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ABSTRACT 

The latest response from the European Green Deal underlines the importance of biodiversity, 

as food systems as well as human well-being are dependent on the benefits of thriving 

biodiversity and ecosystems. This dissertation investigates from a philosophical perspective 

how the challenge of biodiversity loss can be understood in the context of an agricultural 

system. Farming in the municipality of Odsherred has been studied through ethnographic 

methods, which is grounding an analysis of biodiversity at its current state. System-thinking 

frameworks are often used to understand the interactions and outcomes of a system. Thus, I 

argue that there might be an additional dimension that requires a reconsideration of the 

contemporary human condition. An influential economic worldview and an instrumentalised 

relation between human and nature derived from Hannah Arendt’s conception of alienation is 

identified in agricultural work as it is currently regulated and practiced. Through a system 

framework, the entanglements and interlinks effecting biodiversity loss are analysed from a 

situated perspective of a municipal area. Moreover, it is argued that influences from such could 

be a possible carrier for system change of the farming practices in Odsherred. Recognition of 

this is crucial in accepting the devastating consequences of unthriving biodiversity, including 

the urgent work of initiating potential necessary changes in agriculture.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Today we write 2020 and we are facing a major and very complex challenge in human history, 

namely the challenge of sustainability. The world we live in and the earth we live on has 

changed accordingly with the human development in which we have expanded in scale and 

scope. This puts massive pressure on our natural environment which causes severe climate 

changes and breaks down of ecosystems (IPCC, 2019). In 2015 the United Nations established 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and formulated 17 different goals that all represent 

different inequalities in the world (United Nations n.d). Among these we find SDG 15 Life on 

land which aims to; “protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and 

halt biodiversity loss” (Ibid.). 

 

1.1 The importance of biodiversity 

The phenomenon of biodiversity has begun to take a more visible position on the agenda of 

sustainability challenges that need to be addressed. One of the latest responses came from the 

European Commission (2020a1: 1) who released a new Biodiversity Strategy in May 2020 and 

in which they inform: “Biodiversity and ecosystems provide us with food, health and medicines, 

materials, recreation, and wellbeing. They filter our air and water, help keep the climate in 

balance, convert waste back into resources, pollinate and fertilise crops and much more”. There 

is no scientific doubt about the importance of biodiversity since it provides vital mechanisms 

and services which is crucial to all living life – humans as well as plants and animals (GDSR, 

2019). Though we experience alarming numbers in biodiversity loss and over one million 

species are at risk of extinction (Ibid.). This explains why the topic is reaching increasing 

attention. There is a broad scientific consensus about the human influence on such development 

as the loss of biodiversity results from e.g. intensified agricultural activities, climate change, 

urbanisation, production and consumption etc. (IPBES, 2019; 2018). Human activities are 

simply destroying nature which consequently means that change must occur. The Global 

Sustainable Development Report 2019 “The Future is Now – Science for Achieving Sustainable 

Development further states that: “… implementation requires States and all relevant 

stakeholders from businesses and labour unions to civil society and academia to understand and 

engage with the scientific realities that underpin the relations between human activity and the 
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natural world.” (GSDR, 2019). Intergovernmental responses are clear. If we want to reach our 

goals of restoring, conserving and sustaining nature, one thing is clear to many that we need a 

systemic change (IPBES, 2019; IPBES, 2018; IPBES, 2016). Thus, where to start?  

 

Agriculture is pointed at as a sector that is highly depended on biodiversity (European 

Commission 2020b) while at the same time being responsible for the negative development in 

biodiversity. E.g. due to land used for agricultural purposes we experience biodiversity loss of 

pollinating insects thus globally, around 75% of crops to some extent need insect pollination 

which makes it a very pressing challenge for our future food production (IPBES, 2016). This is 

a very dangerous trade-off which can put our ability to sustain and secure human well-being at 

risk. Thus, we cannot turn back time and change the way that human activities have altered the 

surface of the earth, but we can do our best to support, preserve and secure biodiversity. For 

this task, who would be better than farmers – to help bring back nature. Farmers are out in the 

fields all the time and as they are the ones who manage their land, they also have the ability and 

potential to make a real difference for biodiversity.  

 

In Denmark there exist governmental initiatives concerning biodiversity. In the pipeline e.g. 

the Ministry of Environment and Food, 2020c) are working on a biodiversity ‘package’ which 

serves the purpose to support biodiversity in Denmark. Again, agriculture is further highlighted 

as an important sector that needs to change. It all suggests an interdepended connection between 

biodiversity and agriculture. However, since biodiversity loss is not a new phenomenon it raises 

questions to why biodiversity is struggling. According to my own experience, the consequences 

of biodiversity loss might be difficult to grasp as a phenomenon and this is despite the scientific 

consensus about the importance. I, myself, grew up in an area where I was surrounded with 

farming land and I never really recognised biodiversity loss even though I observed fewer 

butterflies at some point. Nor did I recognise the fact that there could be any consequences to 

such development or that there could be a difference between nature growing on its own terms 

and human-altered nature. Nature was ‘simply’ nature. However, as we can detect human 

activities to influence the levels of biodiversity, nature is not just nature. As Kathrine Ricardson 

expresses in a podcast published on Altinget.dk she argues, that living in a global modern world 

we are distanced to the consequences that come from human impact. We are not exposed to 

direct natural consequences which is why it becomes very important to better understand the 
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interactions human has to things happening in the world and to the environment (Buchter, 

2020).  

 

Due to the importance of biodiversity, the relation to agriculture, what Richardson emphasises 

and what my reflection indicates, there might be a gap in the way that we understand nature 

and its related consequences. This catalysed several ‘why’ questions to biodiversity not 

receiving the attention and action that it needs which then became the overarching theme of this 

dissertation. Given the focus on systemic change and that the sector of agriculture can be the 

cause and the ‘solution’ to biodiversity loss it is an interesting place to further investigate the 

challenge of biodiversity. My interest is primarily to understand how philosophical insights can 

inform how biodiversity is understood today and in which way can these insights help centralise 

the importance of ecosystems and human beings. As such, this dissertation asks:  

 

How can the current state of biodiversity within agricultural be analysed through relations 

between humans, nature and economy in order to inform the urgency of biodiversity loss 

through a social-ecological system framework? 

 

1.2 Philosophical Ideas and system-thinking 

To better understand what might cause an understanding-gap between human beings and nature 

as well as explanatory mechanisms to biodiversity loss in agriculture I first turn to Hannah 

Arendt and her thoughts from The Human Condition (2018 [1958]). Arendt is allured to 

distinctive changes in human activities and invites us to think of “what we are doing” (Arendt 

2018 [1958]: 5). This she asks because she observed a transformation in the way that humans 

relate to the earth. For Arendt (2018 [1958]) human activities have been blinded by the ‘shiny’ 

development of the artificial world which implies human-made objects. Events as when the 

first human-made object was launched into space were not just a scientific breakthrough, but it 

changed ways in which the world was understood and perceived. According to Macauley’s 

(1992: 21) interpretation of Arendt, “she locates both a symbolic and historic step toward 

realizing the humanistic and hubristic dream of "liberating" us from nature, biological necessity 

and earthly ‘imprisonment.’”. It released a sudden desire and imagined ability to leave the 

surface of the earth as in which humans were no longer bound to the planet earth.  
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According to Arendt (2018 [1958]), it was such events that catalysed an invasive turn in modern 

sciences which rely on technology and mathematics. This brought new universal 

understandings thus it ironically also reduced understandings to a mere rational and structured 

way of thinking. In effect, such perception fosters instrumentalization of both nature and natural 

processes, which led to humans started to act into- and destroying nature. This Arendt (2018 

[1958]) argues was how human beings became alienated from the earth. Simultaneously Arendt 

speak of world alienation which is rather characterised by the rise of liberalism and erased the 

earlier distinction between what she speaks of as the private- and the public sphere. This meant 

that labour which was earlier a private activity of biological necessities to sustain life entered 

the public sphere and enabled an unnatural growth of private needs and desires.  

 

To further understand Arendt’s rise of liberalism I turn to The Great Transformation (2001 

[1944]) by Karl Polanyi who also emphasizes the emergence of economics and argue that 

society was not naturally economic but came to be economic. As Arendt (2018 [1958]) argues 

that alienation of earth and world led to humans acting into nature, hence destroying the natural 

and natural processes, Polanyi further explains economic principles in which there is an 

inherent tendency to expand markets (Polanyi, 2001 [1944]).  

 

To better understand farmers a framework of system-thinking will be applied. Here, I turn to 

Elinor Ostrom (2007) who in A diagnostic approach for going beyond panaceas, present a 

framework which embraces a constellation of both ecological systems and socio-economic 

systems. For Ostrom, the framework serves the purpose to investigate systems in order to find 

ways in which the commons of natural resources can be shared in a more sustainable way that 

benefit all involved actors which coheres with the overarching theme of this dissertation. 

Ostrom identifies relevant subsystems to the framework: 1) Users, 2) the resource system, 3) 

the resource unit, 4) their governance system, 5) the ecosystem and 6) the social, economic and 

political setting (Ibid.). It creates a foundation for how to understand the system as well as its 

interlinkage, interactions and outcomes which can guide the analysis toward answering the 

overarching research question.  

 

Many policymakers, businesses as well as academics who are working with system-thinking 

and sustainability challenges often rely on thoughts and solutions to an already established 



  5 

system within a reality with specific underlying structures, worldviews and understandings. 

However, addressing complex challenges such as biodiversity, are rarely considered and 

questioned from such perspectives. The scope of the dissertation will challenge this and look 

for deeper roots to enhance the importance of ecosystems and human beings. 
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2 METHODOLOGY 

This dissertation is investigating how and to what extent an Arendtian perspective and 

economic principles influence the way that biodiversity is understood by farmers in Odsherred 

and how such insights can inform current biodiversity challenges. Therefore, the structure will 

be as followed: 

 

The First Part of the dissertation will be used to create a foundation for understanding 

biodiversity as well as situate biodiversity in the broader context of sustainability challenges. 

As the introduction established an initial understanding of the problem and what will be 

investigated throughout this research, I find it crucial to first go further in-depth with the 

phenomenon of biodiversity. To fully grasp the complexity of biodiversity I find it useful to 

turn to the philosophy of science and the methodological decisions underlining the research. 

