 2017; Shamoo & Resnik 

2009; Swedish Research Council 2024) and being selective while 

transcribing has thus been one of my ways to address this ethical re-

sponsibility in research. However, I have not deliberately tried to 

withhold any relevant empirical data from the data analysis.  

DATA ANALYSIS 

After all the different narratives had been produced and transcribed, 

they were then analysed according to the strategy of reflective the-

matic analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006, 2016, 2021a). The reason for 

applying this data analysis technique emanates from the approach’s 

commonly perceived ability to produce and construct various patterns 

of meaning within different data sets38 (Braun & Clarke 2006, 2016, 

2019, 2021a). Hence, this analysis technique was thus deemed rele-

vant as it provides an inductive analytical means through which the 

essence and characteristics of the farmers’ lifelong environmental 

learning process could be portrayed, identified, and understood. 

However, it must also be firmly stressed and acknowledged from the 

outset, that there is no single way to conduct reflective thematic anal-

ysis since it can be applied very differently depending on the given 

research objective and context, and where the particular researcher 

philosophically stands on the epistemological continuum (Braun & 

Clarke 2006; 2019; Finlay 2021; Byrne 2021). To achieve academic 

trustworthiness and rigor, it is thus critical to delineate and describe 

how the applied six-phase data analysis process has transpired in 

practice39 (Braun & Clarke 2006, 2016, 2021a). 

 

 
38 This analytical strength of the reflective thematic analysis approach has 
also been identified and discussed by Finlay (2021), Elliott (2018), Thomas 
(2006), and Naeem et al. (2023). 
39 A conceptual illustration of the reflective thematic analysis process, includ-
ing the integration of empirical excerpts, coding, subthemes, and themes, 
can be found at the end of the doctoral thesis in the appendix. 
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PROCESS OF REFLECTIVE THEMATIC ANALYSIS 

Firstly, the empirical data have been analysed through the analytical 

practice of data familiarisation (Braun & Clarke 2006, 2016, 2021a). 

This initial phase and practice mark the shift from data production to 

data analysis in the research process and aims fundamentally to 'im-

merse' and 'familiarize' the researcher with the empirical data (Braun 

et al. 2019). In practice, I began the data familiarisation phase already 

during the transcription process, when I actively listened through all 

the different audio recordings before I meticulously typed them down. 

On occasions when the empirical data made me reflect upon its es-

sence and meaning, I then also made casual notes alongside the tran-

scriptions to ‘digest’ its character. This practical approach was advan-

tageous early on in the research process since it enabled me to thor-

oughly and systematically familiarize myself with the empirical data, 

which later on would aid me in the data analysis process. And from 

the outset, I noticed that the farmers overwhelmingly were describing 

how they were cultivating different relationships with their various 

farmlands through embodied interactions.  

Secondly, after I had familiarized myself with the empirical data, 

I then began generating initial codes (Braun & Clarke 2006, 2016, 

2021a). This phase constitutes a shift to a more attentive and deliber-

ate form of data analysis (Braun et al. 2019), whereby I began to or-

ganize the data in a meaningful and systematic way by inductively as-

cribing succinct codes to different ‘chunks’ of the data set (Braun & 

Clarke 2006, 2012; 2016, 2021a; Finlay 2021). Simply put, codes are 

short phrases or words that I interpretively think descriptively grasp 

and encompass the essence of different short segments of the empiri-

cal data (Naeem et al. 2023; Byrne 2021). The coding goes thus be-

yond purely summarising the data since it also captures the research 

aim and my 'analytical vision' (Braun & Clarke 2022). Essentially, it is 

a way of systematically cataloguing (Naeem et al. 2023), indexing 

(Richards 2015), and breaking down the empirical data (Attride-Stir-

ling 2001) so that it further on can be analysed in line with the differ-

ent research questions (Byrne 2021; Maguire & Delahunt 2017). In 

practice, the coding was conducted on both a semantic and latent 

level, meaning that I looked at both what the farmers explicitly talked 
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about and what the underlying meanings of their different narratives 

were (Braun et al. 2019; Maguire et al. 2017). By doing this, I would 

systematically catalogue both the content, context, and meaning of 

their different narratives. However, codes are never truly fixed and 

static within reflective thematic analysis (Braun et al. 2019). They 

constantly evolve, expand, contract, become renamed, split apart, col-

lapse, and become abandoned (Braun et al. 2019) as my "reflective 

and thoughtful engagement with the data” transpires and continues 

(Braun & Clarke 2019:594). Hence, to determine whether or not a 

code was legitimate and relevant, I considered thus whether the code 

was: robust, in the sense that it conveys a ‘true’ essence of the empir-

ical data in a theoretical sense (Nowell et al. 2017; Naeem et al. 2023); 

reflective, in the way that it symbolizes a relationship between the em-

pirical data and different theories about its meaning (Savage 2000; 

Naeem et al. 2023); resplendent, in terms of that it paints a vivid im-

agery of the empirical data and its context (Rogers 2018; Naeem et al. 

2023); relevant, in the sense that it symbolizes and describes essential 

parts of the empirical data (Corbin & Strauss 2015; Sandelowski & 

Barroso 2003; Naeem et al. 2023); radical, in the way that it should 

not overlap with other codes and offer unique insights (Braun & 

Clarke 2006; Creswell 2015; Naeem et al. 2023); and righteous, in 

terms of that it should fit logically together with the larger coding 

framework and align with the research focus (Attride-Stirling 2001; 

Nowell et al. 2017; Richards 2015; Naeem et al. 2023). And as the cod-

ing process progressed, I also noticed that my coding increasingly be-

came more focused on the content of the different learning practices 

and experiences that the farmers tried to convey. The codes included, 

for instance, sensory understanding through touch, intergenerational 

knowledge transfer and reflection, and practical experimentation.  

Thirdly, after the initial coding was conducted, I then began to 

inductively generate different candidate themes (Braun & Clarke 

2006, 2016, 2021a; Braun et al. 2019). This marks a shift from the 

analytical focus on the meaning of different segments of the empirical 

data to the meaning of the entire data set (Byrne 2021; Naeem 2020; 

Naeem et al. 2023). Simply put, themes are stories about particular 

patterns of shared meaning across a dataset (Braun & Clarke 2021b). 
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They are ‘chapters’ in a broader story that can be told by the data 

(Braun & Clarke 2019b; Kerr et al. 2010), determined by their ability 

to capture a coherent and lucid picture of the data set in relation to 

the different research questions (Braun & Clarke 2006; Byrne 2021; 

Maguire & Delahunt 2017). In practice, I immersed myself thus fur-

ther in the empirical data, reading, reflecting, questioning, imagining, 

wondering, and writing various candidate themes (Braun & Clarke 

2021b). I organized, grouped, and clustered the various codes in dif-

ferent categories, seeking to find common denominators that could 

address the research questions (Braun & Clarke 2021c, 2022; Finlay 

2021). Hence, I thus attempted to move beyond the concrete catego-

ries derived from the initial coding to uncover abstract patterns, 

trends, and relationships within the empirical data (Naeem 2020). 

And during this thematizing process, I noticed that many of the initial 

codes either concerned the farmers' interaction, thinking, or experi-

menting with their different farmlands.  

Fourthly, when the different candidate themes had been con-

structed, I then started to review them (Braun & Clarke 2006, 2016, 

2021a), seeking to ‘pressure test’ their reliability and validity (Braun 

et al. 2019). It is during this analysis phase that the different candidate 

themes become 'true' themes, as they were checked and reviewed for 

internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity (Patton 1999). In 

practice, I compiled all the coded data for each candidate theme and 

reviewed them to ensure that the data relates and corresponds to each 

given theme (Braun et al. 2019). This was done to ensure that each 

theme is internally coherent and can make a logical argument that can 

contribute to the overall picture and narrative of the empirical data 

(Byrne 2021). Secondly, I also checked the different candidate themes 

against each other and the whole data set so that they did not overlap 

and actually were connected (Braun et al. 2019). The reason for this 

was to confirm that the different themes collectively could form dif-

ferent chapters in a broader story about the data (Byrne 2021). To aid 

my review and interpretation, I also considered whether the themes 

were: reciprocal, in the sense that they were constructed based on mu-

tual connections among different codes (Braun & Clarke 2006; Den-

zin & Salvo 2020; Naeem et al. 2023); recognizable, in terms of that 
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they could provide pathways to developing a theoretical or conceptual 

understanding closely aligned with the empirical data (Braun & 

Clarke 2006; Naeem et al. 2023); responsive, in the way that they cor-

respond to the given research objective (Merriam & Tisdell 2015; 

Braun & Clarke 2006; Thomas 2006; Naeem et al. 2023); and re-

sourceful in the sense that they can tell a coherent story of the data 

and explain how the different clusters of codes can provide useful in-

sights for the research problem (Elliott 2018; Harding 2013; Licht-

man 2023; Naeem et al. 2023). And as expected, this critical and iter-

ative reviewing process subsequently made some of the candidate 

themes collapse, split, join, and become renamed (Breslin 2023). 

What emerged through this iterative process was the development of 

the overarching themes sensing, storying, and shaping the land and 

their subsequent subthemes.  

Fifthly, after the different themes had been refurnished and re-

viewed, I then began the artistic and theoretical process of naming 

and defining them (Braun & Clarke 2006, 2016, 2021a). Fundamen-

tally, themes should be “concise, punchy, and immediately give the 

reader a sense of what the theme is about” (Braun & Clarke 2006:18) 

to "bring the analysis to life” (Freeman & Sullivan 2019:180). And to 

accomplish this, I then examined the theoretical validity of the differ-

ent themes by comparing them to the results, theories, and concepts 

found in previous research on farmers’ lifelong learning (Braun & 

Clarke 2021b; 2019; 2006). It is during this stage that the reflective 

thematic analysis process shifts from being primarily inductive to 

mainly abductive in its analytical approach, in the sense that the anal-

ysis tries to iteratively position and understand the empirical data in 

relation to larger theoretical frameworks and bodies of knowledge. 

Undoubtedly, it is common practice to review the work of other schol-

ars to get a better understanding of how a notion has been defined and 

discussed before proceeding to contextualize any empirical results 

within a given research field (Naeem et al 2023). In practice, I then 

crafted a theoretical picture based on the themes and connected it to 

theories in previous research (Braun & Clark 2006). It was through 

this creative and theoretical work, trying to position my themes in a 

wider theoretical context, that I discovered and recognized John 
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Dewey's experiential learning theory. I found it to offer an excellent 

conceptual toolbox for interpreting, elucidating, and discussing the 

themes and the ‘bigger story’ that I wanted to tell about the data. 

Moreover, during this analytical phase, I also found that my results, 

in large part, support already established theoretical notions and in-

sights within previous interdisciplinary research on farmers' lifelong 

learning and the educational subfield of environmental learning. The 

analytical connections between previous research, John Dewey's the-

oretical framework of experiential learning, and the themes sensing, 

storying, and shaping the land are therefore a product of the more it-

erative and abductive analysis process that proceeded after the induc-

tive coding and thematizing of the empirical data.  

Sixth and finally, after all the themes had been named and de-

fined, I then also began the tedious practice of writing the doctoral 

thesis and linguistically presenting the empirical data by weaving the 

themes into an analytic narrative and persuasive story that uses in-

formative and vivid data extracts as evidence (Braun & Clarke 2006, 

2016, 2021a; Finlay 2021). However, this step is difficult to separate 

from the previous one (Byrne 2021; Braun & Clarke 2012). Any write-

up building on reflective thematic analysis is very much interwoven 

into the entire process of the analysis (Braun & Clarke 2012). Hence, 

in other words, in practice, I have thus constantly and iteratively 

tested and pondered how the different empirical themes 'fit' and 

'work' in relation to preexisting theory. This has undoubtedly forced 

me to continuously go back and forth between the academic literature 

and the empirical data, slowly and gradually forming the analytical 

narrative encompassing the empirical results of this study. 

 

THEORETICAL SUFFICIENCY IN THE DATA ANALYSIS 

A major practical and theoretical issue permeating the practice of re-

flective thematic data analysis is undoubtedly when to determine 

whether an analysis of empirical data is epistemologically sufficient. 

Traditionally, prior research, therefore, often uses the concept of data 

saturation to determine when their empirical and analytical endeav-

ours should be regarded as adequate and satisfactory (Constantinou 
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et al. 2017:585). Data saturation could, broadly speaking, be defined 

as information redundancy (Lincoln & Guba 1985), which is the point 

at which no new information, codes, or themes can be yielded from 

the data set (Braun & Clarke 2021c). However, this is an “unfortunate 

metaphor” (Dey 1999:257) since it implies that there might be a de-

terminable, fixed point for stopping data collection and analysis. Data 

saturation, as defined as no new information can be yielded, “is a log-

ical fallacy, as there are always new theoretical insights to be made as 

long as data continues to be collected and analyzed” (Low 2019:131). 

Hence, presuming that coding and theming do not inevitably reach a 

fixed endpoint (Braun & Clarke 2021c), all data analysis can thus 

never truly be ‘saturated’ in an absolute sense (Low 2019).  

Practically, this means that I, the researcher, must make situated, 

interpretative judgments about when it is adequate to stop the data 

production and the data analysis. With regard to this issue, Dey (1999) 

has suggested the concept of theoretical sufficiency as an alternative 

concept to data saturation, which refers to the point when the re-

searcher has reached a sufficient and adequate depth of understand-

ing of an empirical data set to be able to build theory. Within this ac-

ademic pursuit, this is the concept that I have used to determine when 

to stop and end the data analysis. When I found that the themes of 

sensing, storying, and shaping the land overwhelmingly permeated 

the empirical data and that they appeared to be internally and exter-

nally valid and could be supported by Dewey's experiential learning 

theory, I simply ‘stopped’ the data analysis and began to focus on the 

data presentation instead. This arguably constitutes a somewhat 

pragmatic approach to the methodological limits underpinning reflec-

tive thematic data analysis. Although I acknowledge that there prob-

ably are more themes and patterns that can be found in the empirical 

data, I do think that the empirical results generally capture and con-

vey the overarching essence of what farmers' lifelong environmental 

learning in northern Sweden is all about, based on the empirical data 

set at hand. In this sense, the decision to conclude the analysis process 

rests on a reasoned judgment that the identified themes provide a suf-

ficiently rich and coherent account to address the research aim.  
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LIMITATIONS OF THE DATA ANALYSIS 

Epistemologically speaking, the practice of reflective thematic analy-

sis is deeply embedded within the interpretivist paradigm (Braun & 

Clarke 2006, 2016, 2021a), which entails that the different themes 

that emanate from the data analysis process are presumed to not 

simply ‘emerge’ or passively be ‘in’ the empirical data, waiting to be 

‘discovered’ and ‘excavated’ by the researcher (Braun & Clarke 2016; 

Finlay 2021). On the contrary, the produced codes and themes are 

seen as the results of the “painstaking process of gradually pulling the 

data together as themes are iteratively evolved, shaped, polished, and 

systematically evidenced” (Finlay 2021:108). The practice of reflective 

thematic analysis could thus be considered as both an art, craft, and 

graft (Finlay 2021), reflecting the researchers’ “reflective and thought-

ful engagement with their data” (Braun & Clarke 2019:594). In other 

words, it could be perceived as an art of telling an interpretive story 

about a particular empirical data set. This then consequently implies 

that the researcher both becomes the storyteller and the prime ana-

lytical instrument throughout the data analysis process, continuously 

and actively engaged with interpreting and deciphering the meaning 

and structure of the empirical data (Braun et al. 2019).  

Therefore, it is thus vital to note and acknowledge that reflexive 

thematic analysis is not an objective and value-free analysis procedure 

(Braun & Clarke 2006). Subjectivity undoubtedly accompanies all 

kinds of data analyses and interpretations (Greene & McClintock 

1985; Jick 1979), already as soon as the collection and aggregation of 

empirical data (Jonsen & Jehn 2009), and coding and theme devel-

opment inevitably require considerable interpretative work from the 

researcher to be able to take form and emerge (Braun & Clarke 2020). 

Hence, the different themes presented in this doctoral thesis should 

thus not be perceived to exist separately from me, the researcher, 

since they essentially are produced and generated through my delib-

erate data engagement (Braun & Clarke 2020). However, this re-

searcher bias is not necessarily a limitation. The interpretative depth 

and quality of inductivist qualitative research lie, arguably, in the skill 

of the analyst, not necessarily in the methodological procedure (Braun 

& Clarke 2021b). And to some degree, all researchers edit and evoke 
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participant ‘voices’ and ultimately tell their story about the data. The 

value of this scientific inquiry is thus essentially found within its pro-

duced empirical results and insights, and arguably not in its lack of 

epistemological limitations. Consequently, considering the nature of 

the intellectual practice of reflective thematic analysis, "we do not 

reach a point where we have nothing more to learn. We are journey-

ing, not arriving!" (Braun & Clarke 2019:592). 

RESULTS PRESENTATION 

After the empirical data had been generated and analysed, I then un-

dertook the creative task of presenting the empirical results as an an-

alytical narrative that uses informative and vivid data extracts as evi-

dence. In practice, I have then used a confessional writing approach 

to the data presentation and framed the empirical results through 

Dewey's theoretical framework of experiential learning. This ap-

proach aims fundamentally to promote and facilitate a deeper reflec-

tive engagement with the research process and its results. 

 

CONFESSIONAL WRITING APPROACH 

Within narrative research, empirical data is commonly presented as 

‘raw’ textual transcripts, typically with very little attention to the con-

text in which they are generated. Considering the quality criteria of 

research resonance within qualitative research, this writing practice 

is thus arguably problematic, since narrative data may be more effec-

tively presented as various kinds of situated and context-depended 

stories (Tomai & Forbus 2007; Shuman 2015). To enable research res-

onance, I have thus adopted a confessional writing approach to the 

results presentation (Van Maanen 2011). This means that I have, prac-

tically, sought to present the empirical data as a series of dialogues 

and events, personally interpreted and experienced by me, the re-

searcher. The rationale behind this strategy of academic writing is 

that the confessional approach may enable you, the reader, to 'meet' 

and 'encounter' the different farmers and, in a sense, 'participate' in 
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the research process, rather than remain positioned at the margins of 

the data production (Van Maanen 2011).  

While employing the confessional approach, I have viewed myself 

as a writer and author in three different ways (Glesne 2011). Firstly, I 

have considered myself as an artist, in the sense that I have sought to 

portray all the different research encounters in such a stylistically rich 

and evocative manner, so that the farmers’ various narratives could 

resonate with a broad, non-academic audience. Secondly, I have also 

considered myself as a translator, in that I have sought to present the 

farmers’ narratives in such a way that is both understandable and 

meaningful to different readers outside the world of agriculture. Fi-

nally, I have also embraced the role of a transformer, in the sense that 

I have deliberately crafted the empirical transcripts so that they might 

inspire and invite critical reflections regarding the study subject. 

Methodologically, the confessional writing builds on the system-

atic notation that was made during the data production process. Prac-

tically, these notes initially emerged as handwritten, longhand jot-

tings, which could effectively be seen as brief notes composed of mne-

monic words and phrases recorded during the actual research obser-

vations, intended to serve as memory aids for the later development 

of more detailed and comprehensive notes (Emerson et al. 2011; Lön-

ngren 2021). After each farmstead visit, these jottings were then sys-

tematically rewritten in full upon returning home, in close temporal 

proximity to the research encounter, to ensure that they could serve 

their purpose afterwards (Schindler & Schäfer 2021). Epistemologi-

cally, these notations occupy thus a space “betwixt and between a per-

sonal diary and a scientific document” (Jackson 1990:32). Rather 

than offering a complete and objective account of what has happened 

during the research encounters, they instead reflect a ‘subtle reality’. 

This in the sense of a partial, interpretive rendering of the events, in-

teractions, and environments that formed the backdrop of empirical 

accounts (Hammersley & Atkinson 2019; Jeffery 2018). In other 

words, every observation underpinning the notations has thus inevi-

tably been filtered through my own frame of reference (Jeffery 2018), 

meaning that they are inescapably encoded with my “conscience, 
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understandings, and interpretation”, consequently making me both 

“an actor, author, teller, and writer” (Coffey 1996:66).  

Although the confessional writing offers significant strengths 

within this research endeavour, it is also essential to emphasize that 

this applied form of academic writing does not constitute any kind of 

objective or neutral writing practice that transmits the empirical data 

without any difficulty. The empirical stories presented in this doctoral 

thesis are, in many respects, my own subjective and selective literary 

constructions, designed to convey the different empirical narratives 

and portray the various research encounters as I have personally ex-

perienced and interpreted them. Acknowledging that the world can be 

described in countless ways and that any single event is open to mul-

tiple interpretations, it is thus logical to conclude that the empirical 

stories presented in this doctoral thesis are inherently shaped and 

formed by my personal outlook and positionality as a researcher. That 

said, I wish to stress that I have not intentionally omitted any aspects 

of the research encounters, nor sought to misrepresent them in any 

way. The aim of the confessional writing has only been to enable an 

honest and transparent depiction of the research encounters in such 

a way that would enable extensive research resonance. 

 

INTEGRATION OF THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

The empirical results have also been deliberately framed through the 

conceptual toolbox found within Dewey’s theoretical framework of ex-

periential learning. This writing strategy is not merely a stylistic pref-

erence, but rather an analytically necessary approach for telegraphing 

and rendering the overarching themes of sensing, storying, and shap-

ing the land both empirically meaningful and theoretically grounded. 

Without an intimate integration of the theoretical framework, these 

themes arguably risk not being perceived as analytically productive. 

By placing Dewey’s theoretical framework at the forefront of the 

results presentation, the main themes of sensing, storying, and shap-

ing the land can thus effectively be interpreted as part of broader the-

oretical patterns, rather than simply isolated empirical examples. For 

instance, the integration of the theoretical notions of aesthetic and 
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reflective experience enables, arguably, the results presentation to 

move beyond surface-level descriptions and dive deep into the mean-

ings and implications of the empirical results. In this way, the empir-

ical data and the theoretical framework are brought into a productive 

dialogue in which each part informs and deepens the other.  

Framing the empirical results through Dewey’s theoretical frame-

work thus strengthens the explanatory power of the empirical inquiry. 

The presentation does not simply report the results, but rather ac-

tively frames and interprets them, contributing to a more nuanced 

and theoretically informed understanding of farmers' lifelong envi-

ronmental learning in northern Sweden. Essentially, this writing ap-

proach seeks to convey the overall picture of the empirical results, ra-

ther than merely illustrating the research process itself. In other 

words, it fundamentally aims to coherently and concentratedly depict 

the produced theoretical understanding emanating from the empiri-

cal inquiry underpinning this doctoral thesis.  

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Ethics are also an inseparable part of doing scientific research, and all 

kinds of academic inquiries always hold an array of different ethical 

issues that must be considered and managed throughout the research 

process40 (Mustajoki & Mustajoki 2017; Shamoo & Resnik 2009), and 

this doctoral thesis is no exception. Narrative research undoubtedly 

dives deep into the personal stories and experiences of people 

(Smythe & Murray 2000; Bold 2013; Josselson 2007), and as a re-

searcher, you are thus morally and legally given the ethical duty to 

protect the privacy and dignity of your research participants (Bold 

2013; Merrill & West 2011). However, there exists no simple process 

or procedure that one can follow in order to determine how to manage 

all kinds of ethical situations that may occur throughout the research 

process, and the researcher must thus continuously make situated 

ethical decisions (Bold 2013; Mustajoki & Mustajoki 2017; Shamoo & 

 
40 The ethical challenges with narrative research have especially been ad-
dressed by Laryeafio and Ogbewe (2023), Smythe and Murray (2000), Bold 
(2013), Russell and Barley (2020), and Josselson (2007). 
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Resnik 2009). In practice, I have mainly dealt with six different ethi-

cal issues throughout the research process.  

First and foremost, I have made sure that the farmers were given 

the opportunity to provide free and informed consent concerning 

their research participation. When the farmers were contacted, I gave 

them all the necessary information required by the Swedish Ethical 

Standards for Research so that they were able to make free, informed, 

and conscious decisions regarding their participation in the research 

(Swedish Research Council 2024). Practically, they were informed 

about what the research concerned, what was required of them as 

study participants, what rights they had as study participants, how the 

research process would proceed, and how the produced empirical 

data would be managed, processed, and published. Furthermore, the 

farmers also got the opportunity to ask questions and were informed 

that they could withdraw their consent at any time during the research 

process. This last thing is something that I consider to be especially 

important in qualitative research since I view the concept of free and 

informed consent as an ongoing process throughout the research pro-

cess (Smythe & Murray 2000; Bold 2013). In practice, before each 

new research encounter, I have thus systematically asked the farmers 

if they still were interested in participating in the research project and 

if they had any questions about the process. However, no farmers had 

any objections, and no one withdrew their consent throughout the ex-

tent of the research process.  

Secondly, I have also considered the significant ethical question 

of data ownership in narrative research (Russell & Barley 2020; Bold 

2013; Smythe & Murray 2000). This issue revolves around the uncer-

tainty around who owns the farmers’ narratives, in the sense of who 

wields the final control and authority over their presentation and in-

terpretation (Bold 2013; Smythe & Murray 2000). Both the farmers 

and I, the researcher, have, arguably, valid claims to the ownership of 

the produced narratives features within this doctoral thesis (Bold 

2013). Originally, the narratives emanate from the farmers in the 

sense that they build on their various life experiences, journeys, and 

narrations, but the narratives have also become my own creations 

throughout the research process since I have systematically edited 
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them for different analytical and stylistic purposes. However, the core 

question concerning data ownership is one of accountability (Russell 

& Barley 2020). Legally, the farmers and I cannot mutually ‘own’ the 

life stories (Russell & Barley 2020), and to be able to bear full respon-

sibility for this research endeavour, I will thus, henceforth, regard 

them as my ‘property’, although I firmly and humbly acknowledge 

their roots and origins among the farmers.  

Thirdly, I have also considered how to ensure the farmers' right 

to privacy and anonymity in the research project (Merrill & West 

2011). The ‘raw’ narratives created during the data production process 

are undoubtedly permeated with numerous personal aspects (Russell 

& Barley 2020) and ‘identifying markers’ that may make the identities 

of the study participants difficult to hide and disguise (Smythe & Mur-

ray 2000). Since the agricultural communities in the far north of Swe-

den are very small and intimate, this has been a significant issue 

within this research endeavour. Therefore, to enable anonymity, pri-

vacy, and confidentiality within this doctoral thesis, I have thus trans-

lated all the different narratives into English, used the collective and 

generic pseudonym ‘the farmer’ for all the study participants, re-

moved the names of their farmsteads and their nearby villages, and 

presented the empirical data through a confessional writing ap-

proach. The ethical benefit of these approaches is that by slightly al-

tering the farmers’ narratives, it becomes increasingly difficult to con-

nect them to the individual farmers. 

Fourthly, I have also pondered the question of ‘voice space’ by 

asking myself the questions of who speaks for whom and how the dif-

ferent voices presented in this doctoral thesis have been represented. 

Within narrative research, this is a very common ethical issue since 

the methodology is typically used to provide ‘space’ for people to be 

heard and where they can express their various life experiences (Bold 

2013). Narrative research carries thus always potential risks con-

nected with the subtle and often unforeseeable consequences of writ-

ing about people’s lives and experiences (Smythe & Murray 2000). 

Perhaps the most pervasive risk in connection to this research project 

has thus to do with the emotional impact that the different farmers 

may experience when their different narratives become reinterpreted 
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and filtered through the lenses of academic prose and theory (Smythe 

& Murray 2000). A common reaction of participants in narrative 

studies is that the researcher’s data analysis fails to fully capture their 

personal experience, uniqueness, and individuality (Smythe & Mur-

ray 2000), which subsequently creates a subtle sense of ‘betrayal’ 

since their own understanding of their experiences becomes compro-

mised by an ‘interpretative authority’ (Smythe & Murray 2000). 

These reactions may, however, be inevitable in narrative research 

since the researcher approaches the phenomena of life stories radi-

cally differently from the research participants (Bold 2013). This in 

the sense that it is incumbent on the researcher to relate the meanings 

of the collected narratives to larger, theoretically significant catego-

ries within different bodies of research (Smythe & Murray 2000). 

Consequently, within this doctoral thesis, I have thus carefully strived 

to ensure that the farmers’ voices and experiences have been well rep-

resented, along with my own. Most notably, I have deliberately tried 

to make space for their different narratives in the data presentation, 

including as many different voices as possible in the final publication, 

and remained humble about my interpretation and analysis. Moreo-

ver, I have also used the collective generic pseudonym 'the farmer' in 

the data presentation. As previously argued, this is mainly due to eth-

ical concerns regarding anonymity and the observation that there are 

weak analytical needs to present the participating farmers individu-

ally. Although this may downplay the individuality and uniqueness of 

the participating farmers, it is arguably a more valid approach to the 

data presentation. Hence, my sincerest wish is thus that all the farm-

ers who graciously have contributed with their different narratives 

will feel respected and not neglected by my creative representation, 

analysis, and interpretation of the empirical data. However, I also 

acknowledge that this publication is primarily written for an academic 

audience, which undoubtedly means that the empirical narratives are 

fundamentally presented and discussed from an academic perspective 

through various kinds of scientific prose and theory.  

Fifthly, I have also critically engaged with the concept of objectiv-

ity in research. The belief that scientific inquiries should be com-

pletely value-free have, for a long time, been the most dominant 
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methodological and ethical assumptions among scholars worldwide 

(Miller 1983). Accordingly, by adopting an interpretivist philosophi-

cal stance in this research endeavour, I must thus explicitly define 

how the term objectivity is understood and managed to be able to up-

hold the modern ethical ideals of scientific research. Theoretically, I 

align thus my understanding of the concept of objectivity with the out-

looks of Miller (1983) and Longino (1991), who argues that all kinds 

of human research are inherently value laden. In their view, values 

inevitably shape the focus, assumptions, interpretations, methodolo-

gies, and conclusions of any given academic study. Rather than at-

tempting to purge all values from the research process, they instead 

advocate for the practice of recognizing, understanding, and manag-

ing various values through transparency and critical reflection. Prac-

tically, following Miller’s (1983) guidance, I have thus embraced re-

flexivity throughout the research process and attempted to be explic-

itly transparent about my personal background and preunderstand-

ing, as well as the theoretical and methodological choices that have 

informed this doctoral thesis. Furthermore, in line with Longino’s 

(1991) recommendation, I have also subjected my work to ongoing 

critical scrutiny by consistently sharing it with other educational 

scholars and seeking constructive feedback. Through these strategies, 

I have thus sought to make my positionality and potential researcher 

bias visible and accountable. My hope is that this transparency will 

enable you, the reader, to critically assess the validity, credibility, and 

trustworthiness of this doctoral thesis in a forthright manner.  

Sixth and finally, the doctoral thesis has also not been subject to 

any formal ethical review. All kinds of academic research in Sweden 

must follow the ethical standards for good research practice (Swedish 

Research Council 2024), but a formal ethical review is only required 

by the Swedish Ethical Review Act (SFS 2003:460) when the research 

deals with sensitive information or may involve physical or psycho-

logical risks for the different research participants. Since this narra-

tive study focuses on the lifelong environmental learning of adult 

farmers in northern Sweden, the evaluation was thus, after an exten-

sive dialogue and discussion with my supervisors, that there was no 

need to put the research design under a formal ethical review. This is 
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because the study does not deal with any kind of sensitive infor-

mation, it does not pose any apparent physical or psychological risks 

onto the research participants except the very minor risk of unfore-

seen emotional distress connected to the issues of voice space and 

data ownership. Fundametnally, it aims to be conducted according to 

the ethical standards for qualitative educational research in line with 

the foundational ethical principles of reliability, honesty, respect, and 

accountability (Swedish Research Council 2024). In other words, I 

have deliberately sought to conduct this study in such a way that it 

would yield reliable results without compromising the respect for the 

participating farmers and the public trust of the scientific community. 

RESEARCHER REFLEXIVITY 

Researcher reflexivity refers to the ongoing, critical examination of 

how a researcher’s own assumptions, values, and identity shape and 

form the applied research process (Chan 2017; Suarez-Ortega 2013). 

In narrative research, engaging in this evaluative practice is vital be-

cause the empirical data of narrative research undoubtedly is created 

through interaction between the researcher and the study participants 

(Chan 2017; Suarez-Ortega 2013). The stories that are shared, the 

questions that are asked, and the interpretations that are produced 

are inevitably all influenced by the researcher’s own perspective and 

social positionality (Chan 2017; Jackson & Mazzei 2012; Suarez-Or-

tega 2013). Researcher reflexivity enables, therefore, the researcher to 

make these influences visible rather than allowing them to operate 

unrecognized and unnoticed (Chan 2017; Cortazzi & Jin 2006). 

Simply put, researcher reflexivity enables researchers to interrogate 

their interpretive choices, remain attentive to power dynamics, and 

recognize how their presence has shaped the narratives that they 

share and produce, thereby ultimately enriching the depth and ethical 

integrity of the research endeavour (Chan 2017; Jackson & Mazzei 

2012). Practically, there are thus two different aspects of my personal 

background that are relevant for you, the reader, to know about.  

Most notably, farming and agricultural communities were not 

new to me when I began this research endeavour. When I look back at 
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my life and my childhood, the enjoyment and management of nature 

have always been a natural part of my life. My grandparents and par-

ents have been small-scale farmers, and for as long as I can remember, 

we have always spent time together while we were working outdoors 

on the land. Being raised on a homestead situated in the middle of the 

great plains of Östergötland in the southeastern parts of Sweden has 

also naturally brought me access to many different farming commu-

nities from a young age. Throughout my upbringing, I knew many dif-

ferent farming families, and when I was old enough to begin to work, 

I started labouring part-time as a farmhand on a nearby farm. Alt-

hough I have never worked full-time as a farmer, I have, however, to 

some extent, gotten a glimpse of what it means to live and work as a 

farmer from a young age. In many ways, my personal background has 

thus given me a unique social position that has enabled me to success-

fully explore the lifelong environmental learning of farmers in the 

subarctic region of Norrbotten in northern Sweden.  

Particularly, my rural background has been advantageous regard-

ing research access to the different agricultural communities in the 

subarctic region of Norrbotten in the far north of Sweden. The social 

and cultural capital that I have gained and acquired throughout my 

upbringing has essentially enabled me to smoothly interact and com-

municate with the farmers within the cultural parameters of their life-

world, which many of the farmers expressed was a pleasant surprise 

during my many visits. For instance, I was, from the start, familiar 

with basic farming knowledge and terminology, and I knew the un-

spoken rules of how you should conduct yourself on a farm. However, 

not being raised as a ‘true farm boy’ has also had some theoretical ad-

vantages. During the research process, I experienced that I could eas-

ily distance myself from the research context and critically examine 

various notions that otherwise might have remained unseen and 

taken for granted within the research context. In other words, I firmly 

believe that my personal background has enabled me to take an intel-

lectual position at the edge of the local farming community, allowing 

me to systematically switch back and forth between different emic and 

etic perspectives on the lifelong environmental learning of farmers. 



102 

Furthermore, I also want to mention that my interest in the aca-

demic field of environmental learning and the research practice of 

narrative inquiry runs deep within my former academic background 

and training. I hold a master's degree in both anthropology and out-

door and environmental education, and it would be dishonest of me 

to claim that the methodological and theoretical choices that perme-

ate this doctoral thesis do not, at least partially, reflect my previous 

academic training. The benefits of, for instance, the applied narrative 

methodology caught my interest all the way back at my anthropology 

studies, and I also became deeply acquainted with John Dewey's the-

oretical framework during my training in the field and practice of out-

door and environmental education. To some degree, the overall struc-

ture of this doctoral thesis reflects thus both my personal interests and 

my academic background.  

However, I want to firmly stress that although my personal back-

ground has been beneficial and influential at times during the re-

search process, this does not give me any interpretive prerogative re-

garding farmers' lifelong environmental learning. The value of this 

doctoral thesis is only found in the scientific rigor that underpins its 

research endeavour, not in my unique personal background or out-

look. But it would, at the same time, also be foolish of me to claim that 

I have not cautiously and deliberately been forming and shaping the 

outlook and the content of this doctoral thesis. All doctoral theses are 

inevitably written from different perspectives and provide only nar-

row philosophical and empirical messages. This is also true for this 

book, which I have tried to keep as short, concise, and accessible as 

possible. And to some degree, this doctoral thesis constitutes only a 

selected story about the lifelong environmental learning of farmers in 

northern Sweden. Therefore, I firmly believe that the general practice 

of learning from the land is way more complex and nuanced than this 

doctoral thesis will argue and depict. To me, the farmers continuously 

speak of something more profound than what they can communicate 

and express narratively in their different life stories. Essentially, at 

least to me, it seems to be more than what immediately catches the 

eye that speaks something about the farmers’ inherent relationship 

and interconnectedness with nature. 
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Chapter V 

RESULTS 

 

 

 

This fifth chapter aims to present and analyse the empirical results of 

the narrative inquiry. The primary objective of this chapter is to por-

tray what learning practices and experiences the participating farmers 

describe as educationally meaningful and significant within their life-

long environmental learning process. In other words, to show which 

streams, currents, and tributaries seem to integrate and interweave 

into the river, known as farmers’ lifelong environmental learning. 

Fundamentally, the empirical results show that the farmers' life-

long environmental learning process builds upon the three interre-

lated learning practices of sensing, storying, and shaping the land. 

Conceptually, these three learning practices could be thought of as 

echoing Dewey’s theoretical notions of aesthetic and reflective expe-

rience. The first section presents the learning practice of sensing the 

land and argues that it mirrors Dewey's concept of aesthetic experi-

ence. The second section illustrates the learning practice of storying 

the land and suggests that it could be understood in line with Dewey's 

reflective experience of analytical thinking. The third and final section 

then depicts the learning practice of shaping the land and proposes 

that it echoes Dewey's reflective experience of trial and error.  

SENSING THE LAND 

From a theoretical point of view, the process of experiential learning 

rests upon various kinds of aesthetic experiences (Dewey 1929, 1930, 

1934). These experiences are metaphorically the soil from which dif-

ferent reflective experiences grow and continue to be rooted in peo-

ple’s everyday lives, and they also serve as the external stimulus that 

initiates different kinds of problematic situations within the experien-

tial learning process (Quay & Seaman 2013).  
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Dewey argued that the external world primarily consists of so-

called 'brute facts' and 'that's' that foremost must be felt and perceived 

through our different senses before they subsequently can be experi-

enced, interpreted, and understood (Dewey 1984:249). He reasoned 

that “the senses are the organs through which the live creature partic-

ipates directly in the on-goings of the world about him” (Dewey 

1934:22), which subsequently implies that our different “aesthetic ex-

periences are sensory experiences” (Uhrmacher 2009:623) since our 

“experience is always what it is because of a transaction taking place 

between an individual and his environment’’ (Dewey 1938:25). Con-

sequently, this practically means that the development of different 

forms of aesthetic experiences essentially requires different modes of 

intentional and deliberate sensory engagements with the world (Uhr-

macher 2009:623), as our aesthetic connection to our physical sur-

roundings is built upon our active interactions with, and responses to, 

objects, places, and environments (Mastandrea et al. 2021).  

Based on the empirical data, the educational significance of pro-

ducing various kinds of aesthetic experiences through different forms 

of sensory engagements with the local natural environment cannot be 

overlooked. Throughout the empirical data, the farmers consistently 

emphasised how their continuous sensory engagement with their dif-

ferent farmlands has enabled them to know, understand, and learn 

about them. Hence, the farmers' learning practice of sensing the land 

could thus be defined as their deliberate production of aesthetic expe-

riences through their ongoing multisensory interactions and engage-

ments with their surrounding local natural environment. However, as 

outlined below, the empirical data also suggest that this learning prac-

tice primarily takes the form of systematic, slow, and attentive multi-

sensory engagements with the land. To fully capture the meaning of 

these dimensions, further exploration of these aspects is thus un-

doubtedly needed and necessary. 

 

SENSING SYSTEMATICALLY 

The first way that the farmers’ learning practice of sensing the land 

could be conceptualized and understood, based on the empirical data, 
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is as a systematic mode of learning. This is in the sense that the farm-

ers seek to methodologically survey their different farmlands with 

their various senses over long periods of time in order to pick up ‘raw’ 

sensory data that they can ‘digest’ and subsequently learn from. This 

systematic and methodological dimension of the learning practice of 

sensing the land is, for instance, displayed in the following empirical 

excerpt, whereby the understanding of the physical character and 

transformation of the surrounding landscape is argued to grow from 

repeated sensory interactions and experiences. 

 

“This land, that you see over there, is one of the oldest fields 

that we have here on our farmstead. It has been in the family 

for many generations, and I have learned to know what it needs 

just by feeling it with my hands", the farmer exclaimed, while 

pointing into the distance.  

“What do you mean?”, I responded.  

The farmer continued, “A couple of years back, this field 

was not producing the way it should. The yields were low, and 

the crops were not growing uniformly, as they should. One day, 

I then naturally went out on the field and sensed how the soil 

felt in my hands. And the acidity did not feel right. The soil was 

too sandy. And I thus decided to give it some additional lime 

powder. And after two years, when the lime powder had made 

effect, it finally happened. One day, on an early autumn morn-

ing, when I was passing through, after I had harrowed on an-

other field nearby, I sensed that the soil had changed. I jumped 

out of my tractor and walked out on the field. And it was so fan-

tastic! I saw how the soil had formed aggregates, and the field 

was covered in several layers of smaller and larger lumps of soil. 

The larger lumps were on top of the smaller ones, shielding 

them from losing their moisture. It was so beautiful! I just stood 

there and felt mesmerized. And when I walked around and felt 

the soil in my hands, I got the chills. I sank down just the right 

amount in the mud, just beneath my toes. And when I touched 

the lumps, they just vanished. They were not sticky. They felt 

exactly right! And later that day, I went harrowing on another 
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field, and that was not the same. The aggregates were hard and 

sticky, and it felt like I was driving my tractor through a large 

block of rubber. And when I went out to sense the soil, it did not 

have the same feeling at all. The acidity was different. It was out 

of place. And I would not have been able to pick that up from 

the tractor! You see, you learn your lands through your hands. 

You must make time to sense the different farmlands that you 

work with.”  

“What do you mean by learning your lands through your 

hands?”, I asked.  

The farmer thought for a moment and said, “Without your 

hands, you cannot digest your learning. You may be able to 

measure things with your computer, but you get something 

more if you touch and experience your lands with your body. 

You learn them more intimately. They take root in you. You 

simply get a sense of who they are and how they are doing. It is 

about being consistently attentive to what is, so that you may 

see when it shifts and changes. Sometimes, it may take years 

before you notice something, but when you do, you want to 

know. You must be persistent!"  