The Second Part of the dissertation will investigate biodiversity from a philosophical 

perspective in terms of biodiversity at its current state as well as potential ways of centring the 

importance of biodiversity. This will be done by introducing Arendt (2018 [1958]) who explain 

how human beings became alienated from earth and world, and how this led to an “unnatural 

growth” and humans acting into nature. In the following section Polanyi’s (2001 [1944]) work 

is introduced which explains how society is not naturally economic but came into being 

economic, and how there is an inherent tendency to expand markets and pursuing gain. In light 

of the previous First and Second Parts, the Third Part will address the role of farmers 

understanding of the system. In this part of the dissertation, Ostrom’s (2007) framework for 

analysing such a system will only be used as an inspiration. As Ostrom seeks to provide a 

framework in which we can perceive the commons – that of natural resources. I will argue that 

in order to perceive the commons there need to be a mutual understanding of the commons 

which then imply ‘adding’ the philosophical element to the framework.  

 

In order to apply this structure, the following section will describe the methodological choices 

made to answer the research question.   
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2.1 Research Approach 

The knowledge produced in this dissertation is situated in critical realism, which for example 

can be seen in the case study of farmers. Here, the observed reality and knowledge generated 

are being acknowledged as mere fractions and limited reality in which it takes part in a greater 

understanding. Furthermore, an understanding of reality is partly produced and intertwined to 

the actors who have been involved in the process of knowledge production, meaning that it is 

“always mediated through the filter of human experience and interpretation” (Fletcher, 2017: 

183; Jacobsen et al., 2015; Danermark et al., 2001). This for example means that the empirical 

data conducted through the interviews are determining for the reality and knowledge formed 

from the research and dissertation. Working from the foundation of critical realism allows me 

to assess biodiversity from 1) the level of the empirical which is the observable, 2) the level of 

actual which is the occurrence of events – whether it is experienced directly or indirectly – and 

3) the level of the real which assesses ‘casual’ mechanisms within an object or structure from 

which can cause events to occur in the empirical level (Ibid.). In other words, it allows me to 

consider biodiversity from different levels in the knowledge generation which coheres with the 

overall research question.   

 

The approach applied in this dissertation is abductive which is characterised by being a 

reflective analytical process. According to Jacobsen et al., (2015; 86), working abductively 

implies movements between the concrete to the abstract and back again. For example, the 

initiating processes of the investigation began by accessing secondary data related to 

biodiversity loss and agriculture (Section 3). Additionally, I went for a field walk to better 

understand the field research, further elaborated in the latter of Section 2.3. This allowed me to 

philosophically explore dynamics and mechanisms between human beings and nature (section 

4) for which guided the primary data collection and analysis.  

 

For some people, the connection to philosophy might not be obvious since agriculture is a very 

hands-on practice where scientists, biologists and engineers might be able to support farmers 

with e.g. farming knowledge, new tools and techniques. However, I will argue that 

philosophical thought and reflection can play a crucial role in a sustainable transformation. For 

this, Law (2004) argues that we need “to teach ourselves to think, to practice, to relate, and to 

know in new ways” (Law, 2004: 2). While this is not an attempt to value philosophy above any 
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other science in this sustainable transformation, using philosophical perspectives, reflections 

and methods can turn out crucial when we try to make sense of such, and when we try to grasp 

complex matters that already are philosophical in many ways. Furthermore, the school of 

philosophy makes a good foundation because of its reflective practice. As Arendt proposes, to 

think of “What we are doing” (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 5). Throughout this dissertation, the 

delivery of analysis will be carried out through a philosophical approach to the problem, from 

where we describe a reality while also co-assist in producing a reality (Law, 2004).  

 

Secondly, the philosophical perspective shortly presented in Section 1.2 and further elaborated 

in the Second Part of the dissertation will be applied to assess farmers interaction in the system 

of agriculture as well as their interaction with biodiversity and nature. In the latter of the 

dissertation, analytic points are discussed in terms of possible implications or drivers when 

addressing biodiversity challenges in agriculture.  

 

The purpose of doing this is not to say there are any final solutions to biodiversity challenges. 

Rather, it is to build a foundation from which possible barriers and pathways for collective 

action can be discussed and reconsidered. As biodiversity seem to be rather implicit in everyday 

life and very difficult to comprehend in an everyday context. A philosophical perspective brings 

new light to possible frictions to how biodiversity is understood and acted upon. It is my attempt 

to contribute to a meaningful investigation of the problem of biodiversity and bring forward 

understandings of possible influences that might turn out helpful in investigating this issue. 

 

2.2 Situating the research 

The fieldwork of this research took place in the municipality of Odsherred, Denmark. The 

particular research field came to my attention in different ways. As already established from 

the proposal from the EU Commission in section 1.1, land management and agriculture have 

an important role when talking about biodiversity. Second of all, 61% of Denmark’s total area 

consists of agricultural land which is the highest percentage compared to other neighbour 

countries to Denmark (Danmarks Statistik, 2020a). Denmark is a country where over half of 

the land is used for agricultural purposes, which makes it an interesting site for this particular 

research topic. I grew up in Odsherred surrounded by fields, farms and open landscapes. 

Passively, I have always observed agricultural lands, however, I never had any ‘real’ relation 
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to agricultural practices other than the smell from fertilizer which was sprayed every Tuesday 

in the summer period. 

 

As a local in Odsherred, I know the area is full of farmland and that it is known for growing 

various vegetables like carrots, potatoes and asparagus. This position secured me a network of 

local people to ask, contact and interact with. Being a local in this area has certainly had 

advantages in this regard and also became a part of the introductory conversations with 

interlocutors and the topic of conversation in conducted interviews. In this way, my 

positionality became very explicit in terms of getting access to the field and carrying out in the 

fieldwork. Also, in relation to positionality, working in an agriculture company as a student 

assistant in their department of business sustainability has acquired my insights and knowledge 

about agriculture practices and challenges. Again, this brings the role of the researcher and the 

researched into attention.  This work has required staying attentive to various kinds of situated 

pieces of knowledge and how someone (including myself) always come to the field and the 

asked questions with lived experiences that inform the research (Haraway, 1988). Noticing and 

acknowledging this positionality is then part of responsibly co-constructing the researched field 

and analysis in relation with a list of actors, such as farmers, plants, fields, the agriculture. 

 

 

2.3 Collecting the data 

When focussing on understanding the system of agriculture and the role of biodiversity through 

a system-framework, it requires different methodological considerations. According to Ostrom 

(2007: 15181) it requires a mixture of knowledge of ecological systems, socio-economic 

systems and SESs which imply the use of different empirical data. To investigate the challenges 

of biodiversity, I make use of secondary data in the form of reports, policy recommendations 

and other research-related articles which can be based on both qualitative and quantitative 

methods. Additionally, quantitative data will be used to complement and inform the questions 

conforming the interview design by bringing more general insights on how to enter the field of 

agriculture (Karpatschof, 2015). Trying to understand how farmers are entangled in the system 

it requires a level of active, qualitative engagement, which can be carried out through 

ethnographic methods (Grasseni, 2008). For this reason, I have conducted participant 

observation as fieldwork in getting closer to the agricultural field of interest in this dissertation 
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research. To produce knowledge about farmers understanding of biodiversity I, therefore, make 

use of both qualitative and quantitative empirical data, where the empirical core of the primary 

data is obtained through the interviews and the ethnographic fieldwork conducted in the 

municipality of Odsherred. 

 

    

Image 1. Højderygstien: Field walk in Odsherred, Høve. 

 

Ethnographic research implies taking part in the field, where researchers “shift from thinking 

about methods as processes of gathering data toward methods as a becoming entangled in 

relation” (Springgay et al., 2017: 204). Therefore, I initiated the fieldwork by taking a walk in 

the landscape of Odsherred to activate the art of ‘thought’. I chose to start on a path I never 

walked in order to situate myself in the area as a researcher. It served the purpose to observe 

and sense nature in addition to my pre-existing experiences of functioning as childhood 

memories. My own knowledge of the area was useful as I knew that the route went across and 

in between farmland which allowed me to sense the surroundings and record sounds, observe, 

take pictures. I wrote field notes based on my observations which also was done after and during 

the interviews.  

 

In relation to the interviews, I first created a list of farmers I could contact and worked on the 

entry angle to speak to farmers about biodiversity. From the research question, I developed sub-

themes and questions. As the research work within system thinking Ostrom’s (2007) 

framework, the identified subsystems as well as the theoretical backbone was used as a guiding 



  11 

technique for the initial themes to structure the interviews. I was aware that the ethnographer-

informant relationship is crucial for the art of interviewing to be productive (Spradley, 1979: 

45). As a student assistant in an agriculture company I gained pre-insights as well as pre-

assumptions which made me able to balance my expectations of the interviews. Supposed 

influential factors were considered in preparing the interviews: 1) majority of farmers are men, 

2) they would need the conversation to be very concrete and practical, 3) sensitivity around 

being a conventional farmer would be necessary in order to establish a trustful conversation, 4) 

possible required sensitivity around relating the topic of crop protection and biodiversity, 5) 

conversation needs to relate to the farmer on the same level of speech and use of words, and 6) 

when speaking to farmers I wanted to prevent too much explicit conversation about me being 

a student assistant an agriculture company since it could steer the conversation away from 

potentially more relevant topics. The last point is specifically based on the former experience 

of attending other events where I was clearly remembered because of my position in an 

agriculture company which made me realise that the company I work at is very well known in 

the sector of agriculture. 

 

 

Table 1. Ethnographic Fieldwork 

 

The above made me re-consider the way I situated myself in the fieldwork through 

interviewing. For this, I chose not to mention my workplace, not to hide it but simply to avoid 

being perceived as a representative of the company, which I do not consider me or my research 
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as. Further, instead of using the word ‘biodiversity’ I used ‘nature’ and asked about ‘pollinating 

insects’ and ‘flowers’. In a retro perspective, I realise that my initial interview design was 

probably to a large extent inspired by my work at an agriculture company. Pretty far in the 

process, I became aware of this point through realising to what extent my interview designs 

were focused on flower field margins. Though, this is far from the only solution to support 

biodiversity. There exist many other points through which the effect of flower field margins is 

debated (Section 3.2.3). On the other hand, being able to address these possible barriers was 

also turned into drivers for a good conversation. During the interviews, I experienced that the 

farmers slowly started to “soften up” while we were speaking. My pre-knowledge made me 

able to ‘speak’ and understand the language used within the culture of agriculture. In light of 

this, the interviews relied on getting as close to Spradley’s (1979) conception of a friendly 

conversation but with some kind of steering of conversation in mind.  

 

The interviews were conducted as somewhere in-between semi-structured and unstructured 

which gave room to follow interesting conversation paths that did not take place in the prepared 

themes for the interview while at the same time keeping the research in mind (Kvale, 1994). 

The interviewed participants are two conventional farmers, one organic farmer and a bee 

farmer. All interviews were given permission to be recorded and because of the sensitivity 

around being conventional farmers I chose, before I even initiated the interview, that 

participants would be anonymous and only mentioned with pseudonyms. Despite the COVID-

19 situation interviews were conducted face-to-face which allowed me as an interviewer to 

react to a large extent on both atmosphere and body language during the conversation.  