 

In this empirical excerpt, the farmer illustrates how the lifelong envi-

ronmental learning process emerges through systematic and repeated 

sensory engagements with the local natural environment. Rather than 

relying on a single observation, it is described how the farmer’s local 

land knowledge develops over time by the practice of returning to the 

same field, sensing it through touch and sight, and comparing how it 

feels across different times and moments. What first appears as a 

vague sense of 'something being off' with the land becomes, over time, 

then distilled into a more precise understanding through repeated 

sensory engagements. By handling the soil, the farmer first identifies 

that it feels too sandy and acidic, which suggests that additional lime 

powder should be applied to the field. Years later, the farmer then re-

turns to the same field and senses the soil structure and notices that 

it has formed aggregates, which confirms that the soil has changed in 

the desired way. This sequence shows that the learning practice of 
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sensing the land is not incidental but rather methodological. This is 

because it involves the act of consistently sensorily attending to the 

land, building a memory of how it feels, and using that sensory 

knowledge to detect subtle environmental shifts and changes. In this 

way, the lifelong environmental learning process is thus grounded in 

the long-term accumulation and comparison of sensory experiences. 

The farmer's statement that "you learn your land through your hands" 

thus reflects not only the importance of sensory engagements with the 

land, but also the disciplined, long-term practice of collecting, revisit-

ing, and gradually refining the ‘memory bank’ of different sensory im-

pressions of the local natural environment.  

Throughout the empirical data, the farmers consistently con-

veyed how their embodied sensing of the land is key to their lifelong 

environmental learning process. Although touch and sight are empha-

sized as the primary senses, the farmers also suggest that the senses 

of smell and sound help them discern different soil textures and veg-

etation patterns within the local natural environment. For instance, 

some farmers argue that the smell of the forest and the sound of the 

soil underfoot can indicate specific land conditions, such as the pres-

ence of microorganisms or the lack of water. Another example of this 

systematic dimension of the farmers' learning practice of sensing the 

land is also the following empirical excerpt, in which one of the farm-

ers describes how a sustained and methodological sensory compre-

hension of the local natural environment is key for the lifelong envi-

ronmental learning process. 

 

“Tell me more about how you have learned about your different 

farmlands”, I asked.  

The farmer went silent for a moment and then thoughtfully 

responded, “You can either send your crops for analysis or do a 

visual inspection before you harvest them. And I usually do the 

latter. That is something that I have learned through experi-

ence, especially when it comes to the cultivation of grass. You 

know, the objective is to get as high energy levels as you can in 

the feed, which means that you must begin harvesting the grass 

before the plants start producing too much seed. If you feel the 
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blade of the grass with your hands and feel that seeds have be-

gun to form inside, then I have learned that the grass is perfectly 

ripe for harvest. But if you can instead visually spot the seeds 

inside the blade, then it might be almost too late. At that mo-

ment, the plants have begun to put all their energy into produc-

ing seeds, which then reduces their nutritional value. Then the 

feed just passes straight through the bodies of the animals with-

out providing them with any energy, since it is the cellulose that 

the animals break down. Therefore, it is also important to keep 

an eye on the grass composition of your meadows. For example, 

if you have a lot of clover, you can expect a protein-rich feed 

from the fields”.  

“But how have you learned all this?”, I asked.  

The farmer continued, “You see, I have learned a lot from 

my father. Over the years, we have always been outside to-

gether. We have looked at the crops, felt them, and compared 

and discussed what we notice together. That gives you 

knowledge that you cannot learn from a book. It is something 

that must be rooted in your hands. You must go out into your 

fields and observe, try things, fail, and then try again. That is 

how you learn. Here on the farmstead, we have also kept a diary 

of what we see and do with the land. For example, we know that 

the first snow always falls around the middle of October. In our 

notes, we have seen that, year after year. And those kinds of in-

sights help us then plan what and when we should do different 

things around here on the farmstead.” 

 

In this empirical excerpt, the farmer further demonstrates how the 

lifelong environmental learning process is grounded in sustained and 

systematic sensory engagements with the local natural environment. 

The account shows that the local land knowledge develops through 

repeated, sensory interactions rather than through isolated observa-

tions. Firstly, the farmer explains how the timing of grass harvesting 

can be determined by physically feeling the grass blades to detect the 

early formation of seeds. This tactile judgment is then contrasted with 

the practice of visual inspection, which, according to the farmer, may 
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fail to inform the judgment at the right time within the agricultural 

process. In this way, the farmer's senses are thus described to be iter-

atively combined in order to be able to provide a nuanced sensory un-

derstanding of the local natural environment. Secondly, the empirical 

excerpt also highlights how the learning practice of sensing the land 

could be understood as cumulative and methodological. The farmer 

describes how different sensory impressions, such as the arrival of 

snow every year, have been documented in a diary that is stored on 

the farmstead. This cumulative documentation of sensory impres-

sions is then argued by the farmer to aid the development of local land 

knowledge in relation to the planning of agricultural work. Funda-

mentally, the farmers' learning practice of sensing the land could thus 

be conceptualized and understood as a systematic form of doing, try-

ing, and undergoing that they purposefully embrace and engage in to 

be able to perceive and comprehend the physical and material com-

position and transformation of their different farmlands.  

The empirical observation that the farmers' lifelong environmen-

tal learning process seems to rest upon multisensory engagements 

with the local natural environment is a plausible insight considering 

the theoretical framework. Dewey argued that the “esthetic effect is 

found directly in sense-perception” (Dewey 1934:115) and “to under-

stand the esthetic in its ultimate and approved forms, one must begin 

with it in the raw” (Dewey 1934:4-5) since “physical things somehow 

stamp themselves upon the mind or convey themselves into con-

sciousness by means of the sense organs” (Dewey 1930:390). Prior re-

search has, therefore, for a long time, argued that the human under-

standing of landscapes emerges from different forms of perceptual ex-

periences (Antrop 2015; Burlingame 2020: Tuan 1977), whereby peo-

ple sense the surrounding environment holistically by using all their 

different senses simultaneously (Antrop & van Eetvelde 2017).  

Given that the farmers’ aesthetic experiences are "the result, the 

sign, and the reward of that interaction of organism and environment” 

(Dewey 1934:28), the empirical observation that the farmers seem to 

rely on a systematic and methodological approach to sensing the land 

has thus arguably theoretical support. To be able to perceive and com-

prehend the surrounding local natural environment aesthetically, 
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Dewey (1934:54) argued that "a beholder must create his own experi-

ence” by leaving the act of recognition for the practice of perceptivity 

(Uhrmacher 2009). Simply put, "recognition is perception arrested 

before it has a chance to develop freely” (Dewey 1934:52), in the sense 

that it is an unconscious outlook upon the world based upon “a stere-

otype, upon some previously formed scheme" that does not stimulate 

further reflection or inquiry (Dewey 1934:52). Perception, on the 

other hand, “involves an active experience of re-seeing something" in 

the sense that objects and events are perceived and reinterpreted "in 

new ways and with new meanings” (Pugh et al. 2020:544). It involves 

the "act of reconstructive doing" (Dewey 1934:52), whereby sensory 

impressions are consciously brought to attention to enable further in-

quiries and insights. In other words, compared to the act of recogni-

tion, the practice of “perceptivity allows for the building up of one’s 

own experience” (Uhrmacher 2009:624). By systematically sensing 

the land, the farmers are thus embracing the practice of perceptivity 

in their everyday sensory interactions with their different farmlands. 

Over time, this then enables them to deliberately produce various 

kinds of aesthetic experiences that subsequently form the founda-

tional stimuli underpinning their lifelong environmental learning. 

Fundamentally, these empirical insights are well in line with pre-

vious research. Prior studies have strongly indicated that the different 

embodied interactions that farmers have with their various farmlands 

profoundly tend to shape and form how they subsequently perceive 

and understand them (Krzywoszynska 2016; Leung & Darnhofer 

2021; Knapp & Fernandez-Gimenez 2008, 2009). Moreover, prior re-

search within the educational subfield of environmental learning has 

also previously argued that nature exposure (Liddicoat & Krasny 

2013; Wilson 2018) and nature experiences that allow people to expe-

rience and comprehend their local natural environment in situ tend 

also to provide excellent conditions for the environmental learning 

process (Jose et al. 2017; Ballantyne & Packer 2002, 2009). Likewise, 

former studies have also suggested that methodologically comparing 

and observing places under varying stages and conditions can also be 

beneficial and advantageous for the environmental learning process 

(Measham 2006). The empirical observation that the farmers’ lifelong 
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environmental learning process appears to build upon systematic 

forms of multisensory engagements with their different farmlands is 

thus arguably well in line with previous research. 

 

SENSING SLOWLY AND ATTENTIVELY 

The second way that the farmers’ learning practice of sensing the land 

could be characterized and understood, based on the empirical data, 

is as a slow and attentive mode of learning. This in the meaning of that 

the farmers slowly and carefully produce, embrace, and digest their 

multisensory impressions from the local natural environment in or-

der to be able to comprehend the physical composition and transfor-

mation of their different farmlands. This slow and attentive dimen-

sion of the learning practice of sensing the land is, for instance, evi-

dent in the following empirical excerpt.  

 

“Tell me more about what has been important for your learning 

about your different farmlands”, I asked.  

The farmer responded, “If you work with them, you absorb 

the knowledge more deeply. Just seeing something from a dis-

tance does not give you the same understanding as when you do 

something practically over time. The knowledge sinks more 

deeply when you get to feel it for yourself. It takes root in you in 

a different way when you learn with your hands. But you also 

need to know why you are learning. Knowing how much mois-

ture there is in the ground or in the grain has no real value if 

you do not understand what it says about something else. And 

that takes time to realize. You must be diligent over time to be 

able to know. If you are not attentive, you might overlook im-

portant things. There is no need to rush.” 

 

In this empirical excerpt, the farmer emphasizes that the learning 

practice of sensing the land revolves around the act of slowly and at-

tentively sensing the surrounding landscape. Rather than emerging 

automatically from various kinds of sensory experiences, the local 

land knowledge is portrayed as something that must be slowly and 
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carefully cultivated through a sustained sensory attentiveness to the 

local natural environment. This is evident in the above standing nar-

rative when the farmer stresses that one must "be diligent over time" 

and remain attentive "when you learn with your hands" in order to 

not "overlook important things". Fundamentally, this points to the 

fact that the farmers' production of aesthetic experiences appears to 

depend on their persistent effort to slowly produce sensory experi-

ences that may enable the physical composition and transformation 

of the local farmlands to emerge in a new light. In other words, the 

development of meaningful sensory experiences appears thus to fun-

damentally rest upon their attentive orientation towards what can be 

physically apprehended from the local natural environment.  

Throughout the empirical data, the farmers recurrently described 

how a slow and attentive approach to sensing the land is key to their 

lifelong environmental learning process. Although slow and sustained 

sensory engagements with the land are highlighted the most, the 

farmers also suggest that a deliberate openness to problematic situa-

tions that naturally arise throughout the everyday process of farming 

also constitutes a foundational part of their sensory attentiveness to 

their different farmlands. For instance, some of the farmers argued 

that it is important to continuously "read" and "listen" to the land by 

consciously attending to what is continuously materially disclosed in 

the local natural environment. This slow and attentive dimension of 

the farmers' learning practice of sensing the land is, for example, also 

observable in the following empirical excerpt. 

 

“Tell me more about what you mean by feeling your different 

lands with your hands”, I asked. 

The farmer thought for a moment and said, “When I drive 

over my fields with the tractor, I first do a visual inspection of 

them and think about why they look as they do. Then I go out 

and sense the ground. I notice how the soil moves and feels. One 

time, I remember that I noticed that the tractor was floating 

over a particular spot on one of my fields, and it turned out that 

there was water lying underneath the surface, since a blockage 

had built up in the French drain a few meters away. And that is 
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an awareness that you must acquire as a farmer. You must con-

stantly gather information when you are out on the land. You 

cannot simply sit in the tractor and just ride along. Another ex-

ample is also when I was harrowing a couple of years ago. Sud-

denly, it felt very heavy to push through the soil with the tractor, 

and I could not keep going at the same depth and speed. And 

that observation told me that the timing of my work was wrong. 

The soil was too cold and simply not ready to be worked yet. 

And you could know that through the colour and temperature 

of the topsoil. If the temperature of the topsoil is below eight 

degrees Celsius, it is too early to be harrowed. Then the soil 

compaction effects set right away, which will show for the rest 

of the year. My dad always used to say that you should be able 

to see a bit of green weeds before you harrow, and I have expe-

rienced that to be correct. I have tried harrowing too early 

sometimes, and that has turned out badly, since I had not in-

spected the lands properly before. I have learned that you must 

give it time to look for the right thing.”  

 

In this empirical excerpt, the farmer illustrates the learning practice 

of sensing the land as a slow and attentive learning process that inte-

grates both a sustained sensory search or surveying of the local natu-

ral environment as well as a responsive openness to problematic situ-

ations and moments of disjuncture. Rather than passively acquiring 

sensory impressions, the farmer describes the learning practice of 

sensing the land in terms of "constantly gathering information" about 

the land by slowing down the flow of sensory impressions and “look-

ing for the right thing.” This highlights that the farmers’ lifelong envi-

ronmental learning process involves the act of purposefully directing 

one's sensory attention toward the land and persistently reflecting on 

why it appears and behaves as it does. This pattern is in line with an 

understanding of the learning practice of sensing the land as a slow 

and sustained sensory search or surveying of the local natural envi-

ronment. However, at the same time, the account also shows that the 

learning practice of slowly and attentively sensing the land also entails 

the act of embracing a responsive openness to problematic situations 
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and moments of disjuncture. For instance, when the farmer describes 

how it suddenly felt like the tractor was "floating" or struggling to 

push through the topsoil while harrowing, the disjunctures in the eve-

ryday flow of environmental and agricultural experience are not ig-

nored but rather treated as meaningful learning opportunities. In this 

way, the sensory attentiveness is not expressed in terms of a deliber-

ate sensory surveying of the land, but rather through a cultivated sen-

sitivity towards the sensory anomalies that may arise throughout the 

course of everyday practice. Taken together, this suggests that the 

learning practice of sensing the land consists of both a slow and sus-

tained sensory search or surveying of the local natural environment 

as well as an openness to problematic situations and disjuncture. 

The empirical observation that the farmers are slowly and atten-

tively sensing their different farmlands for the purpose of grasping 

and comprehending their inherent physical transformation and com-

position is theoretically warranted. Dewey was very "aware of the 

need to slow down the interval between thought and action” (Rodgers 

2002:852), as he argued that “slowness and depth of response are in-

timately connected” since “time is required in order to digest mind 

impressions and translate them into substantial ideas” because “the 

depth to which a sense of the problem, of the difficulty, sinks, deter-

mines the quality of the thinking that follows” (Dewey 1933:38). Con-

ceptually, this means that in order “to perceive, one must really look, 

take in the qualities” (Uhrmacher 2009:624) in the sense of “spending 

enough time with the data of an experience, with the texture and den-

sity and grain of it, so that it can emerge in all its complexity" (Rodgers 

2002:854). Consequently, it is then first in the slowing down that we 

can begin to discover what it is that we already know or do not know 

by experiencing the “rhythm and regularity” in the "sense of things as 

belonging or not belonging of relevancy” (Dewey 1933:198). Educa-

tionally meaningful aesthetic experiences encompass thus "enhanced 

sensuous experience of the environment by relating to it” (Østergaard 

2017:569) by letting the sensory “impressions sink and accumulate” 

so that the subsequent thinking might be “done at a deeper level of 

value than with a slighter load” (Dewey 1933:37-38). Accordingly, by 

slowing down their flow of sensory impressions and attentively 
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directing their sensory attention to different aspects in the surround-

ing local natural environment, the farmers appear thus to be able to 

cultivate and develop various kinds of educationally meaningful aes-

thetic experiences by giving “careful and exact attention to all the 

qualities inherent in [their] sense experience” (Dahlin 2001:454). 

Presuming that “the most fundamental injunction for learning is to 

pay attention” (Hart 2014:10), the farmers must undoubtedly be re-

ceptive and “viscerally, cognitively, imaginatively, and emotionally at-

tentive” to their different farmlands (White 2013:100). To be able to 

cultivate their local land knowledge, they must thus arguably “attend 

simultaneously to both the minute details and [the] wholeness” (Byr-

nes 2012:24) to be able to capture the “nuanced details and complex 

relationships” embedded within their farmlands (Bresler 2013:25). 

These empirical insights fundamentally echo previous research 

within the educational subfield of environmental learning. Prior stud-

ies have argued that the slowing down of the flow of embodied inter-

actions and attentively directing attention to different aspects of the 

local natural environment are key means in order to simulate the en-

vironmental learning process (Payne & Wattchow 2009). Simply put, 

"if being in the world means being through our senses and bodies, 

then there is a need for an awareness of how we are in the world with 

our bodily senses and how the world discloses itself to us through the 

senses" (Østergaard 2017:574). These empirical results align thus well 

with previous research within the educational subfield of environ-

mental learning. However, to my knowledge, this educational dimen-

sion has not previously been empirically observed in connection with 

farmers’ lifelong learning. 

STORYING THE LAND 

Although aesthetic experiences are an essential part of the experien-

tial learning process, they do not solely constitute the particular path-

way through which experiential learning ontologically transpires and 

occurs. Theoretically, Dewey (1938:79) argued that “observation 

alone is not enough” when it comes to experiential learning since 

"mere activity does not constitute experience" (Dewey 1930:163) 
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because “no experience having a meaning is possible without having 

some element of thought” to it (Dewey 1916:107). Dewey then rea-

soned that the experiential learning process transpires through two 

different forms of reflective experience, whereby the learner actively 

processes the content of their different aesthetic experiences by en-

gaging in different forms of reflective practices (Dewey 1933, 1938).  

The first form of reflective experience that Dewey theoretically 

suggests is analytical thinking, which could be perceived and under-

stood as the "systematic, rigorous, disciplined way of thinking” that 

“moves a learner from one experience into the next with a deeper un-

derstanding of its relationships with and connections to other experi-

ences and ideas” (Rodgers 2002:844). Simply put, analytical thinking 

constitutes thus the “active, persistent, and careful consideration of 

any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds 

that support it and the further conclusions to which it tends” (Dewey 

1938:9). It refers fundamentally to the systematic form of thinking 

that moves the learner from a state of perplexity and disequilibrium 

to a harmonious state of settledness and equilibrium (Dewey 1916). 

This is by transforming "a situation in which there is experienced ob-

scurity, doubt, conflict, disturbance of some sort, into a situation that 

is clear, coherent, settled, harmonious” (Dewey 1933:195). 

Based on the empirical data, the educational significance of ana-

lytical thinking cannot be dismissed with respect to the lifelong envi-

ronmental learning process of farmers in northern Sweden. Through-

out the empirical data, the farmers consistently emphasised how their 

analytical reflection and experience sharing within their different lo-

cal agricultural communities have been key to their continuous rede-

velopment of local land knowledge. Hence, the farmers' learning prac-

tice of storying the land could thus be defined as their collective ana-

lytical thinking about how nature and agriculture continuously inter-

connect and are reforming a particular plot of farmland. In other 

words, the learning practice of storying the land constitutes the farm-

ers' deliberate analytical practice of making sense of the continuous 

transformation of their different farmlands by collectively analysing 

and reflecting upon various kinds of environmental and agricultural 

experiences within their different local agricultural communities. 
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However, as outlined below, the empirical data also suggest that the 

farmers’ learning practice of storying the land primarily takes the 

form of intergenerational and intercommunal modes of analytical 

thinking. To fully capture this variation inherent within the learning 

practice of storying the land, further exploration of these intergener-

ational and intercommunal dimensions is thus undoubtedly required. 

 

STORYING ACROSS GENERATIONS 

The first way that the learning practice of storying the land can be 

characterized and understood, based on the empirical data, is as an 

intergenerational mode of learning, whereby the farmers collectively 

analyse their different farmlands across multiple generations of agri-

culturalists who live and work within the same local agricultural con-

text. This intergenerational dimension of the farmers’ learning prac-

tice of storying the land is, for instance, vividly illustrated in the fol-

lowing empirical excerpt, whereby one of the farmers conveys the ed-

ucational significance of engaging in intergenerational reflection and 

experience sharing. 

 

“When the farmstead was modernized many years ago, I re-

member how my grandfather felt that he was no longer practi-

cally needed in the daily operations here on the farmstead. So, 

my parents then gave him the important role as a mentor and 

advisor for us, the younger ones, here on the farmstead. He 

could explain why things were done, and not just how. He could 

often solve problems that we faced thanks to his knowledge of 

these lands. For example, I remember when we took over a new 

field from the nearby farmstead. At first glance, it looked to be 

in very good condition. But my grandfather immediately said 

that there was a wet patch in the middle of the field, and if we 

were to drive there, we would get stuck, since it was a cold 

spring underneath. And he was right, as we experienced the 

hard way that that was true. That kind of local knowledge is 

something that you learn from experience and must be passed 

down. And the same also goes for crop cultivation. He knew 



118 

which fields handled drought better than others, and which 

needed rain. That comes from living with these lands, under-

standing the soil, and knowing how the landscape varies. That 

is not something that you simply can read your way into. That 

comes from the experiences that you share and acquire over 

time. As a farmer, you must remember what you have done and 

seen, and think about why some fields yield well, while others 

do not. And that is something I feel very blessed to have learned 

from my grandfather. He was always there for us when we had 

questions, and it was always rewarding to discuss with him and 

hear his point of view on the daily operation. For me, that has 

been important. Without our conversations, I would not have 

known these lands in the same way.”  

 

In this empirical excerpt, the farmer emphasizes the educational sig-

nificance of sharing and reflecting upon different kinds of environ-

mental and agricultural experiences across multiple generations of 

agriculturalists. It is argued that by deliberately analysing the charac-

ter and transformation of the local natural environment across differ-

ent generations of farmers, the locally held knowledge and under-

standing of the surrounding farmlands can thus gradually grow and 

redevelop over time. This intergenerational dimension of the learning 

practice of storying the land is particularly evident in the above stand-

ing empirical excerpt in that the farmer's local land knowledge is de-

scribed as having been actively co-produced through the reflective 

and analytical conversations with the grandfather. He is portrayed as 

someone who could "explain why things were done, and not just how," 

and solve different questions and problems thanks to his intimate 

knowledge and experience of the local farmlands. When the farmer 

notes that "without our conversations, I would not have known these 

lands in the same way", it fundamentally underscores that the 

farmer's local land knowledge is not only shaped and formed by indi-

vidual analytical thinking, but also the social reasoning and reflection 

based upon previous generations' horizons of understanding. The 

grandfather's knowledge and experience of "which fields handled 

drought better than others, and which needed rain" is then described 
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to provide a long-term temporal understanding of the intimately in-

tertwined natural and agricultural histories of the local farmlands. By 

"knowing how the landscape varies," the farmer suggests that the 

grandfather's knowledge and experiences provide a template for 

knowing "why some fields yield well, while others do not." Hence, the 

learning practice of storying the land emerges thus as a relational and 

historically situated learning process, whereby environmental and ag-

ricultural experiences continuously become embedded within longer 

temporal horizons and bodies of knowledge through the practice of 

intergenerational reflection and experience sharing.  

Throughout the empirical data, the farmers consistently de-

scribed how their collective reflection and experience sharing across 

different generations of agriculturalists have provided them with 

meaningful learning opportunities. This is because they argue that 

these conversations tend to help them perceive and understand their 

different farmlands as spaces filled with deeply intertwined and inter-

connected natural and agricultural histories. Although the farmers 

primarily emphasize their everyday conversations with their parents 

as particularly educationally meaningful, other family members, such 

as grandparents, children, aunts and uncles, are also stressed as in-

fluential figures. This is in the sense that they also have a long-term 

temporal understanding of the local natural environment, which ena-

bles critical reflections regarding the long-term composition and 

transformation of the local farmlands. This intergenerational aspect 

of the farmers' learning practice of storying the land is, for instance, 

also evident in the following empirical excerpt, in which one of the 

farmers describes how their foundational understanding of the local 

woodlands has been inherited from their parents. 

 

“You know, the forest requires you to always look at the bigger 

picture. On the fields, the time horizon might be a couple of 

months, but with the forests, it is rather one hundred years. 

This means that you must think about the long-term sustaina-

bility of your woodlands all the time and try to understand the 

decisions from previous generations. In one sense, you then in-

herit your forest plan. What previous generations did, or did not 
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do, has a major impact on what you can do yourself. And on top 

of that, you then also have new regulations that arrive and 

change the preconditions for forestry. In this sense, you must 

both have experience and the ability to look far ahead in time. 

You cannot see the different parts of the farmstead as separate 

from each other. How I manage the forests then affects the 

fields and so forth. Each part depends on the other.”  

“But how have you learned to see that?”, I asked.  

The farmer replied, “That has come with experience, but 

also by talking with my parents. You know, each farm is unique, 

and you then need to understand its own farming windows and 

how the different parts of your land connect. When your lands 

do not behave as you expect them to do, the experience of those 

who have gone before you are very important. Their knowledge 

is the basis of your understanding, so you must listen to them. 

But you must also try to reevaluate what you think you know 

and have been taught when you run into problems. The 

knowledge that you have inherited is often sufficient, but when 

you encounter problems, you sometimes also need to be critical 

and try to figure things out yourself. You must make it your 

own. Today, it is not the same farm it was a hundred years ago.” 

 

What the farmer here brings our attention to is the educational value 

of analytical thinking across multiple generations of agriculturalists 

in order to be able to develop local land knowledge. This aspect is tel-

egraphed in the above standing empirical excerpt in the sense that the 

farmer's local land knowledge is described as “inherited” and pro-

foundly shaped and formed by the analytical conversations and dia-

logues with the parents. When the farmer says that "the experience of 

those who have gone before you is very important” and that "their 

knowledge is the basis of your understanding" since you need to un-

derstand “the farming windows and how the different parts of your 

land connect," it highlights the significance of cultivating an under-

standing of the many intertwined and interconnected natural and ag-

ricultural histories of the local farmlands. But, as expressed above, the 

learning practice of storying the land across generations is not just a 
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matter of intergenerational knowledge and experience exchange. 

When the farmer says that you must be "critical" and "try to reevaluate 

what you think you know and have been taught when you run into 

problems," it conveys how the learning practice is much more than a 

passive transmission of knowledge. It arguably also points to an active 

and analytical process of sharing, comparing, revising, and reas-

sessing past and present environmental and agricultural experience 

in light of each other in an iterative sense. In other words, the learning 

practice of storying the land could thus be understood as a collective 

mode of analytical thinking about how nature and agriculture contin-

uously interconnect and are reforming a particular farmland across 

long-term temporally unfolding natural and agricultural phases. The 

main point raised in this section is thus that the learning practice of 

storying the land partly takes the form of intergenerational analytical 

thinking, whereby the farmers collectively reflect and share different 

environmental and agricultural experiences across multiple genera-

tions of agriculturists belonging to the same agricultural context.   

The empirical observation that the farmers collectively share and 

reflect upon various kinds of environmental and agricultural experi-

ences across multiple generations of farmers has arguably strong the-

oretical merits. “As a collective, people gain the deepest understand-

ing of problems by exploring how explanations resonate and hold true 

for a multitude of experiences” (Holdo 2023:16). Dewey (1916, 1930) 

argued that thinking without having to express what one thinks is an 

incomplete act of reflective experience (Rodgers 2002:856). He con-

sistently claimed that "when individuals communicate with one an-

other, all natural events are subject to reconsideration and revision" 

(Dewey 1929:166) because "having to express oneself to others, so that 

others truly understand one’s ideas, reveals both the strengths and the 

gaps in one’s thinking" (Rodgers 2002:856). This is because to "for-

mulate requires getting outside of the experience, seeing it as another 

would see it, considering what points of contact it has with the life of 

another so that it may be got into such form that he can appreciate its 

meaning" (Dewey 1930:6). The practice of analytical thinking builds 

thus upon the act of formulating “the relationships and continuities 

among the different elements of an experience, between that 
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experience and other experiences, between that experience and the 

knowledge that one carries, and between that knowledge and the 

knowledge produced by thinkers other than oneself" (Rodgers 

2002:848). Hence, through analytical thinking the horizon of under-

standing becomes thus slowly expanded (Rodgers 2002) since it con-

sists of a “conscious and voluntary effort to establish belief upon a 

firm basis of reasons” (Dewey 1933:6), and “in so far as we are part-

ners in common undertakings, the things which others communicate 

to us as the consequences of their particular share in the enterprise 

blend at once into the experience resulting from our own special do-

ing” (Dewey 1916:186). Theoretically, collective reflection could thus 

be regarded as a crucial component of the experiential learning pro-

cess (Loughran 2010:407) since “it enlarges and enlightens experi-

ence; it stimulates and enriches imagination; [and] it creates respon-

sibility for accuracy and vividness of statement and thought” (Dewey 

1930:7). Accordingly, by collectively sharing and reflecting upon var-

ious kinds of agricultural and environmental experiences across mul-

tiple generations of agriculturalists, the farmers appear thus to be able 

to cultivate and redevelop an intimate understanding of how the many 

natural and agricultural histories that continuously transpire and un-

fold on their different farmlands are connected over time.  

These empirical results notably resonate with previous research. 

Prior studies have indicated that the lifelong learning of farmers often 

builds on the practice of sharing and discussing different kinds of en-

vironmental and agricultural experiences with other farmers belong-

ing to the same local agricultural community (Dooley 2021; Wood et 

al. 2014; Knapp & Fernandez-Gimenez 2008, 2009). Consequently, 

farmers’ networks are, therefore, often perceived by former research 

to be one of the most vital educational factors and resources under-

pinning farmers’ lifelong learning (Morgan 2011; Isaac et al. 2007; 

Dolinska & d'Aquino 2016). This is mainly because prior studies have 

shown that farmers commonly tend to view other local farmers as 

their main source of information and advice (Oreszczyn et al. 2010; 

Wood et al. 2014; Lwoga et al. 2010; Okwu & Daudu 2011) due to their 

perceived practical experience under similar and comparable envi-

ronmental and agricultural conditions as themselves (Šūmane et al. 



 

123 

2018; Skaalsveen et al. 2020; Ingram 2010; Dooley 2021). Hence, the 

empirical observation that the farmers’ lifelong environmental learn-

ing process partly takes the form of intergenerational analytical think-

ing aligns thus well with previous research. 

 

STORYING ACROSS COMMUNITIES 

The first way that the learning practice of storying the land can be 

characterized and understood, based on the empirical data, is as an 

intercommunal mode of learning, whereby the farmers collectively 

analyse their different farmlands together with other local farmers be-

longing to neighbouring local agricultural communities. This inter-

communal dimension of the farmers’ learning practice of storying the 

land is, for instance, illustrated in the following empirical excerpt. 

 

“Tell me more about some experiences that have been particu-

larly meaningful for your learning as a farmer”, I asked.  

The farmer then responded, “I have realized that you can-

not rely only on your formal education. You must also learn by 

listening, feeling, and trying out things for yourself. But when I 

began to work as a farmer, I especially gained a lot of knowledge 

from all the other, older farmers around here. My parents were, 

of course, a big part of that, but the other farmers who lived here 

in the village were also of great help. They had received their 

knowledge from previous generations and then, by themselves, 

advanced it further. And they then passed it on to me, which 

early on helped me see how my farmlands are connected and 

how I should take care of them. It is important to know how 

your fields have been worked previously, and how their timings 

differ, and by thinking and talking with the old timers, I learned 

to know what to look for."  

 

In this empirical excerpt, the farmer emphasizes the educational sig-

nificance of shared analytical thinking with other farmers belonging 

to nearby local agricultural communities. The farmer argues that by 

deliberately discussing and analysing the local farmlands together 
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with more experienced agriculturalists belonging to nearby local agri-

cultural communities, the local knowledge and understanding of how 

nature and agriculture continuously interconnect and are reforming a 

particular plot of farmland could thereby be further developed and 

enhanced. This intercommunal dimension of the learning practice of 

storying the land is particularly evident in the above standing empir-

ical excerpt in the sense that the local land knowledge is described as 

not being produced in isolation, but through the acts of listening, 

comparing, and integrating various kinds of insights and experiences 

from other local farmers. When the farmer says that the older farmers 

"helped me see how my farmlands are connected and how I should 

take care of them," it highlights the fact that farmlands in many re-

spects are parts of larger natural and agricultural systems. By "think-

ing and talking with the old timers", these broader natural and agri-

cultural systems could then be conceptualized by the farmer through 

the collective analytical practice of collecting, comparing, and reflect-

ing upon various kinds of environmental and agricultural experiences 

with neighbouring farmers. In other words, the learning practice of 

storying the land across communities becomes thus a way for the 

farmers to situate their environmental and agricultural experiences 

within a wider field of accumulated knowledge about the inherent dy-

namics of their surrounding natural and agricultural landscape.  

Throughout the empirical data, the farmers recurrently stressed 

that their collective reflection and experience sharing with other local 

farmers belonging to nearby local agricultural communities have been 

key to their lifelong environmental learning process. This is because 

they argue that these conversations commonly tend to enable them to 

perceive their different farmlands as places deeply connected to the 

surrounding natural and agricultural landscape. One of the farmers, 

for instance, argued that by comparing different drainage strategies 

with his neighbouring farmers, it became possible to visualise the re-

lationship between tree species and soil structure across his different 

farmlands. Another example of this intercommunal aspect of the 

farmers' learning practice of storying the land can also be found in the 

following empirical excerpt, in which one of the farmers describes 
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how the ongoing discussions with neighbouring farmers are key to 

their lifelong environmental learning process. 

 

“Previously, there lived many more farmers around the village. 

That was very valuable because you could get help from others, 

and you know that they also cared for these lands. You could 

compare what the others had done and experienced and then 

learn from it. As you know, we are now very close to the Arctic 

Circle, which makes this place one of the most northernmost 

farmsteads in the world. And that brings special challenges, es-

pecially for crop production. Something that I have learned 

throughout the years is that you should not try to sow so tightly, 

cultivate grains that become ripe early in the summer, and be 

careful not to put too much fertilizer on the ground. And that is 

something that I have learned and realized through many dis-

cussions. You learn those things together with other farmers. 

Everything that you talk about is put into your experience stor-

age, which you then could use. It is therefore important to have 

someone to talk to and discuss your different experiences with. 

Although the farmers down at the river do not fully understand 

our unique agricultural conditions, they can absolutely bring 

valuable ideas and experiences." 

 

The farmer in this empirical excerpt also highlights the educational 

significance of analytical thinking among different agriculturalists be-

longing to nearby local agricultural communities. This intercommu-

nal aspect of the learning practice of storying the land is particularly 

telegraphed in the above standing empirical excerpt when the farmer 

says that it is "important to have someone to talk to and discuss your 

different experiences with", because "everything that you talk about is 

put into your experience storage." This suggests that the learning 

practice of storying the land across various local agricultural commu-

nities functions as a way for the farmers to situate their different en-

vironmental and agricultural experiences within a wider field of accu-

mulated local land knowledge. When the farmer further exclaims that 

"although the farmers down at the river do not fully understand our 
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unique agricultural conditions, they can absolutely bring valuable 

ideas and experiences," it highlights that the farmers treat the simi-

larities and differences between different environmental and agricul-

tural experiences across different farmsteads as analytical resources. 

The divergence is not treated as a hindrance for their learning, but 

rather as a reflective means, in the sense that the contrasts may stim-

ulate further reflection and bring certain patterns and dimensions of 

the surrounding natural and agricultural landscape into a new light. 

The main point raised by this section is thus that the learning practice 

of storying the land also seems to transpire and occur through inter-

communal modes of analytical thinking between different farmers be-

longing to nearby local agricultural communities.  

The empirical observation that the farmers collectively share and 

reflect upon various kinds of environmental and agricultural experi-

ences across different local agricultural communities holds arguably 

strong theoretical relevance. Dewey argued that all reflections “de-

pend upon the general state of the culture” (Dewey 1933:96) since it 

is through the collective "recognition of definite relations of interde-

pendence between considerations previously unorganized and dis-

connected" that the “discovery and insertion of new facts and proper-

ties” (Dewey 1933:81) that binds “isolated items into a coherent single 

whole” can transpire and occur (Dewey 1933:80). The practice of an-

alytical thinking becomes thus the act of "relate things to one another" 

(Dewey 1933:57) since "suggestions must be organized" and "ar-

ranged with reference to one another and with reference to the facts 

on which they depend for proof" (Dewey 1933:39). Hence, to enable 

sound and rigorous analytical thinking and reflection one must thus 

“be conscious of the layers of culture weaved in the observations" 

(Miettinen 2000:65) since "a large accumulation of data may fail to 

suggest a proper conclusion because existing customs are averse to 

entertaining it" (Dewey 1933:20). Theoretically, this consequently im-

plies that all forms of reflection must be "aimed at the discovery of 

facts" by the practice of "uncovering assumptions, the conceptual glue 

that holds our perspectives, meaning schemes, and habits of mind in 

place" (Brookfield 2010:216). When the farmers engage in intercom-

munal modes of reflection and experience sharing across different 
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local agricultural communities, they attempt thus to reach beyond the 

confines of their habitual thinking. They seek to embrace a “hospital-

ity to new ways of seeing and understanding" (Rodgers 2002:860) in 

the sense of a willingness "to entertain different perspectives, coupled 

with an acceptance of the possibility of error even in the beliefs that 

are dearest” (Dewey 1933:30). In other words, by putting their preun-

derstanding and analytical thinking under social scrutiny, they are 

thus essentially framing their learning practice of storying the land 

not as any "blind acceptance of all kinds of ideas without intelligent 

critique" (Dewey 1933:30) but rather as a critical, reflective endeavour 

of acknowledging and managing "the limitations of one’s own per-

spective (Rodgers 2002:860). The farmers’ learning practice of story-

ing the land emerges thus as a collective analytical and reflective en-

deavour “marked by acceptance or rejection of something as reasona-

bly probable or improbable” (Dewey 1933:4) based upon the evalua-

tion of “people’s capacity for holding assumptions that contradict 

each other” (Brookfield 2010:216). 

These empirical insights fundamentally resemble previous re-

search on farmers' lifelong learning. Prior studies have noted that 

neighbouring farmers must share their local knowledge and under-

standing of their different farmlands in order to be able to learn and 

understand them (Dale et al. 2012). This is because their different 

farmlands undoubtedly tend to be intimately tied and connected in 

multiple ways through the surrounding natural and agricultural land-

scape (Dale et al. 2012; Antrop & Van Eetvelde 2017). The empirical 

observation that the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process 

builds upon the learning practice of storying the land across different 

local agricultural communities aligns thus well with former research.  

SHAPING THE LAND 

Although the reflective experience of analytical thinking constitutes a 

vital means through which the experiential learning process occurs, it 

does not comprise the only way in which people gain different kinds 

of experiential knowledge or insights. Dewey argued that the interac-

tion between an individual and the environment is not “merely 
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physical nor merely mental” (Dewey 1934:246). Theoretically, he 

claimed that there are “no intrinsic psychological divisions between 

the intellectual and the sensory" and "the emotional and ideational” 

and "the imaginative and the practical” (Dewey 1934:247). The second 

type of reflective experience that Dewey proposes is thus trial and er-

ror, whereby the given learner is presumed to learn by purposefully 

conducting various kinds of experiments with the world.  

Etymologically, the two terms experience and experiment share 

the same linguistic root from Latin (Rodgers 2002). One of the first 

definitions of the concept of experience was very close to the modern 

meaning of experiment in the sense that it denoted something that is 

‘trialled’ and ‘put to the test’ (Rodgers 2002). Similarly, for Dewey, 

knowledge is also simply not whatever a person takes it to be (Holdo 

2023). He consistently argued that objects of knowledge exist in the 

sense that we apprehend them rather than make them up, which im-

plies that we learn as we discover and experiment with the world 

(Holdo 2023). Theoretically speaking, objects of knowledge are thus 

not in sufficient existence on their own prior to the act of discovery, 

since they first come into existence by the deliberate practice of inter-

preting them and making them part of our personal experience. Con-

ceptually, this then implies that our practical experimentation within 

various kinds of real-life contexts and environments is ontologically 

essential to our experiential learning process (Holdo 2023).  

Throughout the empirical data, the farmers frequently described 

how they have learned about their different farmlands by practically 

experimenting with them. They consistently highlighted that they of-

ten intentionally seek to produce various kinds of effects in the land-

scape in order to make their different farmlands display and reveal 

various things to them. Hence, the farmers' learning practice of shap-

ing the land could thus be defined as their deliberate practical exper-

imentation with their different farmlands through the process of trial 

and error. However, as outlined below, the empirical data also suggest 

that this learning practice primarily takes the form of systematic and 

collective forms of agricultural experimentation. To fully capture this 

dimension inherent in the learning practice of shaping the land, fur-

ther exploration of these patterns is thus undoubtedly needed. 
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SHAPING SYSTEMATICALLY 

The first way that the farmers' learning practice of shaping the land 

could be portrayed and understood, based on the empirical data, is as 

a systematic mode of learning. This in the sense that the farmers are 

actively experimenting with their different farmlands in order to gain 

and acquire various kinds of insights about them. This systematic di-

mension of the learning practice of shaping the land is, for instance, 

displayed in the following empirical excerpt, whereby persistent and 

purposeful agricultural interventions are argued to be educationally 

beneficial for the lifelong environmental learning process.  

 

The farmer pointed into the distance and said, “Over there, we 

have 15 acres of land that have caused me to learn a lot. Origi-

nally, the land was a huge bog. But many years ago, we decided 

to transform it into new farmland. And that was so much work. 

You cannot imagine! First, we had to survey the whole bog with 

a long metal pole to detect any large boulders. And fortunately, 

we did not find any. Hence, we then dug huge dikes to divert the 

water away from the bog. And then we naively thought that we 

just could cultivate the ground right away. But you see, former 

bogs are strange grounds, and we soon realized that they cannot 

be managed as other plots of land. Below the surface, they con-

sist of intricate root systems that hold them together. Normally, 

in a traditional crop rotation, you usually till the soil every five 

years. But you cannot do that with former bogs since you will 

destroy the root systems and deplete them of their strength. 

Hence, we then naturally began to experiment, seeking to find 

different ways that we could enhance the stability of the land. 

We sowed seeds and tried to instil many different plants in the 

soil. And after a long process, we got the experience of how to 

do it. You know, we had to ask the land what it needed by ex-

perimenting. But you may not get your answers right away, so 

we learned that you must be attentive to how it responds."  

“What you mean by asking the land”, I responded.  

The farmer said, “As a farmer, there is always a lot of learn-

ing by doing. You do things, waiting for the land to respond, and 
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depending on the answer, you then adjust your actions further. 