 

One of the planned interviews also turned out to be of more observational character. I scheduled 

an interview with one of the farmers and without any knowledge about it I was taken on a field 

trip of three hours. The first part of this took mostly form as shadowing because the respondent 

was going to fix a broken water pump in the field. While observing and following around I took 

small fieldnotes to remember the initial impressions. Thus, field notes were taken throughout 

all qualitative fieldwork as quick jotting notes and later on more formalised descriptions making 

up the empirical data along with transcriptions (Appendix I) of interviews (Emerson et al., 

1995). Any use of quotes from the interviews is translated from Danish to English. 
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2.4 Analysing the data 

The initial work on the interview question was helpful during the interviews because it helped 

steer the conversation as well as in the stage of processing the data. The pre-considered themes 

for the interviews conducted were adjusted a bit in aftermath of getting to know what the actual 

empirical data revealed. This further coheres with the abductive approach. Since the analysis is 

a constellation of both ecological systems and socio-economic systems Ostrom (2007: 15181) 

suggests that we cannot expect simple answers: “Instead, we need to recognize and understand 

the complexity to develop diagnostic methods to identify combinations of variables that affect 

the incentives and actions of actors under diverse governance systems”. To make sense of the 

primary data, fieldnotes proved to be essential for the analysis and the interviews were listened 

to several times, transcribed, read and re-read (Yanow, 2004). Coding of themes and analyses 

were done in different stages the data were done on pen and paper creating mind maps of the 

interviews and highlighted sections. Simultaneously with the process of analysing Ostrom’s 

82007) framework and Delgado-Serrano et al. (2015) development on the framework were used 

to further understand what the actual empirical data was informing about the system (Appendix 

II).   

 

Along with the interviews and observation, documents further contributed to the analysis of the 

data which is also a part of the ethnographic fieldwork. According to Atkinson and Coffee 

(2011: 58), “Documents are ‘social facts’ in that they are produced, shared and used in socially 

organized ways”. Thus, they are not a direct reflection of reality but can e.g. be used to 

contextualise data, be complementary to data and to track developments (Bowen, 2009: 184). 

This was e.g. applied in Section 5.3.3 to contextualise, identify and follow the indicated 

development change from the interviews. Here, I compared the interviews with documents 

describing the development at Lammefjorden (Hansen, 2009; Lammefjorden I., n.d.) as well as 

observing changes in pictures available on an open-source database called Danmark set fra 

luften (n.d.). 
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3 FIRST PART: UNFOLDING BIODIVERSITY 

In the introductory, the notion of biodiversity is presented, and the importance of biodiversity 

seem to become visible on the agenda of environmental challenges. It is with good reason since 

biodiversity takes part in a larger context of earth. Ecosystem and thriving biodiversity are 

crucial for food systems as well as human well-being. From a scientific point of view, it is clear 

that diversity decline of species is an alarmingly serious development and it needs our full 

attention. However, biodiversity is positioned among many other environmental issues which 

also demand human attention. In order to better understand the phenomenon of biodiversity, 

the following sections will firstly situate biodiversity in the larger macro-level context of 

sustainability challenges and henceforth narrow the focus down to the research field 

investigated. 

 

3.1 Ecological system thinking: Situating biodiversity 

Biodiversity implies the diversity of living species, it something which relates to a various 

number of other environmental aspects. To understand such relations, I turn to the framework 

of Planetary Boundaries. Steffen et al. (2015) look at the earth as one big interconnected 

(eco)system. To grasp the complexity, it requires a systemic approach which also includes 

possible trade-offs that can follow if focussing on a problem isolated from other interrelated 

issues. The framework strives to assess the condition on Earth from where a safe operating 

space for human activities can be defined – a space were humans within earth have boundaries 

to act. Here, The Steffen et al. (ibid.) reveals four planetary boundaries which current stages 

are in critical condition: 1) Climate Change, 2) Biodiversity, 3) Geochemical flows and 4) Land 

Management.  

 

The boundaries each have a zone of uncertainty where our current scientific knowledge cannot 

predict what will happen if we stay in this for too long or what comes after exceeding the 

indicated ‘safe space’. Exceeding these boundaries is simply beyond human knowledge, he 

argues, and crossing them might bring vital damage to the earth as we know it today.  

Recent reports and assessments on biodiversity indicate that the development is still moving in 

the wrong direction. The need to deal with these is now and not tomorrow. The interdependency 

can be expressed by looking at the biodiversity loss, which is caused by intensified agricultural 

activities, climate change, urbanisation, production and consumption etc. (IPBES, 2019; 2018). 
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All established as a driver that put biodiversity at risk. Furthermore, agriculture as a sector has 

several negative impacts on the environment and natural resources. E.g. it stands for 25% of 

the global CO2 emission, use of water as well as pollution of it from use of pesticides, land-use 

and soil health (Ibid.). The interlinkage between these boundaries also stresses the fact that only 

addressing biodiversity will not solve the challenges with biodiversity since it overlaps with 

other environmental issues. They cannot and shall not be completely isolated from each other. 

Rather perceive each as interlinked to a larger network.  

 

Current debates focusing on environmental sustainability is often about the development of 

climate changes and emissions. However, the idea that climate change is the most important 

challenge we face is very misunderstood according to Kathrine Richardson (2020). Climate 

change is only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to environmental challenges. As the 

planetary boundaries (Steffen et al., 2015) also put forward, Richardson (2020) states that right 

next to climate change comes biodiversity. According to IPBES (2019) the extinction of species 

is proved to decline with a speed faster than before. Biodiversity is vital for the planet earth and 

human well-being. Living organisms are what makes our planet very unique and this perception 

and understanding of earth are needed to move forward in the sustainable transformation 

(Richardson 2020). In other words, human commonwealth depends on biology and nature. 

 

Through an understanding of Richardson (2020) and Planetary Boundaries (Steffen et al., 2015) 

it stresses the importance of biodiversity and the system which it is interlinked to. Being aware 

of the scale and scope as well as the complexity of Earths’ system, it may be understandable 

why something also may end up in the shadow of other topics even though they are related. 

Furthermore, the blame is pointed to land-use changes and intensified agriculture activities 

which suggest that biodiversity might not be as relatable a problem. E.g. even though we cannot 

see CO2 emissions we experience the consequences as changes in our climate. Also, CO2 

emissions directly relate to things all human uses in their everyday life. Among direct relations: 

driving in a car or any use of transport. Whereas agricultural consequences from biodiversity 

loss are not directly experienced unless working in specific fields where there is a direct relation 

to ecosystems or direct experience of the consequences from biodiversity loss – as in agriculture 

or fishery.  
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An important point from this section is that biodiversity is as at least as important as climate 

change as well as the other planetary boundaries. What might be challenging is if biodiversity 

is not valued as important as climate change as Richardson (2020) emphasis and is cornered in 

the shadow of climate action. 

 

The following section will further define biodiversity since it seems to relate to many different 

aspects of the environment. 

 

3.2 Defining biodiversity 

As the word biodiversity indicates, the concept of ‘bio’ and ‘diversity’ comprehend the number 

of different living organisms. According to IPBES, a more general understanding of 

biodiversity is defined as:  

 

“The variability among living organisms from all sources including terrestrial, marine 

and other aquatic ecosystems and the ecological complexes of which they are apart. 

This includes variation in genetic, phenotypic, phylogenetic, and functional attributes, 

as well as changes in abundance and distribution over time and space within and among 

species, biological communities and ecosystems.” (IPBES Glossary, 2020). 

 

This being all living organisms which can entail life on land and life below water and it implies 

everything from plants to animals. Biodiversity is the foundation and constitutes the system of 

life, from where nature’s ecosystem provides humans with different goods and services. E.g. 

the plants (including crops), oxygen, water, sun, energy, etc. These elements are vital for human 

existence and human wealth, whereas a loss in biodiversity can cause vital consequences 

(IPBES, 2019). This does not necessarily simplify an understanding of biodiversity since 

ontological reflections about ‘living’ often present itself as implicit to human understanding of 

the world we live in and the earth we live on. We are in contact with it every day, everywhere 

and it was ‘given’ to us from birth. The ‘implicit’ rely on this inherent matter of course relation 

to biodiversity and nature in general which cause an inequal balance.  

 

Right now, biodiversity levels are decreasing faster than seen before and over the last forty 

year, the level of wild species has decreased with 60 percent (European Commission, 2020a). 
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This include decline of ecosystems, species of animals and plants caused by land- and sea use 

change, exploitation of organisms, climate change, pollution, invasion of new species that 

threatens the existing. From underlying structures of society, biodiversity is further affected by 

the increase of human population, increased market for production and consumption etc. 

(IPBES, 2019). Thriving biodiversity and ecosystems provide a lot of vital services which only 

stresses the urgent need for action to an alarming situation.  

 

The largest impact, however, is related to the development of land-use which is highlighted in 

several of IPBES reports (IPBES, 2016; 2018; 2019). Agriculture activities make up for the 

majority of land-use changes and it has intensified massively over the years (IPBES, 2019). 

Direct risks related to land-use is agricultural management and the use of pesticides and 

fertilizer which is also highlighted to harming geochemical flows (Steffen et al., 2015).  

Furthermore, in Europe, “Production-based subsidies have led to intensification in agriculture 

and forestry, and, together with urban development, have led to biodiversity decline. Increasing 

intensity often impinges on traditional land use. Ceasing traditional land use has reduced semi-

natural habitats of high conservation value and associated indigenous and local knowledge, 

practices and culture across the region” (IPBES, 2018: 11). In other words, intensification of 

agricultural use of land has consequently led to trade-offs of natural habitat which put insect 

pollinators and ecosystem. Climate changes, pollution and urban expansion are also indicated 

as direct drivers for biodiversity loss (IPBES, 2016; 2018; 2019), but they will not be the main 

objective for this dissertation. However, this further indicates an interconnection between both 

the planetary boundaries framework which was elaborated in Section 3.1. 

 

Major parts of our food system depend on biodiversity, nature and pollinating insects. 

According to IPBES (2016, 8), around 90 percent of flowering plants globally depend more or 

less on pollination from animals and above 75 percent of corps grown (including both animal 

food production) need pollination. To pollinate crops, we need pollinating insects which also 

help to enhance the yield and quality of crops. Pollinators play a vital role in the system of earth 

and human existence. On a fundamental level human need food to survive, as well as they need 

clean air and water. It is simply is a part of human beings’ basic needs — so if we ask whom 

the problem of biodiversity loss is addressing, we will have to answer all living organisms 

which include humans and their well-being.  
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Throughout this dissertation, the meaning of ‘biodiversity’ will be used within a more selective 

understanding. As already touched upon biodiversity is many different things, even in 

agriculture. The above outlines direct interrelations and interdependence between humans, 

biodiversity, agriculture and pollinating insects. Therefore, the kind of biodiversity addressed 

focus at biodiversity in the sector of agriculture which primarily will imply pollinating insects 

as well as natural habitats or the lack of it. Thus, biodiversity in agriculture can also include 

aspects of the diversity of crops grown since it can help restore the soil quality and much more. 