Every day, it is the same. What you essentially do is that you are 

asking the land what it needs, and then you give it what it wants. 

They cannot verbally tell you what they want. But they can react 

to what you are offering them. And thereby, you get to know 

them and learn what works for them and not. You live in that 

relationship. You just have to be strategic about what you want 

and how you ask. Either you do things you know work, or you 

have to do things that help you learn and test your knowledge. 

And knowing what to do comes from experience.” 

 

In this empirical excerpt, the farmer emphasizes the educational sig-

nificance of systematically experimenting with the land in order to be 

able to learn about its physical transformation and composition. The 

farmer argues that by methodologically launching different kinds of 

agricultural interventions that make the farmlands react and respond 

in different ways, it is possible to learn about them by observing and 

reevaluating the consequences and effects of the given agricultural ex-

perimentation. This is particularly evident in the above standing em-

pirical excerpt in the sense that the farmer depicts the learning as a 

structured and cyclical process of intervention, observation, and ad-

justment. When the farmer says that "you do things, waiting for the 

land to respond, and depending on the answer, you then adjust your 

actions further," it highlights this iterative side of the learning practice 

of shaping the land. Theoretically, this arguably echoes the reflective 

experience of trial and error in the sense that “we simply do something 

and when it fails, we do something else and keep on trying until we hit 

upon something which works” (Dewey 1916:169–170) and through 

this practice that we then learn “that a certain way of acting and a cer-

tain consequence are connected” (Dewey 1916:170). This experi-

mental approach is observable in the above standing empirical ex-

cerpt in the sense that the farmer claims that you get to know your 

lands by "learning by doing" in the sense of observing how "they react 

to what you are offering them." In this way, the farmers' learning prac-

tice of shaping the land could thus be understood as a systematic feed-

back-driven process in which their local land knowledge is gradually 
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produced through repeated experimental engagements with the land. 

Or as the farmer put it, "knowing what to do comes from experience.” 

Throughout the empirical data, the farmers consistently stressed 

that they had to deliberately experiment and purposely interact with 

their different farmlands in order to gain different insights about their 

inherent character, composition, and transformation. Some of the 

farmers, for example, described how a deliberate use of small-scale 

variation in land preparation and crop application has helped them 

understand how certain material variations and agricultural interven-

tions continuously shape and form their different farmlands. Another 

example of this systematic dimension of the learning practice of shap-

ing the land can also be found in the following empirical excerpt, 

whereby one of the farmers implicitly portrays how the sustained and 

long-term agricultural experimentation with the land has been key to 

the development of local land knowledge. 

 

“Tell me more about how you have learned to understand your 

different farmlands the way you do”, I asked.  

The farmer thought for a moment and said, “It is difficult 

to describe, but it is something that grows from experience, 

when you have worked on the farm for a long time. After many 

years, you just know. You feel it. You start to see patterns and 

draw conclusions. You think about whether things make sense 

or not. This intuition, the feeling for the whole, comes from 

your life and upbringing on the farm.”  

“What do you mean?”, I asked.  

The farmer responded, “I’ll tell you, if you are not curious 

about your different farmlands, you won’t learn anything. But 

if you truly care about them, you will make an effort to under-

stand what is happening to them. And I have learned that the 

hard way, through the experience of success and failure. It is 

often through my mistakes that I have realized what kind of 

farmlands I am dealing with here. It is the costly and labour-

intensive mistakes that stick with you. That’s when you start 

to clearly see what affects what. But many times, it takes a long 

time to realize what you have in front of you.” 
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The farmer in this empirical excerpt also highlights the educational 

significance of systematically experimenting with the land in order to 

develop local land knowledge. The farmer asserts that by learning 

from "the experience of success and failure," the inherent character 

and transformation of the local farmlands then become comprehensi-

ble. This systematic aspect of the learning practice of shaping the land 

is particularly evident in the above standing empirical excerpt in that 

the farmer says that the local land knowledge is something that 

"grows from experience, when you have worked on the farm for a long 

time" and that you must "make an effort to understand what is hap-

pening to them". This speaks of a process whereby the local land 

knowledge is progressively formed through repeated agricultural in-

terventions with the land, whereby the prolonged accumulation of ex-

perimental experiences gradually displays the relationship between 

nature and agriculture. The main point raised in this section is thus 

that the learning practice of shaping the land constitutes a systematic 

form of doing, trying, and undergoing that the farmers purposefully 

embrace and engage in to be able to perceive and comprehend the 

physical composition and transformation of their different farmlands. 

The empirical observation that the farmers tend to systematically 

and methodologically experiment with their different farmlands has 

arguably strong theoretical merits. Dewey argued that all kinds of ex-

periences could be regarded as "an aggregate of more or less isolated 

particulars" (Dewey 1930:389) since they "primarily consist of the ac-

tive relations subsisting between a human being and his natural and 

social surroundings" (Dewey 1930:319-320). He claimed that when 

"connections are established between what happens to a person and 

what he does in response, and between what he does to his environ-

ment and what it does in response to him, his acts and the things 

about him acquire meaning" (Dewey 1930:320) and it is first then that 

"he learns to understand both himself and the world" (Dewey 

1930:320). Theoretically, this then implies that “the material of think-

ing is not thoughts, but actions, facts, events, and the relations of 

things” (Dewey 1930:184) and “to turn the thing over in mind, to re-

flect, means to hunt for additional evidence, for new data” (Dewey 

1933:13). The reflective experience of trial and error constitutes thus 
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“an act of searching, hunting, inquiring to find material that will re-

solve the doubt, settle and dispose of the perplexity” (Dewey 1933:12).  

Hence, when the farmers seek to systematically experiment with 

their different farmlands, "the agriculturist is [thus] merely to judge 

of evidence and to act accordingly” (Dewey 1933:18) in the conscious 

dialogue and conversation between the subject and the situation 

(Clará 2015). As Dewey argued, "to plant seeds, to cultivate the soil, to 

harvest grain, are intentional acts, possible only to a being who has 

learned to subordinate the immediately felt elements of an experience 

to those values which these hint at" (Dewey 1933:15). In other words, 

"nature speaks a language which may be interpreted. To a being who 

thinks, things are records of their past, as fossils tell of the prior his-

tory of the earth and are prophetic of their future" (Dewey 1933:15). 

When the farmers describe that their learning practice of shaping the 

land builds upon a systematic approach to agricultural experimenta-

tion, they highlight thus that by deliberately interacting with their dif-

ferent farmlands, observing how they react and respond to different 

agricultural interventions, and then purposefully and thoughtfully re-

ply to the results that they are given, they are thus able to determine 

the meaning and relationship between what they "do and what hap-

pens in consequence” (Dewey 1930:169). In other words, they empha-

sise the educational philosophy that “you cannot understand a system 

until you try to change it” (Ling Lo 2012:86). 

These empirical insights echo the results of previous research. 

Prior studies have shown that the lifelong learning of farmers often 

takes the form of doing (Šūmane et al. 2018; Knapp & Fernandez-

Gimenez 2008, 2009), experimenting (Milestad et al. 2010a), and 

problem-solving on different farmsteads (Ingram 2010; Baars 2010). 

Several studies have indicated that farmers' local knowledge and un-

derstanding of their different farmlands tend to emerge from their di-

rect, experiential engagement with their surrounding local natural en-

vironment (Thomas et al. 2020; Krzywoszynska 2016). Moreover, ex-

periential, interactive, and participatory learning experiences (Ran-

dall 2012; Jose et al. 2017; Clover et al. 2013), particularly those 

grounded in hands-on activities (Dillon et al. 2006; Kossack & Bogner 

2012; Randall 2012), have also been shown by former research to be 
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especially beneficial and advantageous for the environmental learning 

process. The empirical observation that the farmers are systematically 

and methodologically experimenting with their different farmlands 

align thus well with the commonly accepted notion that by continuous 

interactions and observations of the local natural environment, farm-

ers tend to be able to acquire knowledge about how their various farm-

lands normally change and react in response to different environmen-

tal circumstances and interventions (Leung & Darnhofter 2021; In-

gram 2010; Knapp & Fernandez-Gimenez 2008, 2009). 

 

SHAPING COLLECTIVELY 

The second way that the learning practice of shaping the land could 

be conveyed and understood, based on the empirical data, is as a col-

lective mode of learning. This in the sense of a shared venture of agri-

cultural experimentation together with other local farmers belonging 

to the same and neighbouring local agricultural communities. In the 

empirical excerpt below, one of the farmers depicts this collective di-

mension of the learning practice of shaping the land by bringing our 

attention to the educational significance of trying things out across 

different generations of agriculturalists. 

 

“What would you say has been an important part of your 

learning about your different farmlands?”, I asked.  

The farmer then answered, “The first thing that comes to 

mind is the fact that I was given a lot of responsibility early on 

when I was new as a farmer. When you are allowed to make 

mistakes and see the consequences of your actions, you learn 

a lot. You must work closely with your different farmlands and 

discover who they are before you learn how to manage them. 

I mean, it is no coincidence that many farms are passed down 

through generations. The experience that previous genera-

tions have is important to acknowledge. Otherwise, things 

might not work out. Learning the practical skills is the easy 

part. The difficult part is knowing what to do, when, and why. 

Then it is important to work with the more experienced. I 
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cannot tell you how many times we have come together to try 

something out here on the farmstead. When the land is not 

producing as expected, it can be a great resource to try things 

with the more experienced to figure out what works. They 

have the experience of the land and often know what a good 

way of proceeding can be and how you should and should not 

think about what is happening.”  

 

In this empirical excerpt, the farmer accentuates the educational sig-

nificance of collective agricultural experimentation for the ongoing re-

development of local land knowledge. The farmer asserts that "you 

must work closely with your different farmlands and discover who 

they are before you learn how to manage them." In doing so, it is then 

critical, according to the farmer, "to work with the more experienced" 

as "they have the experience of the land and often know what a good 

way of proceeding can be and how you should and should not think 

about what is happening.” By collaboratively launching different 

kinds of agricultural interventions across multiple generations of ag-

riculturalists, the farmer then suggests that the currently held local 

land knowledge can be further redeveloped and refined. Through joint 

ventures of agricultural experimentation, moments of uncertainty 

and disjuncture, such as "when the land is not producing as expected," 

can then be turned into a refined body of local knowledge and under-

standing of the local farmlands. In this way, the learning practice of 

shaping the land becomes thus a shared and distributed learning pro-

cess in which the farmers' local land knowledge is continuously nego-

tiated, adjusted, and strengthened through the locally shared and col-

laborative experimental engagements with the land.  

Throughout the empirical data, the farmers recurrently depicted 

their collective agricultural experimentation as key to their lifelong 

environmental learning process. Although their collaboration with 

various family members and employees is highlighted the most, the 

farmers also conveyed that other local agriculturalists are important 

to collaborate with. This is because they are argued to have valuable 

perspectives, based on their divergent experience of the same natural 

and agricultural landscape. Another illustration of this collective 
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dimension of the learning practice of shaping the land is the following 

empirical excerpt, in which one of the farmers explains how collective 

agricultural experimentation with neighbouring farmers forms a fun-

damental part of the lifelong environmental learning process.  

 

“Tell me more about your learning here on the farm”, I said.  

The farmer thought for a moment and responded, “As I 

said, in practice, it has mainly been through learning by doing. 

You make mistakes, you learn, and try new things. It is that 

simple. You go out, and then you do it. You test things by your-

self. But at the same time, you also need people to talk to. You 

know, a network of people with knowledge and experience. I 

have many friends here in the village whom I often visit and 

call to talk to, so that I can conduct industrial espionage.”  

The farmer softly giggled and continued, “Jokes aside, you 

really need people to talk to when you try different things. 

They get your brain going since they have a different perspec-

tive. Whenever we want to try something new or understand 

something, we then try to come together so that we can work 

on the issue together. One of us might then try a certain ap-

proach, while another tries something else, and together we 

then usually figure out what works on these lands. But, of 

course, most of the time we are just confused together.” 

 

The farmer in this empirical excerpt also frames the learning practice 

of shaping the land as a collective mode of agricultural experimenta-

tion. The farmer contends that the lifelong environmental learning 

process mainly has revolved around the practice of "learning by do-

ing," building on the educational approach of trying new things and 

making mistakes. However, the farmer also alludes to the fact that you 

"need people to talk to when you try different things" in the sense of 

"a network of people with knowledge and experience" that can "get 

your brain going since they have a different perspective." When the 

farmer says that "whenever we want to try something new or under-

stand something, we then try to come together so that we can work on 

the issue together", it speaks of a learning process whereby the local 
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land knowledge is gradually formed through collectively shared 

modes of agricultural experimentation. The main point raised in this 

section is thus that the learning practice of shaping the land also takes 

the form of a socially embedded process of trial and error. 

The empirical observation that the farmers collectively engage in 

different kinds of agricultural experimentations to make their various 

farmlands reveal different aspects to them is theoretically reasonable. 

Dewey argued that the experiential environments that people are part 

of are vital for their learning since “all meanings are consequences of 

socially shared action” (Garrison 1999:291) in the sense that "compar-

ison, without contrast, does not amount to anything logically” (Dewey 

1933:89). He suggested that the reflective experience of trial and error 

in many ways is a social process in which people jointly try to solve 

different problems by creating and testing various hypotheses and 

ideas based on their collective repertoire of previous experiences 

(Egelandsdal & Ness 2021). In this sense, to learn from the reflective 

experience of trial and error becomes a quest of making “a backward 

and forward connection between what we do to things and what we 

enjoy or suffer from things in consequence. Under such conditions, 

doing becomes a trying; an experiment with the world to find out what 

it is like; the undergoing becomes instruction, discovery of the con-

nection of things” (Dewey 1930:164). Consequently, collective exper-

iments are thus commonly acknowledged across former educational 

studies to be able to foster different forms of discovery learning (Mis-

iko 2009). This is because shared and collective inquiries may enable 

people to learn from each other and identify new opportunities and 

hidden possibilities that otherwise might have remained unseen and 

unnoticed by the individual (Misiko 2009). When the farmers portray 

their learning practice of shaping the land as a collective undertaking, 

this is thus what they are basically pointing at. By collectively sharing 

the quest of experimenting with the land, they are creating an experi-

ential learning environment that enables them to jointly form their 

local land knowledge since they can collectively cover more compre-

hensive and deeper ‘conversations’ with the land.  

The experimental dimension of the lifelong learning of farmers is 

well documented and acknowledged in previous research (Šūmane et 
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al. 2018; Knapp & Fernandez-Gimenez 2008, 2009). Prior studies 

have shown that environmental learning fundamentally revolves 

around the creation, acquisition, and transformation of different 

forms of environmental experiences (Shutaleva 2023; Cincera et al. 

2020) and that the ongoing accumulation of different forms of envi-

ronmental experiences tends to enable farmers to understand how 

their various farmlands usually change and respond to different kinds 

of agricultural interventions and varying environmental conditions 

(Leung & Darnhofter 2021; Ingram 2010; Knapp & Fernandez-

Gimenez 2008, 2009). However, the empirical insight is that farmers 

jointly and collectively embark on shared ventures of agricultural ex-

perimentation have not, to my knowledge, previously been demon-

strated in connection to farmers’ lifelong learning. 

SUMMARY OF THE RESULTS 

Fundamentally, the empirical results show that the farmers' lifelong 

environmental learning process builds upon the three interrelated 

learning practices of sensing, storying, and shaping the land. Theoret-

ically, these three learning practices could be thought of as echoing 

Dewey’s different forms of aesthetic and reflective experience and also 

confirming many aspects of the already established theoretical under-

standing of farmers’ lifelong learning. Conceptually, the learning 

practice of sensing the land could be argued to mirror Dewey's con-

cept of aesthetic experience. The learning practice of storying the land 

could be reasoned to resemble Dewey's reflective experience of ana-

lytical thinking. And the learning practice of shaping the land could 

be thought to echo Dewey's reflective experience of trial and error. 

The learning practice of sensing the land encompasses the farm-

ers' continuous redevelopment of an embodied understanding of their 

various farmlands through different forms of sensory interactions 

with the surrounding natural and agricultural landscape. The learning 

practice can be defined as the farmers' deliberate production of aes-

thetic experiences through their ongoing multisensory interactions 

and engagements with their surrounding local natural environments. 

Specifically, the empirical inquiry also shows that the learning 
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practice could be characterized and understood as a systematic, slow, 

and attentive mode of learning. This in the sense that the farmers 

seem to slowly and methodically produce, embrace, and digest their 

multisensory impressions from their local natural environments to be 

able to comprehend the physical composition and transformation of 

their different farmlands. Simply put, their systematic sensing ena-

bles them to comprehend the recurring physical composition of their 

farmlands. In contrast, their slow and attentive sensing allows them 

to apprehend the material nuances of the local natural environment. 

Theoretically, these empirical insights strengthen previous research 

in the sense that they confirm the commonly held idea that farmers' 

lifelong learning often builds upon direct and multisensory interac-

tions with the surrounding natural and agricultural landscape.  

The learning practice of storying the land contains the farmers' 

deliberate analytical practice of making sense of the continuous trans-

formation of their different farmlands by collectively analysing and 

reflecting upon various kinds of environmental and agricultural expe-

riences within their local agricultural communities. The learning 

practice can be defined as the farmers' collective analytical thinking 

about how nature and agriculture continuously interconnect and are 

reforming a particular plot of farmland. Furthermore, the narrative 

study also indicates that this learning practice primarily takes the 

form of intergenerational and intercommunal modes of analytical 

thinking. This in the sense that the farmers share, analyse, and rene-

gotiate their local knowledge, experience, and understanding of their 

different farmlands across several generations of agriculturalists and 

between different local farmers who belong to neighbouring local ag-

ricultural communities. In a nutshell, the intergenerational mode of 

analytical thinking enables the farmers to ‘vertically’ comprehend the 

many natural and agricultural histories of their different farmlands as 

deeply interconnected and entangled conditions and transformations 

over long periods of time. In contrast, the intercommunal mode of an-

alytical thinking allows them to 'horizontally' view the many natural 

and agricultural histories of their different farmlands as aspects of 

larger trends and patterns within the local landscape. Theoretically, 

these empirical results then give support for former research in terms 
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of confirming the notion that the lifelong learning of farmers often re-

volves around the social learning and reflection that continuously 

transpires and occurs within different local agricultural communities.  

The learning practice of shaping the land constitutes the farmers' 

practical agricultural experimentation with their different farmlands. 

The learning practice can be defined as the farmers’ deliberate, prac-

tical experimentation with their different farmlands through the pro-

cess of trial and error. Particularly, the narrative inquiry also suggests 

that this learning practice mainly takes the form of a systematic and 

collective mode of agricultural experimentation. This in the sense that 

the farmers launch different kinds of agricultural interventions on 

their various farmlands in order to make them reveal different sides 

and aspects. The systematic shaping enables them to intentionally ex-

pose the relationship between nature and agriculture in the develop-

ment of a particular farmland. In contrast, the collective shaping al-

lows them to evaluate how these relationships make sense across a 

multitude of instances and experiences. These empirical insights con-

firm previous research in the sense that farmers' lifelong learning has 

often been shown to revolve around the farmers' doing, experiment-

ing, and problem-solving on their different farmsteads. 

Overall, the empirical results thus show that the farmers’ lifelong 

environmental learning process emerges through the learning prac-

tices of sensing, storying, and shaping the land, which respectively 

emphasize sensory perception, reflection, or experimentation within 

the lifelong environmental learning process. The observation of these 

learning practices within the empirical data then arguably confirms 

that the lifelong learning of farmers in northern Sweden is deeply 

rooted in multisensory engagement with the local natural environ-

ment, social reflection and experience sharing with other local farm-

ers, and hands-on experimentation.  
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Chapter VI 

DISCUSSION 

 

 

 

This sixth chapter aims to discuss the empirical results, which show 

that the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process is under-

pinned by the learning practices of sensing, storying, and shaping the 

land. The primary objective of this chapter is to convey what charac-

terizes the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process and ex-

amine how it may be facilitated and supported in times of climate 

change. Hence, this chapter seeks thus to provide a holistic under-

standing of the lifelong environmental learning of farmers in northern 

Sweden by discussing the overall picture emanating from the empiri-

cal results. In other words, in a metaphorical sense, discuss how the 

underlying streams, currents, and tributaries of sensing, storying, and 

shaping the land collectively integrate and interweave into the overall 

flow of the river known as farmers’ lifelong environmental learning. 

The first section argues that the lifelong environmental learning 

process of farmers in northern Sweden is characterized by an integra-

tion of body and mind, as well as a deep embeddedness within specific 

geographical contexts and local agricultural communities. The same 

section also makes the argument that the farmers' various habits both 

function as educational resources and constraints within their lifelong 

environmental learning process. Thereafter, the second section sum-

marizes the theoretical contribution of the empirical results to the 

emerging educational subfield on farmers' lifelong environmental 

learning. The third section then suggests that, in the context of climate 

change, supporting farmers’ lifelong environmental learning requires 

strengthening their sensory engagement with their local natural envi-

ronments, fostering their ability to exchange and reflect upon various 

kinds of environmental and agricultural experiences within their local 

agricultural communities, and enhancing their capacity to conduct di-

verse forms of on-farm experimentation. Thereupon, the fourth 
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section discusses how the formal agricultural education of farmers 

may be enhanced in light of the empirical results. Finally, the fifth sec-

tion outlines several directions for further research, highlighting some 

key areas where further educational research is especially warranted. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF FARMERS’ 

LIFELONG ENVIRONMENTAL LEARNING  

Conceptually, the lifelong environmental learning of farmers in north-

ern Sweden could be perceived and understood as comprising four 

distinct key characteristics. Firstly, the learning process seems to be 

best conceptualized as a holistic mode of learning that integrates body 

and mind. Secondly, the learning process also appears to be deeply 

embedded within different local agricultural communities. Thirdly, 

the learning process could also be thought of as inherently situated 

and place-based, grounded and embedded within different geograph-

ical places. Fourth and finally, the learning process also seems to be 

shaped by the farmers' various habits, which arguably both function 

as educational resources and constraints within their lifelong environ-

mental learning process. In the sections below, these four character-

istics will be further elaborated and explored. 