 

3.2.1 European responses to biodiversity 

In 2015 the United Nations’ released 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s). Their 

innovative model for general sustainability categorises the complexity of sustainability in 17 

SDGs. All are listed within this system and assigned with their own number and colour. They 

describe a sustainability challenge or an inequality which can be addressed. This categorization 

suggests an individuality of the goals. However, they are not supposed to be understood in 

isolation from one another. All the SDG’s are interdependent to each other and their 

individuality is rather there for understanding the complexity. If they are addressed as 

individual goals it entails the risk of possible trade-offs. Together, they form a specific 

multidisciplinary template in which sustainability is defined. This way it also becomes visible 

how sustainability embraces a holistic approach of both social, environmental and economic 

challenges. Another way to perceive them is that they each represent an inequality or unbalance 

in the world which needs to be addressed in a specific way (United Nations, n.d.).  

 

Though they are interconnected, some of the SDGs is vital to others. Coincided with the 

planetary boundaries (Steffen et al., 2015) some of the SDGs that provide vital services to 

ecosystems. Recent years have brought more and more focus on environmental sustainability. 

The evidence and scientific consensus are clear about environmental challenges are human 

made. According to IPBES (2018; 2019), human activity has caused a 1.5°C rise to global 

warming. We experience that ice sheets are melting, sea levels are rising, the temperature is 

rising, extreme weather conditions occur, destruction of ecosystems, extinction of living species 

and much more – and it is because of the unbalanced use of nature. Cause-effects to this 

development can in many ways be narrowed down to human activities on earth which lead to 
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these events. E.g. the amount of greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere (IPBES, 2018). 

All pointing to a threatening crisis of our climate and natural resources.  

 

Among SDGs (United Nations, n.d.) that concerns natural resources, we can turn our attention 

to SDG 13 (Climate Action), SDG 14 (Life Below Water) and SDG 15 (Life on Land). These 

are all related to the earth’s natural resources and are vital for human well-being and all living 

organisms on our planet. If we fail to protect and secure these natural resources, then the other 

SDGs will slowly fall like a house of cards. It resonates with previous sections. Nature is the 

foundation for human basic needs and all other living- and feeding organisms. However, I 

should note that it is not the purpose to undermine the rest of the SDGs concerning social-

economic inequalities in the world. These are also important and necessary to address. The 

purpose is to underline that these three SDGs are fundamental for living life. All the other 14 

SDGs will be meaningless to realise if the tree concerning natural resources is not secured. 

Therefore, I will argue that this interpretation of the SDGs is a very important understanding of 

human reality when addressing a sustainability challenge. Furthermore, nature, ecosystems and 

biodiversity is a central focus for the European Commission: 2030 Biodiversity Strategy, in 

which they explain:  

 

“Biodiversity is also crucial for safeguarding EU and global food security. Biodiversity 

loss threatens our food systems, putting our food security and nutrition at risk. 

Biodiversity also underpins healthy and nutritious diets and improves rural livelihoods 

and agricultural productivity.”. (European Commission, 2020a2). 

 

It stresses the importance of biodiversity and indicates that it is necessary from a governance 

perspective to address biodiversity directly. The proposed strategy implicitly indicates that 

there is a lack of awareness when it comes to what biodiversity is and how it is related to human 

well-being. The European Commission Farm to Form Strategy (European Commission, 2020c) 

furthermore highlights that there exists an ignorance that is awakened from current corona 

situation. The strategy states that due to the events from COVID-19 it has become more visible 

and recognised how urgent a matter biodiversity loss is. From this perspective, the global 

pandemic has raised the level of awareness regarding food production and food security. From 

this indicated increase of awareness, it could be argued that the connection between biodiversity 
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and provision of food, at least in the western world, has not been something that people 

recognise in human daily life. This is an example of how implicit our understanding has become 

to the surrounding nature and biodiversity. Even though the corona-situation has chocked the 

world there are important learnings and take-aways as these from such recent global disruption 

which we experience. Not to say that this is the only one, but I would like to emphasise that 

there can be many valuable insights and reflections which comes to the surface of human 

recognition when experiencing disruption and crisis that the world is still in the middle of. But 

by all means, going back to do 'business as usual', would be a mistake. 

 

Besides the fact that our biodiversity influences human well-being it is also strongly connected 

to economy and businesses. This is addressed in yet another report from the European 

Commission: The business case for biodiversity (European Commission, 2020b). Siding with 

IPBES they also put forward the potential economic benefits that follow from investing in 

biodiversity restoration and maintaining. When looking at it from a business perspective, 

European Commission (2020b) highlights that around £40 trillion of our global Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) to some extent depends on nature – this count for over half of the total GDP.  

Further, 5-8 percent of our global crop production to some extend need pollination from 

pollinating insects which equals a market value at 235-577 billion dollars (IPBES, 2016; 

European Commission, 2020d). This highlight another aspect of the declining biodiversity 

which is the economic incentive to focus on this challenge. A common statement is that, if we 

want to feed the world then action from businesses and the industry is also needed, and by 

addressing them directly, the European Commission tries to motivate these actors to help 

maintain and restore natural habitats for pollinators. Agriculture is highlighted as one out of 

three sectors that rely on nature and biodiversity loss involves a huge risk for our food systems 

because it can affect crop yields and efficiency negatively and positively. In another spectrum, 

it can bring positive effects with nature-rich landscapes because it makes better habitats for 

pollinating insects (European Commission 2020b; European Commission 2020a).  

 

At this point, the importance of biodiversity should be obvious and also why agriculture is a 

relevant choice of the field. Many of the presented reports and documents all calls for action 

and attention to biodiversity. As argued biodiversity is not the only environmental challenge. 

There seems to be a clear need since biodiversity is addressed from the international 
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government side in such direct and elaborative manner. It suggests that there is a struggle with 

even understanding biodiversity. The next question that follows is how it is addressed on a more 

local basis namely Denmark. 

 

3.2.2 Danish responses to Biodiversity 

Concerning danish responses to biodiversity the Ministry of Environment and Food has several 

initiatives concerning biodiversity and support the 17 SDGs agenda. At the moment they are 

working on creating a new biodiversity ‘package’ to support biodiversity in the best possible 

way (Miljø- & Fødevareministeriet, 2020c). For this, they ask for suggestions and encouraged 

all actors to participate in ideas within fourteen different categories. However, this also suggests 

that biodiversity challenges are in the beginning phase. They developed fourteen different 

categories where biodiversity is present. These areas most of the other systems related to each 

other. Among these, there are agricultural nature areas (preserving and nurture already existing 

areas of nature on agricultural land), land-use (focused on changes in land management where 

agricultural land is tuned to nature or forest – influences from government and municipality), 

species (e.g. relating to red-listed bees) (Miljø- & Fødevareministeriet, 2020c). Furthermore, 

there exist different subsidies for farmers. In all European countries’ farmers can get direct 

subsidies and every year around six billion is set aside for the danish farmers. The purpose is 

to secure more environmental food production and to receive this, farmers have to fulfil three 

“green” requirements: 1) more diversity of crops produced 2) 5% environmental focus areas 3) 

preservation of permanent grass areas (Miljø- og Fødevareministeriet, 2020d). This entail that 

farmers implement different activities where environment and biodiversity are taken into 

account but without using any direct phrasing of biodiversity. E.g. fallow land, areas and fields 

where spraying is not allowed, flower field margins, preservation of existing areas of nature, 

bee-friendly fallow lands etc. Besides this, the farmers can apply for extra subsidies. E.g. the 

European Natura 2000 with focus on natural areas where rare species live and grow (Miljø- & 

Fødevareministeriet, 2020e). What can be concluded is that there are existing initiatives which 

support biodiversity, nature and the environment. Thus, one small note should be that the 

biodiversity proposals from the EU mentioned in section 3.1.1 is not even updated on their 

webpage yet.  

Recent years businesses and stakeholders show increasing interest in sustainability matters 

which earlier have been dominated by not-for-profit organizations. This development has 
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created a board variety of business-related sustainability actions which includes risks and 

opportunities related to competitive advantages and economic benefits (Dees 1998; Hockerts 

2015; Schaltegger et al. 2018). Within the agricultural sector, this is also present.  

 

Danish Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation Center (SEGES) and the Danish Agriculture 

and Food Council have been communicating that different initiatives create different levels of 

support to biodiversity (SEGES, 2020; Landbrug Fødevarer, 2020). E.g. Implementing flower 

margins is helping feeding- and living habitat for bees but the support is primarily to normal 

bees which are not threatened. It is the red-listed and threatened bees that need support. Here, 

SEGES state that preserving and protecting already existing areas of nature is where these bees 

thrive (SEGES, 2020). Also, implementing flower field margins one year for the next to remove 

it will disrupt the insects that live in the constructed habitat. Therefore, it is important to keep 

them as long as possible or rotate them by moving one half one year and the last half the next 

year, and this way securing that the insects stays and survive (SEGES, 2020). They are 

concerned with if initiatives as flower margins along agriculture fields become the dominant 

perception of helping biodiversity because it will not help the species that all the biodiversity 

talk is about.  

 

3.2 Summarising 

By being explicit mentioned, it proves the initial assumption, that attention to biodiversity have 

been neglected or at least still stand in the shadows of climate change. This leads to the 

backbone of the research question which asks why this is the case. In the following section, 

Arendt’s worldview will be elaborated. Even though, the environmental crisis was not exactly 

the conditions that Arendt (2018 [1958]) talked about. Her worldview and her thoughts on 

alienation can philosophically assist to how the challenge of biodiversity loss can be understood 

in the context of an agricultural system. This worldview will have the purpose to later guide the 

analysis of the current situation and farmers. Furthermore, to understand possible underlying 

socio-economic structures that might influence system changes. 
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4 SECOND PART: WORLDVIEWS  

To better understand the biodiversity at its current state as well as potential ways of centring 

the importance of biodiversity, I turn to Hannah Arendt and her perception of the world. Ways 

in which we understand and perceive the world are central for this dissertation. To enter this in 

a very philosophically manner, Arendt asks of us to think of “what are we doing” (Arendt, 2018 

[1958]: 5). It seems like a very simple question and yet the complexity of it will be unfolded 

during the following sections of this dissertation. In asking ‘us’ to think of what we are doing 

Arendt opens up the room for a philosophical reflection which as argued in Section 2 can be 

very helpful when dealing with complex challenges.  

 

The main reason to think of what we are doing is for Arendt because she noticed distinctive 

changes in human activities. Activities which have been occupied with the development of the 

artificial world – things created by human. This she argues came with the modern age which 

brought an alienation to earth and world. According to Arendt, the modern age has its beginning 

in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Macauley, 1992). Arendt believes human beings are 

conditioned beings. At the same time, she addresses ways in which we can be in this world. 

The current situation described in systems thinking suggests an unequal relationship between 

human and nature as the use of the word ‘alienation’ also could point to.  

 

Arendt’s (2018 [1958]) insightful perception of the world is crucial for understanding her later 

arguments that indicate implications with the influence of liberalism and development of the 

modern world. These arguments will be elaborated and further discussed in the latter of Section 

4.1. Her thoughts are like a pair of glasses that allow reflection of possible effects and situate 

the condition of humanity in this world. It is fair to say that Arendt (2018 [1958]) perceives 

modernity as a rather destructive development for humanity. Of course, the actuality of Arendt 

relates to the time where she developed her thoughts. Thus, her worldview of the human 

condition involves a critique of modernity and define an alienation, which might be insightful 

when trying to make sense of the current situation and understand the interactions and outcomes 

of today. 
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4.1 The Human Condition & Alienation 

Arendt’s (2018 [1958]) thoughts begin by taking the reader back to the event when the first 

human-made object was launched into space and in a way expanded human activity to go 

beyond boundaries of the earth. This event planted a seed in the human mind – ideas and dreams 

related to humans being able to exceed these boundaries of the earth. Escaping and exceeding, 

she argues, was never a part of the human desire before this kind of scientific breakthroughs 

(Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 1-3). Events as this can be traced to the development of science and 

technology, from where Arendt noticed a change in the way that humans act in the world. 

Arendt argues, that it is through such events changes occur (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 273). Being 

able to physically leave the surface of earth snowballed a desire to further discover the limits 

only set by the universe. Thus, for Arendt (2018 [1958]) human condition does not change 

accordingly to the way we act and perceive the world. She defines her perception of planet earth 

as:   

 

“The earth is the very quintessence of the human condition, and earthly nature, for all 

we know, might be unique in the universe in providing human beings with a habitat in 

which they can move and breath without artifice. The human artifice of the world 

separates human existence from all mere animal environment, but life itself is outside 

this artificial world, and through life, man remains related to all other living organisms.” 

(Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 2).  

 

Humans are conditioned beings thus the meaning of ‘earth’ and ‘world’ are for Arendt (2018 

[1958]) two distinct things. Earth implies the planet as a whole and is the quintessential human 

condition because human beings as a species are bound to earth as a planet. This conception 

resonates with the communicated in previous sections, that emphasises that earth as a planet is 

vital living organisms like plants, animals as well as human ability to survive. Without these 

conditions, it would not be possible to be at all. However, at least were until the first moon 

landing. On the other hand, the world implies the space that human beings share and comes into 

being through speech and as soon as we create things. Hence, the world is what makes the earth 

a common space for humans.  
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The Earth alienation is characterized by the invasive turn in science and to technology. 

According to Macauley (1992), two specific events in human history catalysed this earth 

alienation. Firstly, the breakthrough of discovering America enabled humans to fully map 

planet earth. Ironically this led to enlarge human understanding of planet earth as a whole, but 

at the same time reduced distance to meaningless and small matters. Secondly, the invention of 

the telescope which allowed human to observe the universe in which earth takes part. These 

events paradoxically enough, opened up the human mind to look beyond earth. But at the same 

time, reduced how we understand the world. With it came the Cartesian doubt which neglected 

earlier earth-bound experiences and instead dominated mathematics and calculating as means 

to understand and explain the world and universe. As Arendt describes it; “Modern mathematics 

freed man from the shackles of earth-bound experience and his power of cognition from the 

shackles of finite” (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 265).  

 

Turning to mathematics was a way to make sense of nature in ways that were not explored yet 

and enabled the idea of the infinite. It brought new understandings and explanations of the 

world which did not need to rely on earthly observed sense experiences (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 

265, 268).  Previous ways of thinking were then replaced by this more rational and structured 

way of thinking. This also meant that non-human as nature was put into this language of 

mathematics – a universal science rather than the science of nature. Consequently, it created a 

change in a worldview where immediate sense perception was put aside. The truth was observed 

and understood from within human-made conditions and outside nature’s conditions - in an 

abstract ‘space’ of numbers, completely disconnected from physical space and experience. 

(Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 265). As we might be able to imagine, physically leaving the surface of 

the earth (as with the invention of aeroplanes and space journeys) distances the relation between 

human and earth in itself. In other words, being physically separated from the earthly human 

condition further alienated human to earth and blurred human earth-bound understandings.  

 

According to Macauley (1992) the event that determinate world alienation was the Reformation 

which can be understood in relation to new liberalism since it “through the processes of 

expropriation of church property, initiated individual expropriation of land and wealth which 

in turn, uprooted people from their homes” (Macauley, 1992: 23). World alienation represents 

the loss of the shared and common world (Arendt 2018 [1958]: 256; 264). The world relates to 
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the public sphere, in which human beings live together in this world and among artifacts created 

by human beings. Everything in this sphere is apparent and for everyone to observe – which for 

Arendt is how reality is created (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 50). It is a shared or common world that 

human beings enter from birth and exit by death. It is shared because it is the same world former 

generations lived in and future generations will come to enter. It can only be a common world 

when shared in the public sphere (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 55). World alienation and earth 

alienation might seem like two of the same coin and they too are. However, where earth 

alienation marks the turn of the modern scientific focus, world alienation relates to the rise of 

the ‘social’ and its related consequences. According to Macauley’s (1992) understanding: 

“Alienation, in this sense, means a loss of roots and a common, shared sense of place, a realm 

of meaningful pursuits secured by tradition against the forces of change.” (Macauley, 1992: 

25). 

 

The rise of the social emerged alongside modern age in the seventeenth century. For Arendt 

(2018 [1958]: 28) the rise of the social realm was a new phenomenon where the earlier clear 

distinction between private and public sphere was erased and merged into one. The private 

sphere is characterized by the traditional conception of the household. This is related to human 

needs and desire which existed in the private sphere (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 30), and the private 

sphere is related to human needs in the private sphere. This is also where economic affairs take 

place. For Arendt, the activities in the private sphere are also understood through the human 

activity of labour. It relates to survival and life-processes. The concept of labour simply speaks 

to our metabolism. Meaning our biological processes and nature – the necessities for our species 

to maintain our body and the survival of our species. In its origin, it was with a simple biological 

understanding which only concerns about fulfilling basic needs in life (Arendt 2018 [1958]: 7). 

 

The erased distinction between the private and the public sphere meant that “the household” 

(Oikos) – meaning housekeeping and all matters pertaining formerly to the private sphere of 

the family – have become “collective” concern” (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 33). Starting in the 

modern age, division of labour changed human activity belonging to the private sphere of the 

household entered the public sphere and extended the household in the traditional sense to what 

today is known as society. Also known as the rise of the social which the society of labours and 

jobholders was formed and focused toward meeting our necessities to sustain life (Arendt, 2018 
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[1958]: 46). Such “Society is the form in which the fact of mutual dependence for the sake of 

life and nothing else assumes public significance and where the activities connected with sheer 

survival are permitted to appear in public” (Ibid.). Hence, we need others to sustain our lives 

which meant that labour moved from being a private to public activity.  

 

“The moment labouring was liberated from the restrictions imposed by its banishment 

into the private realm (…) it was as though the growth element inherent in all organic 

life had completely overcome and overgrown the processes of decay by which organic 

life checked and balanced in nature’s household. (…) unnatural growth of the natural is 

usually considered to be the constantly accelerated increase in productivity of labour” 

(Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 47).  

 

As soon as the activity of labour was freed and became a collective concern (a public activity) 

it meant that 1) humans became co-dependent on each other and 2) it “let loose an unnatural 

growth” of organic processes. For Arendt (2018 [1958]) the merged spheres resulted in the rise 

of an economic society were private matters of needs and desires collective desires and became 

the dominating principle behind human activities. This being liberalism and it allowed the 

following development of accumulating wealth and accelerated productions and consumptions 

cycle. According to Azam’s (2009) interpretation of Arendt, he also emphasizes that “the social 

sphere is a space where humans are joined by needs, caught up in a cycle of vital the production-

consumption process (Azam, 2009). With the lost distinction separating the private (household) 

and the public, humans lost their sense of belonging in the world. 

 

4.1.1 Instrumentalization of the natural and agriculture 

Instead of having the world in common, humans share a common understanding of the earth 

through the language of mathematics dominated by rational way of thinking. Within this way 

of thinking everything can be divided, calculated, quantified and measured infinitely. Such a 

perception of earth instrumentalized nature and natural processes. For Arendt (2018 [1958]:  

150) nature and natural processes imply “that they come into being without the help of man, 

and those things are natural which are not “made” but grow by themselves into whatever they 
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become”. Whereas instrumentalizing nature meant using nature to gain material where nature 

was human belongings (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 153). 

 

The instrumentalization of natural processes equals turning nature into “objects of fabrication” 

and “realized step by step” (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 155-156; 150). By using natural resources 

humans could create tools and instruments to increase labour activities with the creation of 

human-made instruments. For Arendt, the activity of creating human artifices is called work. 

Work represents everything produced by man which also creates the artificial world (Arendt, 

2018 [1958]: 7). It is artificial in the sense that the things created to transcend the natural and 

the natural life cycle (ecosystem). A common characteristic of artificial crafts is that they carry 

a use-value and are often measured in terms of durability and utility. Machines and tools are 

human creations and “For the society of labourers, the world of machines has become a 

substitute to the real world” (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 1552). Arendt (2018 [1958]) further 

underline the important difference between using tools and machines for work. Using tools, 

they become an extension of the human body where the natural process remains. E.g. as the 

man uses an entrenching tool to dig in the soil. Using machines, it “detaches” the human body 

from the actual work and replace the labour-power from the human body itself. Hereby man 

becomes a servant of the machine since the work process is changed and removes the natural 

body labour and directly imitate natural processes (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 146-147).  

 

“For here we no longer use material as nature yields it to us, killing natural processes 

or interrupting or imitating them. In all these instances, we changed and denaturalized 

nature for our worldly ends, so that the human world or artifice on the one hand and 

nature on the other remained two distinctly separate entities” (Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 

148).    