 

LEARNING THAT INTEGRATES BODY AND MIND 

The first characteristic of the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning 

process is that it can be conceptualized and understood as a holistic 

mode of learning that integrates body and mind. As the empirical re-

sults show, the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process ap-

pears to be rooted in the three interrelated learning practices of sens-

ing, storying, and shaping the land, which theoretically could be un-

derstood as three different forms of aesthetic and reflective experi-

ence. Considering that aesthetic and reflective experiences are inti-

mately interconnected and intertwined conceptually (Dewey 1934; 

Quay & Seaman 2013; Quay 2020), the learning practices of sensing, 

storying, and shaping the land could thus consequently be thought of 

as deeply interwoven and entangled modes of learning.  
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When the farmers engage in their learning practice of sensing the 

land, they essentially seek to cultivate different forms of aesthetic ex-

periences that enable them to perceive the material composition of 

their different farmlands. By actively attending to different kinds of 

seasonal rhythms and material shifts in the surrounding landscape, 

they subsequently develop a situated, embodied understanding of 

what their local natural environment physically holds and contains. 

The sensory impressions emanating from their aesthetic experiences 

are then reinterpreted and analysed in the light of their prior 

knowledge and experience through their learning practice of storying 

the land. By situating their embodied understanding of their different 

farmlands within longer temporal horizons, wider geographical con-

texts, and larger bodies of knowledge, they then subsequently develop 

a situated and place-based understanding of how their different farm-

lands usually change and transform over time in response to various 

kinds of natural and agricultural shifts and changes. Moreover, when 

the farmers engage in their learning practice of shaping the land, they 

deliberately also launch different kinds of agricultural interventions 

for the purpose of uncovering different aspects of their various farm-

lands. By observing how their different farmlands react and respond 

to different environmental alterations, they then subsequently pro-

duce a situated understanding of what their different farmlands ma-

terially contain, and how they shift and change in response to differ-

ent kinds of natural and agricultural processes and conditions.  

Although this kind of depiction partly displays the learning prac-

tices of sensing, storying, and shaping the land as three distinct as-

pects of the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process, they 

theoretically do not transpire independently or sequentially from one 

another. Aesthetic and reflective experiences are thought to be dialec-

tically related in the sense that each form of experience necessarily 

involves and transforms the other (Quay & Seaman 2013), which con-

sequently means that the farmers’ learning practices of sensing, sto-

rying, and shaping the land cannot function in isolation, as each nec-

essarily draws upon and reconfigures the others. In other words, sens-

ing without storying and shaping produces merely episodic and unin-

tegrated sensory impressions. Storying without sensing and shaping 
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simply generates abstract reflections detached from the material real-

ity. And shaping without sensing and storying undoubtedly risks be-

coming purely instrumental, in the sense of a routinized activity with-

out the capacity to produce or deepen knowledge, experience, or in-

sight. Theoretically, the lifelong environmental learning process of 

farmers in northern Sweden appears thus to precisely emerge at the 

integration of embodied and cognitive modes of learning through the 

continuously ongoing interplay between the different learning prac-

tices. Metaphorically, the different aesthetic experiences produced by 

the learning practice of sensing the land constitute thus fundamen-

tally the soil from which the reflective experiences generated by the 

learning practices of storying and shaping the land grow and continue 

to be rooted over time throughout the farmers’ everyday lives, which 

consequently implies that the farmers must always “grip in order to 

grasp” (Szczepanski 2025:208) their different farmlands.  

Understanding the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning pro-

cess as a holistic mode of learning that integrates body and mind is 

arguably reasonable with respect to Dewey's theoretical framework of 

experiential learning. Throughout his writings, Dewey (1928, 1938) 

recurrently challenged the idea "that mind and body are separate" 

(Hodkinson et al. 2008:38) and argued that "many of the categories 

in dualistic pairs are actually operationally co-dependent" (Bleazby 

2007:32). From a pragmatic point of view, "we do not have two enti-

ties or substances, body and mind, that somehow have to come into 

relation to each other for a human being to exist. Instead, ‘mind’ is an 

emergent process, never separate from the body" (Johnson 2006:48). 

Consequently, Dewey (1902, 1922) then suggested that the experien-

tial learning process “is thoroughly practical and involves not simply 

the human mind, but the living human being in continuous interac-

tion with its environment" (Hodkinson et al. 2008:38).  

However, this holistic conceptualization of the farmers' lifelong 

environmental learning process undoubtedly challenges the seem-

ingly narrow theoretical lenses within previous research. Former 

studies have primarily sought to understand the lifelong learning of 

farmers as either an embodied (Leung & Darnhofer 2021; Krzywo-

szynska 2016) or cognitive learning process (Dooley 2021; Skaalsveen 
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et al. 2020; Thomas et al. 2020). Notably, few studies have previously 

sought to examine and conceptualize farmers' lifelong learning as a 

holistic learning process that integrates both body and mind. Hence, 

presuming that the farmers' continuous redevelopment of local land 

knowledge requires both the learning practices of sensing, storying, 

and shaping the land in order to be able to take place and transpire in 

their everyday life, further theoretical advancements considering the 

lifelong environmental learning process of farmers must thus argua-

bly seek to extend beyond the theoretical divide of body and mind.  

 

LEARNING EMBEDDED IN LOCAL AGRICULTURAL COMMUNITIES 

The second characteristic of the lifelong environmental learning pro-

cess of farmers in northern Sweden is that it can be perceived and un-

derstood as a holistic mode of learning deeply embedded within dif-

ferent local agricultural communities. As Dewey (1938) argued, alt-

hough the process of experiential learning, to some degree, is an indi-

vidual phenomenon, it is also deeply rooted in different social milieus.  

When the farmers engage in their learning practice of sensing the 

land, they fundamentally aim to uncover different aspects of their var-

ious farmlands by developing an embodied understanding of their in-

herent physical and material composition. At first glance, this may ap-

pear to be a purely individual mode of learning, but this is not neces-

sarily the case from a theoretical standpoint. The environmental cues 

that the different farmers detect through their various sensory en-

gagements are also profoundly conditioned by the different social 

norms and traditions that can be found within their local agricultural 

communities. Arguably, their ongoing redevelopment of different 

forms of aesthetic experiences is always located within a local web of 

social norms, which subsequently shape and form how they seek to 

embodiedly comprehend their different farmlands through their var-

ious senses. Hence, the learning practice of sensing the land could 

thus be understood as a form of learning that is deeply embedded 

within different local agricultural communities. It builds on individ-

ual sensory engagements while, at the same time, being anchored and 

conditioned by different social norms.  
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Moreover, the farmers’ learning practice of storying the land 

could also be thought of as being deeply embedded within different 

social contexts. When interpreting and making sense of their aesthetic 

experiences of their different farmlands, the empirical results show 

that the farmers engage in intergenerational and intercommunal 

forms of analytical thinking, in the sense of trying to understand their 

different environmental and agricultural experiences in relation to the 

collectively held body of local land knowledge. This arguably makes 

the learning practice of storying the land a reflective mode of learning 

deeply connected to the local social milieu.  

Furthermore, the farmers' learning practice of shaping the land 

could also be thought of as being deeply anchored within different lo-

cal agricultural communities. When the farmers conduct their various 

agricultural interventions on their different farmlands, they basically 

seek to generate different kinds of environmental consequences, 

which are then used to inform their ongoing redevelopment of local 

land knowledge. The empirical results also suggest that these agricul-

tural experimentations do, in fact, also hold a social dimension in the 

sense that the farmers' agricultural experimentation transpires in col-

laboration with other local farmers. In this way, the learning practice 

of shaping the land combines thus the ‘individuality’ found within the 

farmers' embodied transactions with their different farmlands and 

the 'collectiveness' found within the analytical thinking that continu-

ously transpires within their local agricultural communities. 

Viewing the farmers' lifelong environmental learning process as 

a mode of learning that is deeply embedded within different local ag-

ricultural communities has arguably theoretical merits with regard to 

Dewey’s theoretical framework of experiential learning. This is be-

cause reflective experiences always exist at the intersection of the so-

cial and individual worldview since objects of knowledge always must 

be understood according to "their own appropriate meanings" and 

"unique stories" (Dewey 1933:39). Theoretically, this consequently 

implies that “all meanings are consequences of socially shared action” 

(Garrison 1999:291) building on "the active relations subsisting be-

tween a human being and his natural and social surroundings" 

(Dewey 1930:319-320). In other words, presuming that "the human 
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environment is a social one" (Bleazby 2007:129), "the embodied indi-

vidual is also [arguably] a social individual" (Hodkinson et al. 

2008:31). Hence, in this sense, the social and individual dimensions 

of the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process could thus be 

thought of as mutually constitutive, as the subject inevitably always 

shapes the context, and vice versa.  

However, this conceptualization of the farmers' lifelong environ-

mental learning process undoubtedly challenges the theoretical out-

look within previous research, as "individual learning is not always 

understood as embodied and social" (Hodkinson et al. 2008:31). Ed-

ucational research has historically adhered to either the cognitivist or 

the situational strand of conceptualizing the phenomena of human 

learning (Hodkinson et al. 2008) in the sense that cognitivist theorists 

"draw upon the root metaphor of acquisition to conceptualise learn-

ing, whereas situated learning theorists draw upon the metaphor of 

participation" (Hodkinson et al. 2008:30). This theoretical divide can 

be observed within the examined cohort of prior studies on farmers’ 

lifelong learning who primarily has conceptualized the learning pro-

cess as either an individual (Krzywoszynska 2016; Leung & Darnhofer 

2021) or socially embedded phenomenon (Dolinska & d'Aquino 2016; 

Sligo et al. 2005; Sligo & Massey 2007). Drawing on the empirical re-

sults of this research endeavour, it appears thus questionable if such 

selective interpretations of farmers' lifelong environmental learning 

are theoretically reasonable. The lifelong environmental learning pro-

cess of farmers in northern Sweden must arguably be understood sim-

ultaneously "from both the perspective of the individual learner, and 

that of the learning situation” (Hodkinson et al. 2008:28). Hence, 

from a pragmatic perspective, "there is [arguably] no reason why in-

dividual learning cannot be addressed from within a broadly situated 

or socio-cultural perspective" (Hodkinson et al. 2008:30). 

 

LEARNING EMBEDDED IN GEOGRAPHICAL CONTEXTS 

The third defining feature and characteristic of the farmers' lifelong 

environmental learning process is that it can be comprehended as a 

deeply situated and place-based learning phenomenon. This is 



148 

because the various farmlands that the different farmers care for and 

manage in their everyday lives theoretically could be perceived as con-

stitutive educational conditions for their lifelong environmental 

learning process. The underlying material composition of their farm-

lands arguably both enables and constrains what and how the farmers 

can learn about them. Their specific features, histories, and spatial ar-

rangements do not merely provide a backdrop for the lifelong envi-

ronmental learning process. Rather, it appears to be the case that they 

actively shape and form the very process through which the farmers 

continuously redevelop and refine their local land knowledge. 

When the farmers engage in their learning practice of sensing the 

land, they essentially seek to comprehend the tangible and material 

composition of their different farmlands. By attending to, for in-

stance, soil texture, moisture levels, and vegetation growth across dif-

ferent seasons, they continuously become aware of the different phys-

ical dimensions that jointly form and compose their different farm-

lands. However, the aesthetic experiences that the farmers continu-

ously acquire through their learning practice of sensing the land are 

undoubtedly much more than mere sensory exposure (Dewey 1916, 

1930; Ord & Leather 2011). Theoretically, their aesthetic experiences 

inevitably also involve the process of undergoing (Dewey 1916, 1930; 

Ord & Leather 2011), whereby they continuously experience the con-

sequences of the physical composition of their different farmlands. 

This process of undergoing basically implies that the farmers cannot 

simply comprehend whatever they want through their various sensory 

engagements with their different farmlands. Rather, they can only ap-

prehend what is ‘revealed’ or ‘given’ to them through their sensory en-

gagements with their physical surroundings. In this sense, their dif-

ferent farmlands can, therefore, be thought of as constitutive educa-

tional conditions for the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning pro-

cess, as their aesthetic experiences inevitably always build upon the 

“transaction taking place between an individual and what, at the time, 

constitutes his environment” (Dewey 1938:43). Hence, the farmers' 

learning practice of sensing the land is therefore deeply geograph-

ically embedded and indexed. What they learn is arguably inseparable 

from where they learn. In other words, the learning process is 
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conceptually anchored in the farmers’ sustained and long-term sen-

sory engagements with specific fields, meadows, forests, and pastures, 

whose material compositions consistently delimit and constrain what 

can be sensed, interpreted, and apprehended.  

Likewise, the farmers’ learning practice of storying the land is 

also conditioned by the specific material composition of their differ-

ent farmlands. As the farmers seek to interpret and make sense of the 

many natural and agricultural processes that are continuously unfold-

ing on their different farmlands, they must undoubtedly situate their 

analytical thinking in relation to the specific, historically determined 

conditions of their different farmlands. As Dewey observed, "nature 

speaks a language which may be interpreted. To a being who thinks, 

things are records of their past, as fossils tell of the prior history of the 

earth and are prophetic of their future" (Dewey 1933:15). This conse-

quently means that the farmers cannot construct whatever meanings 

they want when they attempt to decipher and interpret the continuous 

transformation of their different farmlands. This is because the differ-

ent substances of their thoughts are deeply embedded in the historical 

trajectories of their different farmlands, making the roots of their an-

alytical thinking highly place-based and situated. 

Moreover, when the farmers carry out their different agricultural 

interventions through their learning practice of shaping the land, they 

are not merely applying previously acquired knowledge to their dif-

ferent agricultural practices. Rather, they actively seek to unveil par-

ticular aspects of their different farmlands by observing how they re-

act and respond to their different environmental modifications. By 

embracing this kind of transactional ontological outlook, the farmers' 

farmlands become, therefore, not only passive recipients of their ag-

ricultural interventions but also active subjects in their ongoing rede-

velopment of local land knowledge. As Dewey argued, “to plant seeds, 

to cultivate the soil, to harvest grain, are intentional acts, possible only 

to a being who has learned to subordinate the immediately felt ele-

ments of an experience to those values which these hint at" (Dewey 

1933:15). Consequently, this means that the farmers cannot simply 

derive any meaning they choose from their various agricultural inter-

ventions, because their different farmlands undoubtedly always 



150 

respond in very specific and sometimes also unpredictable ways. 

These responses then make certain interpretations viable while ren-

dering others untenable within their ongoing redevelopment of local 

land knowledge. Hence, the farmers' various farmlands become, 

therefore, not merely passive backdrops of their learning, but rather 

the very constitutive educational conditions that shape and form their 

continuous lifelong environmental learning process. In other words, 

their learning emerges as highly context-dependent in the sense that 

it requires a deep sensitivity to the various natural and agricultural 

conditions encompassing their different farmlands.   

Understanding the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning pro-

cess as a deeply situated and place-based learning phenomenon has 

both strong and wider-reaching theoretical merits. As human beings, 

we are constantly connected to the world through our different phys-

ical bodies (Malpas 2018; Seamon 2018; 2023), and nothing we do, 

think, or experience is ever ‘unplaced’ in an ontological sense (Green-

wood 2013). Theoretically, this then subsequently implies that "learn-

ers do not simply occupy an external and separate context where they 

learn, they are part of the situation where they learn, and their learn-

ing is part of the practices of that situation" (Hodkinson et al. 

2008:32). Put differently, "we never experience nor form judgements 

about objects and events in isolation, but only in connection with a 

contextual whole" (Dewey 1938:72), meaning that the farmers’ life-

long environmental learning process cannot transpire and occur de-

tached from its spatial and geographical roots. 

Previous research has commonly suggested that farmers’ lifelong 

learning is a notoriously situated and place-based learning phenome-

non (Thomas et al. 2020; Sutherland et al. 2017) and that the envi-

ronmental learning process effectively must build upon multiple ways 

of knowing, comprehending, and exploring the local natural environ-

ment (Styres 2011; Simpson 2014; McCoy et al. 2016). Considering 

the empirical results of this doctoral thesis, the theoretical claim that 

the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process might be deeply 

embedded within different geographical contexts seems thus to be 

well-sustained with respect to previous research.  
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HABITS AS EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES AND CONSTRAINTS 

The fourth and final defining feature of the farmers' lifelong environ-

mental learning process is that it seems to be underpinned by the 

farmers' various habits (Dewey 1981). First and foremost, the differ-

ent habits that the farmers develop and rely on in their everyday lives 

could essentially be thought of as the basic educational conditions 

that stimulate their different learning practices. Without relatively 

stable ways of thinking and acting, the various environmental pro-

cesses that they try to manage and overcome through their different 

agricultural practices would undoubtedly become so unpredictable 

that they, over time, would be impossible to navigate. However, at the 

same time, these habits, in the sense of underlying dispositions, could 

also be thought to narrow the farmers' perceptions and limit how they 

interpret various kinds of environmental changes that might transpire 

across their different farmlands, thereby hindering them from devel-

oping new insights. In other words, they may be thought of as the es-

tablished 'grooves' of thinking and acting that guide and steer "the 

very styles, patterns, and ways" (Sullivan 2001:26) in which the farm-

ers develop their local land knowledge in their everyday lives.  

All three of the interrelated learning practices of sensing, story-

ing, and shaping the land seem to be sustained by various kinds of 

habitual dispositions that underpin the farmers' lifelong environmen-

tal learning process. Through their learning practice of sensing the 

land, the farmers cultivate long-term, embodied understandings of 

their different farmlands. By attending closely to particular aspects in 

their local natural environment, they subsequently learn to notice 

subtle shifts in the material composition because their perceptual 

habits have been cultivated and refined over long periods of time. In 

this way, their sensory habits filter the overwhelming material com-

plexity of their different farmlands, allowing certain sensory cues to 

stand out as particularly notable and meaningful. Moreover, the 

learning practice of storying the land appears also to be deeply struc-

tured by the farmers' various habits. In their analytical thinking, they 

undoubtedly rely on familiar interpretive patterns when they try to 

explain and make sense of the different environmental changes that 

occur throughout their various farmlands. These cognitive habits 
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fundamentally link present observations to past experiences, offering 

stable frameworks through which different shifts in the local natural 

environment become known and comprehensible. In this way, the 

farmers’ various habits thus provide continuity within their ongoing 

analysis and interpretation of their different farmlands. Likewise, the 

farmers’ learning practice of shaping the land also seems to depend 

on accumulated, habitual engagements with their different farm-

lands. When the farmers experiment, they undoubtedly do so against 

the backdrop of their acquired professional knowledge and expertise. 

Years of working on the same farmlands undoubtedly give them a 

great repertoire of understandings, responses, and techniques, ena-

bling them to carry out informed agricultural experimentations on 

their different farmlands, rather than simply blind attempts of trial 

and error. Across all these three learning practices, the farmers' habits 

function thus as "forms of becoming and as vectors of change" (Bridge 

2020:345), in the sense that they carry past experiences into present 

action and enable gradual transformations over time. Hence, without 

the farmers’ various habits, there would thus, arguably, be no form of 

continuity within their lifelong environmental learning process.  

However, the farmers' various habits can also be perceived as ed-

ucational constraints to their ongoing redevelopment of local land 

knowledge, particularly under the emerging conditions of climate 

change. Firstly, the farmers' deeply ingrained attentional and sensory 

habits may lead them to unconsciously overlook different environ-

mental shifts and patterns that emerge throughout their different 

farmlands. When certain patterns have indicated specific timings and 

outcomes for a long time, new climatic variations may then naturally 

be interpreted as simple temporary irregularities, rather than as indi-

cations of structural change. Consequently, this means that the farm-

ers' various habits may limit what they can detect and perceive during 

their learning practice of sensing the land when the effects of climate 

change roll around. Secondly, the farmers' established interpretive 

frameworks may also become too rigid to facilitate their ongoing re-

development of local land knowledge. They may continue to explain 

recurring environmental developments and conditions through their 

past experience and knowledge, relying on familiar interpretive 
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structures. Such interpretive grooves may then delay their recognition 

of ‘novel’ insights associated with climate change, as new phenomena 

are tried to be fitted into old explanatory models. Thirdly, the farmers' 

experimental engagements might also risk becoming routinized over 

time. Practices that once emerged as adaptive responses to knowledge 

production could become solidified into fixed procedures. When en-

vironmental patterns shift, projecting the future on the basis of past 

regularities and previous experimentations may then no longer be a 

reliable foundation of their local land knowledge. In other words, the 

projective quality of the farmers' habits may then mislead their agri-

cultural practice rather than guide them into intelligent action. Alt-

hough the farmers’ various habits may stabilize their lifelong environ-

mental learning process, they may also slow down their continuous 

recognition of various kinds of environmental changes and condi-

tions, thereby hindering them from developing new insights. 

Consequently, for the farmers, habits function thus both as edu-

cational resources and constraints. On the one hand, they reduce un-

certainty, support experimentation, and stabilise their meaning-mak-

ing. But on the other hand, they can also narrow attention, routinize 

practices, and delay the recognition of environmental change. Their 

habits may then generate both educative and mis-educative experi-

ences within their lifelong environmental learning process. While 

they arguably provide stability and continuity, new knowledge and in-

sights arguably only emerge when the farmers seek to leave their es-

tablished grooves of predispositions and begin to question and reflect 

upon their established ways of thinking and acting. In other words, 

they need to produce problematic situations that force them to leave 

the act of recognition for the practice of perceptivity in their everyday 

flow of environmental and agricultural experience. 

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION TO THE 

RESEARCH FIELD 

The empirical results of this doctoral thesis both confirm and extend 

the current theoretical understanding of farmers' lifelong environ-

mental learning in several important ways. Firstly, the results provide 



154 

strong empirical support for a number of well-established theoretical 

claims. In particular, the study reinforces the widely accepted view 

that the lifelong learning of farmers often transpires through different 

forms of experiential and practical engagements with the local natural 

environment (Šūmane et al. 2018; Milestad et al. 2010a; Baars 2010). 

Moreover, the empirical results also support the theoretical idea that 

multisensory engagements play a crucial role in the continuous rede-

velopment of farmers' local knowledge and understanding of their dif-

ferent farmlands (Krzywoszynska 2016; Leung & Darnhofter 2021) 

and that slow and sustained sensory interactions with the local natu-

ral environment may be a key aspect of the environmental learning 

process (Payne & Wattchow 2009). In addition, the study also con-

firms that the lifelong learning of farmers commonly also builds upon 

the collective discussions within their different local agricultural com-

munities (Dooley 2021; Thomas et al. 2020; Šūmane et al. 2018; 

Skaalsveen et al. 2020). Taken together, the results thus fundamen-

tally strengthen the empirical foundation of existing research, while 

also contributing new empirical insights from the underrepresented 

geographical context of northern Sweden. 

However, the empirical results of this doctoral thesis also ad-

vance the current theoretical understanding of farmers' lifelong learn-

ing in several important ways. It conceptualizes farmers' lifelong en-

vironmental learning as a holistic learning process structured around 

the three interrelated learning practices of sensing, storying, and 

shaping the land. This triadic framework arguably offers a clearer and 

more nuanced account of how embodied, cognitive, and practical 

modes of learning are intimately intertwined and interwoven within 

the lifelong environmental learning process of farmers in northern 

Sweden. Furthermore, the study also challenges dualistic perspectives 

within previous research by showing how the farmers' lifelong envi-

ronmental learning process seems to be best conceptualized as a ho-

listic mode of learning that integrates body and mind. Additionally, it 

also deepens the contemporary theoretical understanding by suggest-

ing that the farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process is deeply 

embedded within different geographical places and local agricultural 

communities. Finally, by highlighting the role of habits as both 
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educational resources and constraints, the study also introduces a 

philosophical dimension to existing theory, in the sense that it shows 

how habitual dispositions may both support and delimit the farmers' 

lifelong environmental learning process, particularly in the context of 

climate change in the far north of Sweden. 

FACILITATING FARMERS’ LIFELONG 

ENVIRONMENTAL LEARNING 

Considering that climate change is expected to fundamentally trans-

form the subarctic landscape and significantly alter the preconditions 

for subarctic agriculture in the upcoming decades, how may the life-

long environmental learning of farmers in northern Sweden then be 

facilitated and supported in times of climate change? Drawing on pre-

vious research and the empirical results of this doctoral thesis, keys to 

facilitate the lifelong environmental learning of farmers may then ar-

guably revolve around strengthening their sensory engagement with 

their local natural environments, fostering their ability to exchange 

and reflect upon various kinds of environmental and agricultural ex-

periences within their local agricultural communities, and enhancing 

their capacity to conduct diverse forms of on-farm experimentation. 

In the sections below, these proposed keys to farmers' lifelong envi-

ronmental learning will be further elaborated and discussed. 

 

STRENGTHENING SENSING THE LAND 

The first key to facilitating the lifelong environmental learning pro-

cess of farmers in northern Sweden might be to strengthen their sen-

sory engagement with their local natural environments. As shown by 

the results, through their learning practice of sensing the land, the 

farmers seem to be able to generate different forms of aesthetic expe-

riences, which they then subsequently can analyse, evaluate, and learn 

from. Hence, based on the results of this doctoral thesis, their sensory 

engagement and exposure to their different farmlands do not seem to 

constitute any fringe or peripheral aspect of their lifelong environ-

mental learning process. On the contrary, their sensory interactions 
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and impressions of their local natural environments appear to consti-

tute the very educational foundation that underpins their continuous 

redevelopment of local land knowledge. 

Previous research has also commonly demonstrated that farmers’ 

lifelong learning about their different farmlands "accrues from the en-

gagement with the environment” (Scott & Gough 2003:14) and builds 

upon various forms of embodied environmental experiences (Leung 

& Darnhofer 2021; Thomas et al. 2020; Krzywoszynska 2016). Ena-

bling the farmers to comprehend their various farmlands through dif-

ferent forms of sensory engagement appears thus also to be a signifi-

cant educational key for further stimulating their lifelong environ-

mental learning process based on previous research. In particular, it 

could be argued that outdoor experiences that allow the farmers to 

explore and apprehend their different local natural environments 

first-hand and in situ (Randall 2012; Jose et al. 2017) and systematic 

examinations and comparisons between different places at various 

stages and under diverging conditions (Measham 2006) might pro-

vide particularly favourable educational conditions for their learning.  

 

FOSTERING STORYING THE LAND 

The second key to facilitating the lifelong environmental learning of 

farmers in northern Sweden might be to foster their ability to ex-

change and reflect upon various kinds of environmental and agricul-

tural experiences within their local agricultural communities. As the 

results indicate, through their learning practice of storying the land, 

the farmers engage in different forms of social learning within their 

different local agricultural communities, whereby they recount vari-

ous past events and collectively attempt to analyse and decipher what 

they mean and imply. By sharing and discussing their different envi-

ronmental and agricultural experiences, they then effectively refine 

their local land knowledge in their everyday lives by reviewing the 

knowledge and experience of other local farmers.  

In essence, the farmers’ local agricultural communities and net-

works could thus be thought of as vital educational settings in which 

their local land knowledge can be reviewed and redeveloped over 
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time. While certain practices and bodies of knowledge may lose their 

validity and relevance as a result of climate change, the social infra-

structure that enables intergenerational and intercommunal learning 

among different farmers is undoubtedly likely to remain indispensa-

ble even in the future. Without spaces for social learning, farmers can-

not, arguably, effectively function as each other's ‘eyes and ears’ and 

help each other navigate the environmental transformations that are 

expected to unfold across their different farmlands. Previous research 

shows that farmers' lifelong learning is often deeply embedded in dif-

ferent local agricultural communities (Dooley 2021; Thomas et al. 

2020; Skaalsveen et al. 2020; Dolinska & d'Aquino 2016). Studies also 

suggest that the most far-reaching and resilient transitions toward 

sustainability are often made by farmers who actively participate in 

different communities where their environmental and agricultural ex-

periences can be socially shared, discussed, and processed (Slimi et 

al. 2021). Considering the results of prior research, fostering social 

exchange and strengthening local agricultural communities appears 

thus also to be a significant key in the educational quest of supporting 

farmers' lifelong environmental learning in contemporary times.  

 

ENHANCING SHAPING THE LAND 

The third key to facilitating the lifelong environmental learning of 

farmers in northern Sweden might be to enhance their capacity to 

conduct diverse forms of on-farm experimentation. As the results 

show, through their learning practice of shaping the land, the farmers 

commonly engage in different forms of agricultural experimentation 

on their different farmlands with the purpose of revealing different 

aspects of them. By deciphering how their different farmlands react 

and respond to their different agricultural interventions, they then 

subsequently refine their local land knowledge throughout their daily 

farming practice. The farmers' capacity to conduct different forms of 

agricultural experimentations and interventions on their different 

farmlands could thus be thought of as a foundational educational con-

dition underpinning their lifelong environmental learning process. 

With respect to the expected effects of climate change, the educational 
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significance of carrying out local agricultural experimentation may 

then also increase in the future, as previously reliable patterns can no 

longer be taken for granted, which means that new forms of knowing 

the land must be established.  

Considering that previous research has shown that experiential, 

interactive, and participatory learning experiences (Randall 2012; 

Jose et al. 2017; Clover et al. 2013), particularly those grounded in 

hands-on activities (Kossack & Bogner 2012; Nedovic & Morrissey 

2013; Benavot 2014; Wals & Benavot 2017) and agricultural demon-

strations (Sutherland & Marchand 2021; Adamsone-Fiskovica & 

Grivins 2022), are especially advantageous educational strategies 

with regard to environmental learning, it appears thus aösp to be well-

substantiated from an academic perspective that it is reasonable to 

stimulate farmers' lifelong environmental learning by enhancing their 

practical capacity to conduct various forms of local agricultural exper-

imentation on their different farmlands. Measures such as financial 

incentives for on-farm trials, support for collaborative experimenta-

tion among neighbouring farmers, and advisory assistance in design-

ing small-scale pilot projects may, for instance, help create the prac-

tical conditions necessary for farmers to begin to engage and learn 

from agricultural interventions on their different farmlands in times 

of climate change. However, agricultural experimentation often also 

entails considerable economic risks for individual farmers, as new in-

terventions may reduce short-term agricultural yields and outputs. 

Reducing these risks would, therefore, arguably, also be vital with re-

gard to the question of how to facilitate the lifelong environmental 

learning process of farmers in times of climate change.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FORMAL 

EDUCATION OF FARMERS 

As shown by this doctoral thesis, the farmers' lifelong environmental 

learning process seems to be grounded in the three interrelated learn-

ing practices of sensing, storying, and shaping the land. Presuming 

that these empirical insights can be theoretically transferred and ap-

plied within the context of formal and non-formal agricultural 
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education, educational initiatives seeking to develop farmers' local 

land knowledge in times of climate change may therefore have aca-

demic support for employing experiential (Roberts 2011; Szczepanski 

2025) and place-based educational approaches (Gruenewald 2003; 

Gruenewald & Smith 2014; Watthcow & Brown 2011).  

Agricultural extension programs could, for example, be organized 

around on-farm demonstrations, collaborative field trials, and prob-

lem-based learning activities focused on real-life challenges faced by 

different local farmers. Rather than presenting universal solutions, 

educators could thus instead facilitate the farmers' lifelong environ-

mental learning by supporting them to analyse their own farmlands, 

experiment and test alternatives, and collectively reflect upon differ-

ent kinds of environmental and agricultural consequences and out-

comes. Farm advisory services might therefore successfully adopt a 

more facilitative role in education, helping local farmers design exper-

iments, interpret the results, and connect local observations with 

broader bodies of knowledge. Moreover, educational institutions 

could also collaborate more closely with local agricultural communi-

ties and networks to ensure that different educational initiatives are 

conceptually grounded in specific agricultural conditions. By embed-

ding the formal educational support within local agricultural commu-

nities and landscapes, the formal educational system surrounding the 

agricultural industry could then build upon the same learning prac-

tices that the farmers already rely on in their everyday lives.  

Experiential learning has often been perceived and regarded as 

the foundational pedagogical tenet of the formal and non-formal ag-

ricultural education (Baker et al 2012; Coleman et al. 2024). Consid-

ering the empirical results of this doctoral thesis, this will probably 

also continue into the future, since agricultural subjects are particu-

larly well-suited to be taught through different kinds of experiential 

and place-based educational approaches. In particular, farmer field 

schools appear thus to be especially well supported from an academic 

perspective, considering their experiential and place-based educa-

tional orientation (Smeds 2017; Smeds et al. 2011; Smeds et al. 2015a, 

2015b). By engaging farmers in observation, joint experimentation, 

and collective reflection in close connection to their different 
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farmlands, such educational initiatives may then arguably create fa-

vourable learning opportunities for farmers to apprehend different 

environmental changes, share and interpret their environmental and 

agricultural experiences, and test different theories and hypotheses 

about their different farmlands. This educational approach may be es-

pecially important considering the 'young farmer problem' 

(Grubbström & Joosse 2021; Zagata & Sutherland 2015), which argu-

ably suggests that new forms and pathways for agricultural education 

and farmers’ lifelong environmental learning must be established in 

order to facilitate the development of a climate change resilient and 

sustainable agricultural industry of the future. 

DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

This doctoral thesis opens a range of promising directions for further 

research on the subject of farmers’ lifelong environmental learning. 

As northern Sweden rapidly develops into a new agricultural frontier, 

the demand for more nuanced, locally grounded educational research 

is becoming both pressing and timely. Building on the empirical and 

theoretical insights presented in this doctoral thesis, several areas of 

research then arguably stand out as particularly fruitful avenues for 

further educational inquiry and research.  

Firstly, there is a strong need for longitudinal educational re-

search that follows and examines how farmers’ lifelong environmen-

tal learning process unfolds and develops over time. Such longitudinal 

studies could especially examine how the farmers' lifelong environ-

mental learning process adapts to new agricultural and environmen-

tal conditions. Moreover, long-term educational studies would also 

provide a far more dynamic and temporally sensitive understanding 

of farmers' lifelong environmental learning process than what has 

been offered by previous educational studies like this one.  

Secondly, while the geographical focus on northern Sweden 

within this doctoral thesis undoubtedly provides several valuable em-

pirical insights, there is also a clear need for educational research con-

ducted in other geographical regions as well to determine whether the 

learning practices of sensing, storying, and shaping the land also hold 
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relevance in other agricultural and environmental settings. Compara-

tive studies across different landscapes and local agricultural commu-

nities could thus help identify both common educational patterns and 

context-specific differences in how the farmers continuously learn 

and redevelop their local land knowledge in their everyday lives. Such 

comparative studies would, arguably, be instrumental in building a 

more comprehensive and generalizable educational theory of farmers' 

lifelong environmental learning process, which is a framework that 

would be highly valuable in contemporary times.  

 Thirdly, further research could also examine how different social 

categories, such as gender, age, education, ethnicity, and economic 

resources, tend to shape and form farmers’ access, development, and 

transmission of local land knowledge. The structural dimensions of 

farmers' lifelong learning, such as market access, land tenure arrange-

ment, and national policy, must undoubtedly also be thoroughly ad-

dressed in order to be able to truly understand the educational pre-

conditions for farmers' lifelong environmental learning. Investigating 

these educational conditions would probably shed light on how farm-

ers perceive and negotiate the inherent tension between their local 

land knowledge, their different learning practices, and the constantly 

shifting pressures emanating from various kinds of environmental, 

agricultural, technological, and social changes.  

Fourthly, to more fully grasp the embodied and sensory dimen-

sions of farmers’ lifelong environmental learning, further research 

would also benefit from applying participatory, arts-based, and mul-

timodal research methodologies, such as video ethnography, sensory 

mapping, and collaborative storytelling. These methodological ap-

proaches have the potential to reveal nuances of the farmers’ lifelong 

environmental learning process that otherwise are difficult to capture 

through more commonly applied qualitative and quantitative re-

search methods. By engaging directly with the textures, movements, 

and sensory cues and impressions within the farmers' everyday lives, 

such methodological means and techniques could undoubtedly signif-

icantly deepen our understanding of how farmers continuously learn 

and redevelop their local land knowledge in their everyday lives.  
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Fifthly, further research could also move beyond the implicit an-

thropocentric framing of farmlands as passive physical objects, and 

more explicitly explore other theoretical perspectives that conceptu-

alize the natural world as its own subject within the farmers’ lifelong 

environmental learning process. While this doctoral thesis has 

acknowledged and proposed that the farmers’ farmlands could be 

conceptualised and perceived as constitutive educational conditions, 

there remains a considerably broader scope for further theoretical 

elaboration drawing on relational and biocentric ontologies and part-

nership-based understandings of farmers’ relationship with nature 

(Chapman & Deplazes-Zemp 2024; Braito et al. 2017; Muhar & Böck 

2018; Primdahl et al. 2013). If farmlands are understood not only as 

educational resources but also as active participants in human learn-

ing, then the epistemological foundations underpinning farmers' life-

long environmental learning process undoubtedly require renewed 

scrutiny and examination. Such an approach would involve educa-

tional research to examine how farmlands actively co-produce differ-

ent kinds of learning situations and delimit what becomes learnable 

in specific environmental and agricultural contexts. Conceptualizing 

farmlands as subjects rather than objects would thus reposition them 

as agentive and dialogical counterparts in the farmers' lifelong envi-

ronmental learning process, thereby challenging dominant human-

centred assumptions within modern research on farmers’ lifelong 

learning. By further theorizing farmlands as active subjects within the 

farmers' lifelong environmental learning process, further studies 

could thus contribute to a more ecologically attuned educational the-

ory capable of addressing the complex interdependencies that charac-

terize the lifelong environmental learning process of farmers. 

Sixth and finally, agricultural policy could also be considered to 

constitute a particularly promising, yet underexplored, avenue for 

further educational research, not least because existing frameworks 

rarely articulate how farmers' lifelong environmental learning should 

be systematically supported or enhanced. Within the context of the 

European Union and its executive body, the European Commission, 

agricultural development is primarily governed through comprehen-

sive policy frameworks such as the Common Agricultural Policy and 
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the Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation System (Augère-Granier 

2017; Movchan & Komisarenko 2019). Although these policy frame-

works emphasise knowledge transfer, innovation, and advisory sys-

tems (Ecorys 2023; Augère-Granier 2017), they tend to frame farm-

ers' lifelong learning predominantly in terms of formal qualifications, 

technological uptake, and industrial competitiveness, leaving the 

broader, place-based, and experiential educational dimensions of 

farmers’ lifelong environmental learning process comparatively un-

derexplored and implicit. From an educational research perspective, 

this lack of pedagogical depth within contemporary agricultural policy 

is thus analytically interesting. Future studies could therefore criti-

cally examine how the Common Agricultural Policy or the Agricultural 

Knowledge and Innovation System might be reconceptualized in or-

der to more explicitly integrate the pedagogical principles found 

within the educational traditions of place-based and experiential ed-

ucation. This in the sense of acknowledging the experiential and 

place-based dimensions of the farmers' lifelong environmental learn-

ing process as central rather than peripheral aspects of agricultural 

development. By examining the theoretical presumptions embedded 

within agricultural policy and by exploring how these policies could 

be further redeveloped and reframed to foreground farmers’ lifelong 

environmental learning process, researchers could then open up new 

possibilities for aligning structural governance mechanisms with re-

spect to the educational experiences and traditions of local farmers.  
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Kapitel VII 

SAMMANFATTNING 

 

 

 

Detta sjunde och avslutande kapitel innehåller en sammanfattning av 

doktorsavhandlingens olika avsnitt på svenska. Syftet med detta av-

slutande kapitel är inte att ge en uttömmande redogörelse för avhand-

lingens samtliga avsnitt, utan snarare att erbjuda en populärveten-

skaplig översikt kring studiens olika centrala byggstenar. Konkret om-

fattar denna korta sammanfattning avhandlingens problemformule-

ring, syfte och frågeställningar, bakgrund, teoretiska ramverk, forsk-

ningsdesign och metod, empiriska resultat samt resultatdiskussion.  

PROBLEMFORMULERING 

Lantbruket i norra Sverige står idag inför en spännande men samti-

digt också osäker framtid. Detta kommer av att klimatförändringarna 

förväntas förändra det subarktiska landskapet och därmed eventuellt 

revolutionera förutsättningarna för lantbruket i norra Sverige. Redan 

vid nästa sekelskifte förutspås världens olika subarktiska områden att 

ha blivit nya lantbruksregioner med större produktionskapaciteter.   

Konkret handlar det om att den snabba uppvärmningen av det 

subarktiska landskapet förväntas kunna ge upphov till ett nytt natur-

landskap bättre anpassat för lantbruk. En ökning av den årliga tem-

peraturen och nederbörden förväntas exempelvis kunna förlänga den 

lokala växtsäsongen samt möjliggöra fler och större skördar. Men 

samtidigt finns det även farhågor om att en ökning av genom-

snittstemperatur och nederbörd även kommer att kunna medföra för-

sämrade markförhållanden och större problem med ogräs och skade-

djur, vilket på sikt även också skulle kunna komplicera olika moment 

såsom markbearbetning, sådd, och skörd inom det lokala lantbruket. 

Om dessa förändringar realiseras kommer det otvivelaktigt att med-

föra stora pedagogiska utmaningar för de olika lantbrukare som idag 
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bor och verkar i norra Sverige, eftersom de oundvikligen måste börja 

omforma och vidareutveckla sin lokala kunskap och förståelse för sina 

olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker.  

I dag betraktas ofta vetenskaplig kunskap som den allra mest vär-

defulla resursen för den kontinuerliga vidareutvecklingen av ett kon-

kurrenskraftigt, motståndskraftigt, och hållbart lantbruk världen 

över. Det har därmed på senare år vuxit fram en global efterfrågan på 

pedagogiska studier som just undersöker lantbrukares livslånga lä-

rande om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker. Men idag råder det 

brist på pedagogisk forskning som har undersökt hur lantbrukare lär 

och vidareutvecklar sin lokala kunskap och förståelse för sina olika 

skogs- och jordbruksmarker, särskilt inom den geografiska kontexten 

kring norra Sverige. Denna doktorsavhandling strävar därmed efter 

att bemöta denna kunskapslucka. 