 

For Arendt (2018 [1958]: 139), creation of the artificial world, the material-use changes the 

‘natural’ and argues that the creation of the artificial comes with the destruction of the natural 

world. For the activity of work, the end (use-value) justifies the means rather than the other way 

around. E.g. “as wood justifies killing the tree and the table justifies destroying the wood” 

(Arendt, 2018 [1958]: 153). This can also add to the concept of earth alienation; how humans 

act into the world (world alienation) and how it could be destructive for nature.  
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The art of agriculture is an example where both forms of alienation are relevant to an 

understanding of agriculture as an activity which also implies explaining the overlap of 

Arendt’s (2018 [1958]) concept of labour (circular biological processes) and work (human 

artifice). For Arendt (2018 [1958]: 138), farming activities (labour) of “tilling the soil” is 

depended on nature and is the activity that makes earth ready for the world of human. For it to 

have a use-value for human and to harvest from the soil it has to be taken care of by human 

labouring. However, “[a]griculture, with the hand of capital, has transformed the land into a 

property and reified commodity, a fact which is absent in Arendt’s depiction” (Macauley, 1992: 

37). As Macauley emphasises, Arendt simply did not recognise the scope of agricultural 

development and impacts to earth and the alienation of world and earth has gone far beyond 

Arendt’s conception agriculture being in-between. Rather it is on a course where agriculture is 

an activity that is evaluated and practised from an economic point of view fostering to further 

alienate humans from earth (Macauley, 1992: 38).   

4.1.2 Reconciling Arendt to current situation 

Connecting Arendt to First Part of the dissertation (Section 3) there are several similarities with 

the understanding of (eco)system thinking. First of all, it is fair to say that the human species is 

still very much bound to earth and earthly conditions. The framework of planetary boundaries 

and the many references in Section 3.1 highlight exactly how this ecosystem is interconnected 

and the broad scientific consensus underlines how vital for human beings and all other living 

organisms this ecosystem is. Today human conditions are threatened in various levels and 

among the most pressing is biodiversity loss. Arendt shares the same understanding of the earth 

being unique, and empshasise that human beings, through living, are conditioned by the earth. 

This ‘conditionedness’ can, for example, be expressed through the fact that further biodiversity 

loss of pollinating insects equals risk destroy natural plant life and thereby also the food system. 

The concept of earth alienation marks a different scientific approach which led to a 

fundamentally distinctive conception of human-nature relations, whereas world alienation, due 

to increased attention to labour and work fostered humans’ to ‘act into nature’. Together the 

concepts of alienation provide an alternative understanding and perspective to what is going on 

in our environment. Citing a direct and very sticking quote from Arendt to what might be 

needed to really understand biodiversity:  
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“What I propose in the following is a reconsideration of the human condition from the vantage 

point of our newest experiences and our most recent fears” (Arendt 2018 [1958]: 5).  

 

Biodiversity loss might not be a completely new phenomenon, but it might be new in the way 

that it is starting to become more urgent – which makes it our recent fear - and more recognised 

as a vital problem for humanity. It relates directly to this common denominator of sustaining 

life. The planetary boundaries elaborated in Section 3.1 constitute a safe operating space which 

in very different way than Arendt, inform us about our human condition. Exceeding the 

planetary boundary of biodiversity is an unknown ‘territory’ but we do know that pollinating 

insects is needed for food provision and for many plants in the ecosystem. When we experience 

biodiversity loss of pollinators, this should be perceived as a sign of our environment being in 

an unhealthy condition. It suggests that there exists a major gap in the way humans relate to 

nature which also imply humans behaving according to this alienation. What seem to be the 

problem is the lack of relatability and an understanding of earthly conditions in which humans 

are conditioned. Something as biodiversity takes part in the essence of the human condition and 

an alienation to this might be discussed whether block for any kind of biodiversity 

understanding. The following will look further into the consequences from alienation and the 

dominance of economic motives in order to understand how the economics became autonomous 

and how such could be identified today.  

 

 

4.2 Economics as the organising principle  

To further understand Arendt’s (2018 [1958]) indicated “unnatural growth” and why markets 

have this growing tendency to expand, I turn to Polanyi (2001 [1944]) who explains how society 

is not naturally economic but came into being economic, and how there is an inherent tendency 

to expand markets and pursuing gain. The connection to the overarching research as well as the 

connection between the theories: Arendt can explain why economic thinking became a public 

activity, and why a private activity of growing vegetables became a public economic activity. 

Polanyi (2001 [1944]) can then contribute to explaining why this agricultural market is 

continuously growing and expanding.  
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Polanyi (2001 [1944]) put forward a critique of the modern economic society and point at a 

fundamental error in economic history from which the market economy is built upon. 

Throughout this section, we will take a look at the market economy and possible the socio-

economic influence that comes from economic theory and its written history. The purpose is to 

build a foundation of how farmers can be influenced and understand the possible underlying 

structure of such that can be detected in the latter analysis (Section 5). I want to open up the 

discussion of how and to what extent economic principles might influence present worldview 

and relate it to the former analysis of world and earth alienation. The following section 4.2.1 

will shortly introduce variations of economic theory. Secondly, Section 4.2.2 will elaborate on 

characteristics and changes in society. In the latter discuss how this is reflected in the market 

today which further can be used to identify economic principles and motives in Section 5.   

 

4.2.1 Liberalisms 

Liberalism broadly mentioned and discussed in the literature. It takes many different forms 

throughout history and presents itself in different ways. However, the father of economic 

liberalism is typically mentioned as Adam Smith (2014 [1776]).  Characteristics in classical 

liberalism are the free market forces and the invisible hand rules. This means that the market is 

self-regulated, without state intervention and only the market prices are guiding the economy. 

It is a closed system of markets that by its own force regulates the dynamic between supply and 

demand. Economic theory is based on the assumption that barter and exchange are inherent to 

human behaviour and that economics and markets sprang from such behaviour. It is a behaviour 

driven by self-interest, gain and profit (Polanyi, 2001 [1944]: 71). The main belief behind the 

invisible hand and free market is that following own interest would benefit common interests 

since maximising own gain would accumulate economic wealth and growth (2014 [1776]): 

472). Through a close reading of Michael Foucault (2015 [1978-1979]), I acknowledge that 

there exist many different variations of liberalism. For example, neoliberalism is known for 

putting the social domain under the microscope of economic analysis (Foucault, 2015 [1978-

1979]: 227). Herein, humans are guided by rationality which helps guide the individual to 

utilize itself and self-interests.  

 

Where classical and neoliberalism deviate is that in classical liberalism no kind of governmental 

intervention is accepted. On the other hand, according to neoliberalists intervention is accepted 
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in limited forms, in which it is allowed insofar as it strengthens the markets (Bonefeld 2012: 

634). In this way it guides individuals to utilize themselves best possible and this is the ultimate 

goal. However, this dissertation will address characteristics from market liberalism in which 

both classical liberalism and neoliberalism both foster and promote markets. Furthermore, both 

seem to agree on is humanity’s desire to realise and maximise self-interests which created an 

incentive for their own gain. Polanyi (2001 [1944]) argues that this a false assumption and that 

markets and economics, in fact, origins from social relations. His anthropological approach 

shows that humans are social beings and that economic behaviour has its origin from social 

relations rather than those of liberalism. Polanyi (2001 [1944]) even go as far to state that the 

modern economy is structured around a false illusion created by the liberal thought. 

 

4.2.2 Market Economy 

As Arendt (2018 [1958]) speaks the rise of the economic society through world alienation and 

the rise of the social, Polanyi (2001 [1944]) marks the invasion of the economy by referring to 

ancient tribal living. From this Polanyi explains how society was not economic of character by 

introducing the concepts of the householding, reciprocity and redistribution. These three 

concepts Polanyi (2001 [1944]) uses argue how society was not naturally driven by economic 

principles. For the purpose of this dissertation, the differences presented through these concepts 

can be used to understand economic characteristics and economic market mechanisms.  

 

The household is something we can all relate to and i.e. it can be producing enough food for 

one’s family to survive. In other words, being self-sufficient – also relating to Arendt’s concept 

of labour (Section 4.1). It is a place where we produce for our own use. It started with hunting 

and collecting food for the family. Providing for the family partakes in economic life but it does 

not have to carry any motive for profiting. However, Polanyi (2001 [1944]) emphasise that 

there is a distinction between the production of use and production for their own gain. To help 

explain this concept of householding Polanyi (2001 [1944]) draws on one of our ancient 

thinkers, Aristotle. Polanyi’s interpretation of Aristotle have this distinction between the 

household and money-making and states “that gain was peculiar to production for the market, 

and that the money factor introduced a new element into the situation, yet nevertheless, as a 

long markets and money were mere accessories to an otherwise self-sufficient household, the 

principle of production for use could operate.” (Polanyi, 2001 [1944]: 56). This suggests that 
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gain is related to production for the market. Then adding money into this equation, money as 

an end became a reality which carried a risk of erasing production for own use (Polanyi 2001 

[1944]). In other words, production for own use in the household was natural and was centred 

around social relations in which economic motives were of subordinate character. Within 

production for own gain, the production aims to be sold and consumed in the market which 

then generates an accumulation of wealth in terms of money. To come back to Polanyi’s 

interpretation of Aristotle, production for own use and production for gain was two very 

different things. Here, he states that this self-interest and limitless desire for gain is unnatural 

to man – Through which Polanyi then argues that economic systems in its origin relied on the 

organising principles of social relations.  

 

Reciprocity which was based on being a good caretaker of one’s family and by doing so 

established good reputation and social status (Polanyi, 2001 [1944]: 50) and redistribution 

speaks to the collective where all gathered food was brought to the chief and redistributed the 

goods among members of the tribe and to visiting tribes – this could also be argued to be the 

first stages of “long-distance” trade (Ibid.), and 3) householding as already elaborated. This 

system was, of course, economic of character but also absolutely depended on general social 

relations, motives and behaviour, which was what maintained the functioning of the system 

(Polanyi 2001 [1944]). Societies existed without any motive for gain or any other economic 

incentives. This way Polanyi (2001 [1944]) argues that economics was wrong in stating that 

markets and the economy are prior to social relations. In fact, history proves that it was the 

other way around. If society was able to keep these economic activities embedded to social 

relations as exemplified with the tribes, an autonomous economic sphere would not have taken 

form. However, the development of society turned to economics and pushed social relation 

subordinate to economics which evidently meant that: 

 

“All types of societies are limited by economic factors. Nineteenth-century civilization 

alone was economic in a different and distinctive sense, for it chose to base itself on a 

motive only rarely acknowledged as valid in the history of human societies, and 

certainly never before raised to the level of justification of action and behaviour in 

everyday life, namely, gain.” (Polanyi, 2001 [1944]: 31). 
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An economic society dominated and limited every other sphere that exists as if economics 

strived to dis-embed itself from everything else. Almost invaded and absorbed all other 

activities in a society where the pursuit of gain is common determinator for human behaviour. 