SYFTE OCH FRÅGESTÄLLNINGAR 

Denna doktorsavhandling syftar till att utforska, beskriva och förstå 

hur lantbrukare i norra Sverige lär och utvecklar sin lokala kunskap 

och förståelse för sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker i sin vardag 

som lantbrukare. Detta för att bidra med pedagogiska kunskaper som 

skulle kunna främja och stödja den kontinuerliga vidareutvecklingen 

av ett konkurrenskraftigt, motståndskraftigt, och hållbart lantbruk i 

norra Sverige i en tid av klimatförändringar. Följande forskningsfrå-

gor har väglett och guidat studiens praktiska genomförande.  

 

• Vilka lärandepraktiker och erfarenheter beskriver lantbrukare i 

norra Sverige som särskilt betydelsefulla i den lärprocess genom vil-

ken de tillägnar sig sin lokala kunskap och förståelse för sina olika 

skogs- och jordbruksmarker?  

• Vad kännetecknar och karakteriserar den lärprocess genom vilken 

lantbrukare i norra Sverige tillägnar sig sin lokala kunskap och förstå-

else för sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker?  

• Hur kan lantbrukares livslånga lärande om sina olika skogs- och 

jordbruksmarker blir främjat utifrån ett pedagogiskt perspektiv i en 

tid av klimatförändringar i norra Sverige? 
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BAKGRUND 

För att kunna förstå och kontextualisera det vetenskapliga bidraget av 

denna studies empiriska resultat tar denna doktorsavhandling av-

stamp från fyra olika historiska och teoretiska positioneringar. 

Den första positioneringen rör de olika utbildningstraditioner 

som traditionellt sett har präglat lantbrukares livslånga lärande. Hi-

storiskt sett har lantbrukares livslånga lärande främst tagit form som 

generationsöverskridande kunskapsöverföringar inom olika lant-

bruksfamiljer. I Sverige uppskattas mer än nio av tio lantbrukare ha 

tillägnat sig sin lokala kunskap och förståelse för sina olika skogs- och 

jordbruksmarker genom denna typ av informellt lärande. Formell och 

icke-formell lantbruksutbildning har även traditionellt sett också 

byggt på olika former av erfarenhetsbaserat lärande.  

Den andra positioneringen behandlar den teoretiska definitionen 

och inramningen av lantbrukares lokala kunskap och förståelse för 

sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker. I denna doktorsavhandling 

betraktas just dessa marker som olika former av natur- och kultur-

landskap. Följaktligen definieras därmed lantbrukares lokala kun-

skap och förståelse för sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker i linje 

med begreppet lokal markkunskap, vilket avser lantbrukarnas kumu-

lativa kunskap om hur den lokala naturen och lantbruket kontinuer-

ligt samverkar för att omforma ett specifikt landområde.  

Den tredje positioneringen rör avgränsningen av det vetenskap-

liga fältet kring lantbrukares livslånga lärande om sina olika skogs- 

och jordbruksmarker, vilket idag utgör ett relativt nytt forskningsom-

råde. Trots att flera interdisciplinära vetenskapliga studier tidigare 

har behandlat lantbrukares livslånga lärande så saknas det fortfa-

rande idag ett tydligt och etablerat forskningsfält på området. Denna 

doktorsavhandling argumenterar därmed för att lantbrukares livs-

långa lärande om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker borde ses 

som ett framväxande forskningsfält i gränslandet mellan de pedago-

giska delområden livslångt lärande och miljöpedagogik.  

Den fjärde och sista positioneringen handlar om vad tidigare 

forskning har pekat på när det kommer till lantbrukares livslånga lä-

rande. Tidigare studier har särskilt visat att lantbrukares kunskap och 
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kompetens ofta utvecklas genom direkta och kroppsliga interaktioner 

med det omgivande landskapet i kombination med olika former av 

diskussioner och erfarenhetsutbyten med andra lokala lantbrukare. 

Detta indikerar att skapandet och delandet av olika lantbruks- och 

landskapserfarenheter verkar vara mycket pedagogiskt betydelsefullt 

för den kontinuerliga vidareutvecklingen av lantbrukares lokala kun-

skap och förståelse för sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker. 

TEORETISKT RAMVERK 

För att teoretiskt sett kunna tolka, förstå och diskutera lantbrukares 

livslånga lärande om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker utgår 

denna doktorsavhandling från den amerikanske utbildningsfilosofen 

John Deweys teoretiska ramverk för erfarenhetsbaserat lärande. 

Detta teoretiska ramverk bygger på ett pragmatiskt perspektiv på lä-

rande och kunskap där dikotomierna teori-praktik, tänkande-hand-

lande, och kropp-sinne ses som två olika sidor av samma mynt. Kon-

kret teoretiserade Dewey att processen för erfarenhetsbaserat lärande 

inleds med att människor utvecklar olika estetiska erfarenheter av sin 

omgivning i termer av en kroppslig och sensorisk förståelse för om-

givningens materiella utformning och karaktär. När de sedan ställs 

inför olika situationer där deras estetiska erfarenhet inte överens-

stämmer med deras etablerade kunskap och förståelse så inleder de 

därefter samtidigt olika reflexiva erfarenheter. Dessa reflexiva erfa-

renheter syftar i grunden till att hantera den diskrepans som har upp-

stått i den estetiska erfarenheten, och tar i praktiken form som an-

tingen analytiskt tänkande eller som praktiskt experimenterande. På 

så sätt sker estetiska och reflexiva erfarenheter integrerat och simul-

tant och inte separat eller sekventiellt från varandra. 

FORSKNINGSDESIGN OCH METOD 

De empiriska resultaten som ligger till grund för denna doktorsav-

handling har blivit producerade genom en kvalitativ narrativ studie 

baserad på en induktiv, naturalistisk forskningsansats med utgångs-

punkt från ett interpretivistiskt vetenskapsfilosofiskt perspektiv. 
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Studien bygger på 14 olika lantbrukares livsberättelser om hur de ge-

nom livet har utvecklat och tillägnat sig sin lokala kunskap och förstå-

else för sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker.  

Det empiriska materialet har konkret blivit producerat genom 20 

olika livsberättelseintervjuer och 10 olika promenadintervjuer. Livs-

berättelseintervjuerna genomfördes hemma vid lantbrukarnas olika 

köksbord och inleddes med att deltagarna fritt fick berätta om sitt 

livslånga lärande om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker utan av-

brott. Därefter följde ett reflekterande samtal där deras olika läroer-

farenheter tolkades och fördjupades. Promenadintervjuerna genom-

fördes sedan ute på lantbrukarnas olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker 

och tog form som olika reflexiva samtal om deras olika platsbundna 

erfarenheter av lärande. Samtliga intervjuer spelades in och transkri-

berades sedan enligt metoden intelligent verbatim, vilket innebär att 

deltagarnas utsagor grammatiskt korrigerades och anpassades till 

skriftspråk för att det empiriska materialet skulle kunna bli tillgäng-

ligt och forskningsbart. Genom att kombinera livsberättelseintervjuer 

med promenadintervjuer har därmed dataproduktionen kunnat 

fånga både de livslånga och platsbundna dimensionerna av lantbru-

karnas livslånga lärande om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker.  

Det empiriska materialet analyserades därefter genom analysme-

toden reflexiv tematisk analys. Analysen genomfördes i sex olika steg 

där materialet successivt tolkades, kodades, och tematiserades i olika 

empiriska och teoretiska teman. För att avgöra när analysen var till-

räcklig användes begreppet teoretisk tillräcklighet, vilket innebär att 

dataanalysen avslutades när de identifierade temana framstod som 

empiriskt förankrade och teoretiskt meningsfulla. Genom denna ana-

lysprocess kunde därmed studiens resultat både förankras i den em-

piriska datan samt kunna förstås utifrån olika teoretiska perspektiv. 

EMPIRISKA RESULTAT 

De empiriska resultaten av den narrative studien visar att lantbrukar-

nas livslånga lärande om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker i 

grunden bygger på de tre interrelaterade lärandepraktikerna att er-

fara (sensing), att tolka (storying) och att forma (shaping) landskapet.  
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Den första lärandepraktiken, att erfara landskapet, handlar om 

lantbrukarnas kroppsliga och sensoriska erfarande av sina olika 

skogs- och jordbruksmarker. Denna lärandepraktik inbegriper både 

långsamma, systematiska och multisensoriska interaktioner med det 

omgivande landskapet, där lantbrukarna gradvis utvecklar olika este-

tiska erfarenheter av landskapets materiella egenskaper och föränd-

ringar. Det systematiska sensoriska erfarandet gör det möjligt för 

lantbrukarna att uppfatta den återkommande fysiska sammansätt-

ningen av deras olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker, medan deras lång-

samma sensoriska erfarande möjliggör utvecklingen av en nyanserad 

sensorisk förståelse för landskapets materiella dimensioner. Dessa re-

sultat stärker tidigare forskning som har pekat på att lantbrukares 

livslånga lärande ofta bygger på direkta och multisensoriska interakt-

ioner med det omgivande landskapet.  

Den andra lärandepraktiken, att tolka landskapet, handlar om 

hur lantbrukarna analyserar och reflekterar över sina olika estetiska 

erfarenheter av sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker. Denna läran-

depraktik inbegriper intergenerationella och interkommunala former 

av analytiskt tänkande i termer av kollektiv reflektion och erfaren-

hetsutbyte inom olika lokala lantbruksnätverk. Det intergeneration-

ella analytiska tänkandet gör det möjligt för lantbrukarna att utveckla 

en ’vertikal’ förståelse för hur den lokala naturen och lantbruket kon-

tinuerligt samverkar för att omforma ett specifikt landområde på de-

ras marker över långa tidshorisonter. I kontrast möjliggör det inter-

kommunala analytiska tänkandet utvecklingen av en ’horisontell’ för-

ståelse för hur den lokala naturen och lantbruket kontinuerligt sam-

verkar för att omforma det större, omkringliggande natur- och kultur-

landskapet som deras marker är en del av. Dessa resultat ligger i linje 

med tidigare forskning som har indikerat att lantbrukares kontinuer-

liga reflektion och erfarenhetsutbyten inom olika lokala lantbruksnät-

verk ofta spelar en central pedagogisk roll inom deras livslånga lä-

rande om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker.  

Den tredje och sista lärandepraktiken, att forma landskapet, 

handlar om lantbrukarnas aktiva formande och experimenterande 

med sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker. Denna lärandepraktik in-

nefattar både systematiska och kollektiva former av praktisk 
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experimentering i linje med den reflexiva erfarenheten trial-and-er-

ror. Den systematiska experimenteringen gör det möjligt för lantbru-

karna att urskilja relationen mellan den lokala naturen och lantbruket 

i det kontinuerliga omformandet av ett specifikt landområde på deras 

olika marker. I kontrast möjliggör den kollektiva experimenteringen 

lantbrukarna att utvärdera hur dessa relationer ter sig meningsfulla 

över en mängd olika erfarenheter och tillfällen. Dessa resultat bekräf-

tar tidigare studier som har visat att olika former av praktisk försöks-

verksamhet ofta utgör en central del av lantbrukares livslånga lärande 

om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker.  

RESULTATDISKUSSION 

De empiriska resultaten både fördjupar och nyanserar den etablerade 

teoretiska förståelsen för lantbrukares livslånga lärande om sina olika 

skogs- och jordbruksmarker på framförallt fyra olika sätt.  

För det första indikerar de empiriska resultaten att lantbrukarnas 

livslånga lärande om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarkerna skulle 

kunna ses som en holistisk lärandeprocess som integrerar både kropp 

och sinne. För att kunna utveckla en lokal kunskap och förståelse för 

sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker verkar lantbrukarna både be-

höva erfara, tolka och forma sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker i 

en ständigt iterativ process. Detta utmanar tidigare forskning på om-

rådet som främst har försökt förstå lantbrukares livslånga lärande 

som antigen en kroppslig eller en kognitiv lärandeprocess. 

För det andra signalerar de empiriska resultaten att lantbrukar-

nas livslånga lärande om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker ver-

kar vara djupt förankrat och sammankopplat med deras olika lokala 

sociala lantbruksgemenskaper. Samtliga lärandepraktiker verkar vara 

villkorade av det sociala sammanhanget och miljön inom vilken de är 

tillämpande. Detta utmanar tidigare studier på området som främst 

har försökt förstå lantbrukares livslånga lärande utan hänsyn och re-

ferens till den sociala kontexten för lärandet.  

För det tredje verkar lantbrukarnas livslånga lärande om sina 

olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker även bäst kunna förstås som en 

djupt situerad och platsbaserad lärandeprocess. Markernas specifika 
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materiella och historiska egenskaper och förändringar tycks både 

kunna möjliggöra och begränsa hur och vad lantbrukarna kan lära sig 

om dem. Markerna er bjuder otvivelaktigt vissa sensoriska stimuli, 

bär på en specifik historisk utveckling och reagerar på lantbrukarnas 

olika interventioner på särskilda sätt. Filosofiskt sett indikerar detta 

att lantbrukarna inte enbart lär sig om och på sina olika skogs- och 

jordbruksmarker, utan också med och från dem.  

För det fjärde verkar även lantbrukarnas livslånga lärande om 

sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker i hög grad också vara format 

och villkorat av deras invanda sätt att uppmärksamma, tolka och 

handla i landskapet. Genom sitt långvariga arbete med sina olika 

skogs- och jordbruksmarker utvecklar lantbrukarna otvivelaktigt 

olika former av sensoriska, analytiska och praktiska vanor som hjäl-

per dem att upptäcka och förstå olika former av materiella föränd-

ringar i landskapet. På så sätt skapar deras vanor kontinuitet i deras 

livslånga lärande, vilket gör det möjligt att hantera landskapets kom-

plexitet, men samtidigt kan dessa vanor även begränsa deras livslånga 

lärande genom att rikta och begränsa deras uppmärksamhet i linje 

med redan etablerade tolkningsmönster och förståelser. I tider av kli-

matförändringar kan detta exempelvis innebära att nya miljömönster 

först uppfattas som tillfälliga avvikelser snarare än strukturella för-

ändringar, vilket innebär att lantbrukarnas vanor därmed både kan 

stödja och hämma deras utveckling av lokal markkunskap.  

Sammantaget tyder de empiriska resultaten av denna doktorsav-

handling på att lantbrukarnas livslånga lärande om sina olika skogs- 

och jordbruksmarker bäst främjas genom olika former av erfarenhets-

baserat och platsbaserat lärande som integrerar både individuella och 

kollektiva former av erfarande, experimenterande och reflekterande. 

För att praktiskt sett kunna stödja och upprätthålla lantbrukares livs-

långa lärande om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker i norra Sve-

rige i en tid av klimatförändringar behöver man därmed sannolikt 

möjliggöra följande pedagogiska förutsättningar. För det första behö-

ver lantbrukarna ges tid och möjlighet att kunna observera och inte-

ragera med sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker för att kunna ut-

veckla olika former av estetiska erfarenheter av dem. För det andra 

behöver de tillgång till olika lokala lantbruksnätverk för att kunna 
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dela och diskutera sina olika erfarenheter av landskapet. För det 

tredje behöver de möjligheten och kunskapen att kunna genomföra 

olika former av experiment på sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker. 

Slutligen krävs det även sannolik tillgång till formella lantbruksut-

bildningar som bygger på olika sorters erfarenhetsbaserade och plats-

baserade pedagogiska strategier. 

För att vidareutveckla den vetenskapliga kunskapen om lantbru-

kares livslånga lärande om sina olika skogs- och jordbruksmarker fö-

reslår därmed även denna doktorsavhandling att vidare forskning 

särskilt skulle kunna tillämpa longitudinella forskningsmetoder, bio-

centriskta filosofiska positioneringar, samt adressera den underlig-

gande pedagogiska filosofin inom (inter)nationell lantbrukspolicy. 
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APPENDIX 

 

 

 

Theme 
Sensing the Land 

Subtheme Sensing              

Systematically 

Sensing Slowly      

and Attentively 

Example Ex-

cerpt from the 

Empirical Data  

 

Semantic and la-

tent codes are il-

lustrated with 

parentheses in-

cluding bold and 

italic text 

Without your hands, you 
cannot digest your learn-
ing. (sensory under-
standing through 
touch) You may be able to 
measure things with your 
computer, but you get 
something more if you 
touch and experience your 
lands with your body (un-
derstanding through 
sensory engagement). 
You learn them more inti-
mately. They take root in 
you. You simply get a sense 
of who they are and how 
they are doing. (sensory 
understanding) It is 
about being consistently 
attentive to what is, so that 
you may see when it shifts 
and changes. (systematic 
and sustained sensory 
engagement) Some-
times, it may take years be-
fore you notice something, 
(emerging understand-
ing by sustained sen-
sory engagement) but 
when you do, you want to 
know. You must be persis-
tent! (systematic and 
sustained sensory en-
gagement) 

When I drive over my fields 
with the tractor, I first do a vis-
ual inspection of them and 
think about why they look as 
they do. (sensory engage-
ment through sight, re-
flection on sensory im-
pressions) Then I go out and 
sense the ground. (sensory 
engagement through 
touch) I notice how the soil 
moves and feels. (sensory 
engagement through 
touch) One time, I remember 
that I noticed that the tractor 
was floating over a particular 
spot on one of my fields, (sen-
sory impression, breach 
of preunderstanding) and 
it turned out that there was wa-
ter lying underneath the sur-
face, since a blockage had built 
up in the French drain a few 
meters away. And that is an 
awareness that you must ac-
quire as a farmer. (sensory 
attentiveness) You must 
constantly gather information 
when you are out on the land. 
(systematic and sustained 
sensory engagement) You 
cannot simply sit in the tractor 
and just ride along. (sensory 
attentiveness) 
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Theme 
Storying the Land 

Subtheme Storying across 

Generations 

Storying across 

Communities 

Example Ex-

cerpt from the 

Empirical Data  

 

Semantic and la-

tent codes are il-

lustrated with 

parentheses in-

cluding bold and 

italic text 

He knew which fields han-
dled drought better than oth-
ers, and which needed rain. 
(intimate knowledge 
and experience of the 
land) That comes from liv-
ing with these lands, under-
standing the soil, and know-
ing how the landscape varies. 
(intimate knowledge 
and experience of the 
land) That is not something 
that you simply can read 
your way into. That comes 
from the experiences that 
you share and acquire over 
time. (learning by experi-
ence) As a farmer, you must 
remember what you have 
done and seen, (position-
ing to history) and think 
about why some fields yield 
well, while others do not. 
(reflection on change 
and effect) And that is 
something I feel very blessed 
to have learned from my 
grandfather. (intergenera-
tional learning) He was 
always there for us when we 
had questions, and it was al-
ways rewarding to discuss 
with him and hear his point 
of view on the daily opera-
tion. (intergenerational 
learning, social reflec-
tion) For me, that has been 
important. Without our con-
versations, I would not have 
known these lands in the 
same way. (intergenera-
tional learning, social 
reflection) 

But when I began to work as 
a farmer (beginning of 
farming career), I espe-
cially gained a lot of 
knowledge from all the other, 
older farmers around here 
(intergenerational 
learning, intercommu-
nal learning). My parents 
were, of course, a big part of 
that, (intergenerational 
learning) but the other 
farmers who lived here in the 
village were also of great 
help. (intercommunal 
learning) They had re-
ceived their knowledge from 
previous generations and 
then, by themselves, ad-
vanced it further. (inter-
generational learning) 
And they then passed it on to 
me, (intergenerational 
learning, intercommu-
nal learning, knowledge 
transfer) which early on 
helped me see how my farm-
lands are connected and how 
I should take care of them. 
(landscape connected-
ness) It is important to 
know how your fields have 
been worked previously, and 
how their timings differ, (po-
sitioning to history) and 
by thinking and talking with 
the old timers, I learned to 
know what to look for. (in-
tergenerational learn-
ing, intercommunal 
learning) 
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Theme 
Shaping the Land 

Subtheme Shaping              

Systematically 

Shaping                   

Collectively 

Example Ex-

cerpt from the 

Empirical Data  

 

Semantic and la-

tent codes are il-

lustrated with 

parentheses in-

cluding bold and 

italic text 

Normally, in a traditional 
crop rotation, you usually 
till the soil every five years. 
(agricultural cycle) But 
you cannot do that with 
former bogs since you will 
destroy the root systems 
and deplete them of their 
strength. (agricultural 
insight) Hence, we then 
naturally began to experi-
ment, seeking to find dif-
ferent ways that we could 
enhance the stability of the 
land. (agricultural ex-
perimentation) We 
sowed seeds and tried to 
instil many different plants 
in the soil. (agricultural 
interventions) And after 
a long process, we got the 
experience of how to do it. 
(sustained and system-
atic agricultural exper-
imentation) You know, 
we had to ask the land 
what it needed by experi-
menting. (agricultural 
experimentation) But 
you may not get your an-
swers right away, so we 
learned that you must be 
attentive to how it re-
sponds. (sustained and 
systematic agricultural 
experimentation)  

I cannot tell you how many 
times we have come together to 
try something out here on the 
farmstead. (collective agri-
cultural experimentation) 
When the land is not producing 
as expected, (breach of pre-
understanding) it can be a 
great resource to try things with 
the more experienced to figure 
out what works. (collective 
agricultural experimenta-
tion, experience is valued) 
They have the experience of the 
land and often know what a 
good way of proceeding can be 
and how you should and should 
not think about what is happen-
ing. (collective agricultural 
experimentation, experi-
ence is valued) 
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