This resonates with what Arendt emphasises as alienation and erased the distinction between 

public and private spheres – where earlier private economic needs and desires become 

‘collective’ concern of society. Thus, for Polanyi (2001 [1944]), economics could never be 

completely dis-embedded from social relations, but he acknowledges it as an attempt to separate 

economics from social relations. For Polanyi, it was an illusion or utopia created by economic 

theory which only would end up destroying humanity and the environment (Polanyi, 2001 

[1944]: XXVI). In effect, it created the market economy which Polanyi characterise as: 

 

“controlled, regulated, and directed by market prices (…). An economy of this kind 

derives from the expectation that human beings behave in such a way as to achieve 

maximum money gains. (…) [instead of reciprocity] Production will then be controlled 

by prices, for the profits of those whom direct production will depend upon them; 

[instead of redistribution] the distribution of the goods also will depend upon prices, for 

the prices incomes, and it is with the help of these incomes that the goods produced are 

distributed amongst the members of society.” (Polanyi 2001 [1944]: 71).  

 

In other words, production and distribution depended on market prices and are motivated by 

monetary gains and maximizing own interests. This allowed consumption and production to 

accelerate. In effect, this turned everything into a commodity. Labour, land and money are 

essential to an economic system and although in their origin, they were not meant as 

commodities, they became products with a price tag in the market economy (Polanyi, 2001 

[1944]: 72). For Polanyi (2001 [1944]: 76) these are fictitious commodities that have become 

marketized. First, labour entails all human activity has become a labour market. For human 

activity, it cannot be summed down to be a product in the market since it relates to life on this 

earth in itself. Second, land counts for nature and our use of natural recourses that have become 

something humans make money on (water, tree, stone) (Ibid.). As Polanyi (2001 [1944]: 137) 

describes “leaving the fate of soil and people to the market would be tantamount to annihilation 

them”. Commodifying such erase ecology from the economy which he argues can have a 

destroying effect on human society and the environment (Polanyi 2001 [1944]: 22). Lastly, 
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money was made to make barter easier between people. Money is socially constructed by 

humans and is merely a very powerful illusion and only gives value in a humanly constructed 

reality as in the economic society. Marketizing something like labour and land puts a lot of 

power to the economic system which becomes impossible to escape from since people are born 

into it.  

 

What Polanyi (2001 [1944]) expresses is that turning nature and humans into a natural part of 

the market where they are means for production and consumption consequently also means that 

nature and human needs become dictated by the economic system. Hence, the market. How and 

to what extent this is present today will be investigated in the latter of Section 5. 

 

4.2.3 Today 

Polanyi highlights the change in society and the role of economics. His critique relies on the 

fact that economics was completely embedded in social relations whereas profit and gain was 

not an end in itself. As Polanyi (2001 [1944]) diagnosed, the way people used to produce for 

their own use and to secure survival is something that rarely exists anymore. Today there is a 

huge sector of agriculture taking care of the production of food. If it does exist, it is rather a 

hobby since otherwise everything is available and attained through consumption. It indicates 

that there is some sort of tendency of a society of over-production and over-consumption driven 

by the market. That scale and scope for production have expanded enormously.  

 

As both Arendt and Polanyi suggest, such development can end up with disastrous 

consequences for human and environment. If we take in the alienation from Arendt and its 

relevance to current biodiversity challenges the development is caused by such human activities 

on this planet. E.g. overly producing and consuming is the exact activity that increases the 

number of emissions causing climate changes which then affects many different ecosystems 

and living species to face extinction. Land-use for production and distribution remove and takes 

away land and natural habitation. When looking directly at agriculture this might be the oldest 

occupation and market that exists and, of course, it is a vital industry. Agricultural activities are 

needed to produce food for a growing population but in the attempt, there is scientific consensus 

that natural areas are destroyed, which affects biodiversity. It takes up space, removes and 

destroys nature and habitation where bees thrive and feed, and replace it with agricultural 
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activities is not sustainable in the long run. Furthermore, the use of pesticides to manage crop 

disease and pest increase yield and quality can also harm not only plant vegetation but the 

pollinating insects in the area. When gain and profit is an end in itself and the overall focus 

behind, it can help explain such development.  

 

This way of thinking would make it understandable how environmental challenges is difficult 

to realise today if the economic theory has been the dominating organising principle during the 

last many years. As Arendt and Polanyi also emphasise, this carries consequences in different 

ways. For starters alienation to earth and world points at a problem which goes deep into 

underlying structures. If agriculture is dominated by economic principles (economic benefit-

understandings), actions e.g. of re-creating natural habits on farmland might contradict with the 

pursuit of maximizing own gain. In other words, changing “business as usual” is evaluated 

against possible market economic interests and behaviour. Having economics as the organizing 

principle no doubt, it also becomes inherent in the way people think, act and behave since this 

way of thinking is deeply inherent in underlying socio-economic structures maintained and 

developed through generations. Thus, something has to be changed in the way we act on earth 

and the pursuit of profit and production for gain seems, on a deeper level, contradictive to 

preserving nature and biodiversity. Indicating implications with the way earth and the world 

are perceived which affect the environment in a destructive manner.  

 

Furthermore, the SDGs from intergovernmental institutions made the complexity of the term 

sustainability easier to understand. Today, businesses show increasing interest in sustainability 

which can be seen from various articles on business ethics and corporate social responsibility 

(Hockerts, 2015; Schaltegger et al., 2018; Dees 1998). This can be due to the sustainable 

development and different initiatives made as to the SDGs. However, with an economic motive 

inherent in underlying social structures there occur friction in the way to act more sustainable. 

According to Hahn et al., (2018) in the attempt to achieve sustainable development, there exist 

tensions and conflicts between economic and environmental concerns which should be 

addressed. E.g. seeking economic profit and environmental change might each follow different 

logics (Hahn et al., 2018). This suggests that solutions might have many different variations 

depending on the on which reasoning is followed. The important point in mentioning this is to 

highlight why economic underlying principles might be relevant to consider when looking for 
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solutions to sustainability challenges.  And this does not serve the purpose to promote nor 

neglect economics. Rather, stress the fact that acting sustainable might have different 

motivations and can also be based on inherent economic logic and beliefs. Whereas one can 

only question what need the solution is fulfilling – the economic or natures.  However, what 

seems necessary is a broader understanding of wealth and our system – a system where social 

and environmental values are sided with economical values and are not compromised on behalf 

of economic returns. Further, a system that depends on each other to reach any results from an 

action made in a sustainable transformation.  

 

In order to further discuss implications with the underlying structures of economic principles 

and alienation of earth and world, it requires to investigate different layers of the system and 

see how the alienation and economic motives can be identified in the system of agriculture. In 

this regard, Ostrom’s framework of the system will be used to structure further analysis of 

involved actors. 
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5 THIRD PART: MAPPING DYNAMICS, INTERACTIONS AND 

WORLDVIEWS 

As dissertation investigates from a philosophical perspective how the challenge of biodiversity 

loss can be understood in the context of an agricultural system, I will now turn to the Third Part 

of the dissertation which will address the role of farmers’ by applying a system framework. As 

stated in the methodology (Section 2) I use Ostrom’s (2007) framework as inspiration for the 

purpose of philosophically investigate agricultural biodiversity at its current state in Odsherred.  

This is illustrated in Figure 1. It is in the system of agriculture in Odsherred and farmers as an 

actor who is in focus which means that it relies on farmers own perceptions, understandings 

and articulated activities. However, the analysis will simultaneously draw on knowledge 

produced in Part I and Part II in order to identify the sub-systems in the system-framework.  

 

The analysis looks for similarities from what is explained in the second part (Section 4) of the 

dissertation whereas conceptions of alienation and economic worldviews is presented. The 

argument to do so is, to investigate a possible underlying influence on such a system as well as 

identification of a presence of an economic worldview and an instrumentalised relation between 

human and nature, derived from Hannah Arendt’s conception of alienation.  In a sense, it adds 

an additional dimension to Ostrom’s framework which goes beyond the original purpose. 

However, it is not to discredit the framework rather re-imagine Ostrom from where further 

research of these sustainability challenges can be applied in the latter of what I strive to put 

forward. Therefore, the analysis of the farmers in Odsherred will be to identify interactions 

between possible similarities of the previous parts as well as entanglements and interlinks 

effecting biodiversity loss at its current state in Odsherred.  

 

5.1 Framework 

Using Ostrom and her framework is a response to the work of “the tragedy of the commons” 

by Garrett Hardin in 1968. For Ostrom (2015: 2) tragedy of the commons is an expression that 

implies overly ‘harvest’ from natural resources for own benefits without recognising the 

consequences and harm done to the environment. As Ostrom also emphases, this was a 

phenomenon first observed by Aristotle in his work Politics – that own selfish interest overrules 

common interests (Ibid.). The behaviour of pursuing their own interest for gain and its 
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consequences also resonate with Section 4.2. This further connects to Arendt since her diagnose 

was that with the alienation of world and earth humans lost the common world. However, 

Ostrom does not accept nor apply Hardin’s diagnose of it being a tragedy of the commons since 

“Much of the world is dependent on resources that are subject to the possibility if a tragedy of 

the commons” (Ostrom, 2015: 3). She clings to finding common use of natural resources. E.g. 

the fishermen case where the commons of natural resources is at stake but this community of 

fisherman, as well as involved actors, has found ways to communicate and work together where 

all benefit (Ostrom, 2007: 15184). Ostrom then seeks to investigate systems in order to find 

ways in which the commons can be shared in a more sustainable way and therefore move 

beyond the stage of the tragedy of the commons. In a sense, Ostrom’s approach brings a more 

positive outlook than what is presented with Arendt and Polanyi, which might seem like a 

negative worldview and a non-attractive future as well as destiny for human development. In 

the latter of her work, she proposes the framework of Social-Ecological Systems (SES), briefly 

presented in section 2. The framework has the purpose to provide a way to address and possibly 

manage complex problems concerning common-pool resources – which implies natural 

resources. According to Delgado-Serrano et al. (2015) social-ecological systems organise and 

help identify relevant actors which enable an investigation of interaction and outcomes 

stemming from them.  

 

Using Ostrom’s framework as an inspiration and as a guiding technique to work with system-

thinking, serves the purpose to identify which overall variables that are important for system-

thinking. The framework has several overall subsystems to the system from which I will analyse 

how farmers (as an actor ) relate to the following variables: 1) the resource system, 2) the 

resource unit, 3) their governance system, 4) the ecosystem and 5) the social, economic and 

political setting. These jointly affect one another and simultaneously effect interactions which 

carry that outcomes might differentiate depending on a particular time and place (Ostrom, 2007: 

15182). The interlinkage of the system is illustrated in Figure 1 and the identified subsystems 

are further elaborated in the latter of Section 5.2. Furthermore, the analysis serves the purpose 

of constellating a foundation for analysing complex and nested interactions and outcomes 

which will be discussed in the latter of Section 6. Problems in social-ecological systems often 

involve several variables and finding “answers are not simply because we have just begun to 

develop the concepts, technology and methods that can address the generic nature of problems” 
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(Holling et al., 1998 [Ostrom, 2007]). Henceforth, I should state that the ambition of the 

research is not to provide and conclude any universal solution to how biodiversity challenge 

can be solved. Rather it strives to theocratise and re-imagines different pathways to system 

change. 

 

5.2 Explaining the variables in the framework 

 

 

Figure 1. System framework for analysis (Own design inspired by Ostrom, 2007) 

 

5.2.1 Actor (A) 

Direct users causing biodiversity loss is farmers and at the same time, they are also the ones 

who can make a step change for biodiversity if their land is managed differently (Section 3.2).  

 

5.2.2 Outcome (O) 

The overall theme in this dissertation is biodiversity loss which is an outcome from intensified 

agriculture. To investigate how the outcome is created in this social-ecological system of 

agriculture variables of the related subsystems has to be identified. Identifying variables of 

related subsystems additionally includes reflections of how Arendt and Polanyi can inform to 

current biodiversity loss from agricultural activities. The outcome of biodiversity loss from 
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intensified agriculture resonates directly to how natural processes has been instrumentalized in 

a way where nature is treated as human property completely disconnected from earthly 

conditions (Section 4.1.1).  

 

5.2.3 Related ecosystem (ECO) 

According to Delgado-Serrano et al. (2015: 826) who further elaborate the framework and its 

related variables describe ECO as “the connection between the considered SES and the 

surrounding”. The related ecosystem to agriculture is already touched upon in section 3 and the 

latter connected to Arendt and the human condition (Section 4). As the Planetary Boundaries 

inform how the ecosystem is connected it is fitting to rephrase the four overall boundaries which 

have reached the critical stage: 1) climate change, 2) biodiversity loss, 3) Land-system change 

and 4) biochemical flow. In fact, as the framework of planetary boundaries highlights, these are 

all interlinked since climate change affect farmers daily activities which they depend on to grow 

their crops. At the same time, the industry of agriculture is responsible for around one-quarter 

of the emission of greenhouse gasses which cause the change in climate (Section 3.1).  

 

Intensified agricultural activities part take to land-system changes and biodiversity loss while 

at the same time depend on pollination from the insects that are threatened (Section 3.2). Lastly, 

geochemical flows which are not discussed in former sections also relate to agriculture. This is 

due to fertilizer application used in crop production (Steffen et al., 2015). These are all co-

depended variables to ECO as a subsystem and points at being destructive to the ecosystem. 

Therefore, in my re-design of the framework the ECO in focus - because agricultural land 

results in less natural land and habitats for species (biodiversity) – is the destruction of the 

ecological system. Here, I firmly rely on what is presented in former sections and will not 

further elaborate since the gathered information in Section 3 is relevant enough for further 

investigation of the challenge. 

 

5.2.4 Socio-economic subsystem (S) 

According to Delgado-Serrano et al. (2015) this subsystem entails possible existing socio-

economic, political and ecological context that affects the SES on the same level as the ECOs. 

Here, there can be identified several variables which can vary from national to local and inform 

how to describe how these can impact the SES investigated. Examples of variables: Economic 
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development, Demographic trends, Political stability, governance resource policies, market 

incentives, media organizations (Delgado-Serrano et al., 2015: 814-816). Here, the analysis will 

make sense of which will be important to further discuss in the latter. 

 

5.2.5 Resource System (RS) and Resource Unit (RU) 

The Resource System is the environmental conditions which generate the resource unit which 

is the natural resource (Delgado-Serrano et al., 2015). This section relies on the knowledge 

produced in the first part of the dissertation (Section 3). The RS is land(use) and RS is the 

biodiversity of pollinating insects (RU). The resource system that constitutes the environmental 

conditions for biodiversity is land. Pollinating insects needs more natural habitats in our 

landscape to thrive. Meaning non-controlled areas of nature. One of the reasons we experience 

loss of biodiversity (O) is because of intensified agricultural activities and the way that land is 

managed and used. Many plants and crops to some extend need insect pollination. Concerning 

agricultural activities, insect pollination can help increase and secure the quality and yield of 

the production. Biodiversity loss is then a very crucial and important part of human food 

production and agriculture and losing species equals risk fundamental human basic need of 

food. With a growing population, it can have critical consequences for future generations. The 

relation to natural boundaries biodiversity loss also impacts the natural plant life which provides 

various functions within the earth ecosystem. As the framework of planetary boundaries 

informs, biodiversity is in the critical phase and staying too long in that stage or further 

exceeding this stage humans have no scientific knowledge about the possible consequences. It 

is not a risk that any in mentioned in section 3 would take since the extinction of species cannot 

be brought back. The boundaries interlinkage is important for understanding the system 

boundaries (Section 3). E.g. the impact of climate change on biodiversity.   

 

5.2.6 Governance system (GS) 

Governance system looks further into what processes decisions and management is based upon. 

It can help to the understanding of why or why not something is implemented, reformed and 

reinforced (Delgado-Serrano et al., 2015). The identification of these variables is primarily 

based on the farmers network in Odsherred and more specifically Lammefjorden. 
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5.3 The Farmers Perspective 

As declared in the methodology, to fully grasp whether these philosophical insights can inform 

to current agricultural biodiversity challenges in Denmark it is important to understand to what 

extend farmers understanding of biodiversity is influenced by the philosophical insights. 

Therefore, the following analysis will investigate farmers relation to the different subsystems 

as well as reflect and discuss the presence of the conceptions derived from Section 4.  

 

5.3.1 Farmers responses to biodiversity  

Through the empirical fieldwork, I talked to three farmers with crop production. In Denmark, 

the majority of agricultural land is used corn crops and vegetables (Danmarks Statistik, 2020a). 

However, not for all vegetables is pollination necessary factor or influence for yield and quality 

production (Fieldnotes, June, 17; Fieldnotes, June 18). E.g. corn, potatoes, kale, carrots, onion 

(Lars, June 18).  

 

When Lars and Kristian, who did not have crops that need pollination, were asked more directly 

to biodiversity, they acknowledged that they knew about initiatives about flower field margins 

but did not directly implement any themselves. The closest thing they came to implement 

something freely grown was a mixture of wild plants and flowers because they were personally 

interested in hunting. 
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Image 2. Field margin of wild plants. 

 

 “…I am a bit interested in hunting so I establish some areas of wild nature – which is 

stripes, in good areas where there are wild [animals]: near covert or a forest, where you 

sow three meters of a ‘wild’ mixture with ten different plant species. It can be grass, 

rape, honeydew, clover etc. But you can buy a seed mixture which birds and roe deer 

eat from” (Kristian, June 17).  

 

Having these areas would increase specific insects that wild animals eat and then they could go 

hunting as a hobby (Kristian, June 17; Lars, June 18). This suggests that not having crops that 

need pollination the interest in biodiversity was almost non-existing. Even though Odsherred 

Farmers’ Union offered the purchase and implement flower stripes it did not interest Kristian 

(June, 18). Lars states to have some for pollinating insects, but it turned out to be related to the 

interest in hunting rather than loss of biodiversity and pollinating insects. This indicates that 

biodiversity of pollinators is not directly recognised for a farmer with no crops needing 

pollination, hence not directly depended on the benefits pollinating insects provide. In other 

words, the recognition and interest in biodiversity are closely related to the farmers' production, 

hence their self-interest. Furthermore, it indicates a lack of knowledge to natural boundaries of 

biodiversity. This resonates with earth alienation since the fundamental relation between the 

farmer and of organic life is distanced and restricted to a personal hobby where the purpose is 

to attract wild animals for hunting.   

 

The perception of biodiversity was a bit different when talking to Jens which revealed more 

awareness and knowledge about biodiversity: “It is there automatically because we have field 

hedges and a lot of weeds in our fields, so we do not need to do more about it. It is already 

there. However, we sometimes have field margin flowers in our vegetables (...) close to the 

farm.”  (Jens, June 18). Drawing on the recommendations from SEGES and Danish Agriculture 

and Food Council, the best thing for biodiversity is doing “nothing” to areas and let it grow 

naturally (Section 3.1.3) which is exactly what Jens do. Later in the conversation, he also 

informed that: 
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“…with all the existing nature and because we have so many plants with flowers (…) 

we grow vegetables where there grow weeds in different stages – there is always 

something [for the insects]. (…) It is obvious that if you do not have this you will need 

flower stripes or other initiatives creating insect habitats. But when we have hedges, 

scrub, natural fences, water pounds and our fruit garden there are plenty of insect living 

here. We don’t have to do anything in addition” (Ibid.). 

 

Furthermore, in relation to what Jens experience, Dan (July, 7) further agree:  

 

“What concern honeybees I haven’t experienced any. I haven’t lost more bees than 

earlier. But I also think that Odsherred is a special area because we do not have big 

cultivated areas. These desert areas they have in Jylland where there is only grain in a 

field, there the bees cannot thrive – at least not where they spray” (Dan, July 7).  

 

The observations from Jens fields proved what he was informing me. The fields were filled 

with already existing nature both alongside the fields and inside the fields (fieldnotes, June 18), 

and this deviated distinctively from the fields observed when visiting Kristian and Lars. Here, 

they only grew crops or vegetables that did not need any pollination.  

 

 

Image 3. Bee-families on Dan’s private property, similar to the ones installed at Jens’ fields.  
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Additionally, the fields where Jens grow his fruits, he has a local arrangement with the bee-

farmer. Here, Dan brings some of his be families which are placed next to the field that needs 

pollination and then they help pollinate crops to increase yield and quality of production 

(Fieldnotes, July 7). In Image 3 the bee-families is illustrated. When I asked Jens about if he 

experienced biodiversity loss of pollinating insects, he stated: “I think that I have experienced 

a loss of bees in some of the beehives I have in the fields. However, whether it has been the 

varroa destructor I don’t know. (…) Though, I have never had any lack from my harvest of 

fruit” (Jens, June 18). But then again, he had not installed bee-families in his areas of the orchard 

(Ibid.). Even though the conversations were related to biodiversity loss off pollinating insects 

the answer ended with a focus on yield and production. This indicates that there is an underlying 

economic way of thinking as Polanyi (2015 [1944]) emphasises in Section 4.2.2.  

 

To sum up, farmers concern about biodiversity seem to be closely related to what farmers grow. 

Relying on the knowledge from SEGES and the Danish Agriculture and Food Council, Jens 

farming activities seem to create a better outcome for biodiversity than the conventional 

farmers. Suggesting, that there are functional and alternative ways of addressing biodiversity 

which does not exclude conventional farmers because of the hedges and wild-growing nature 

around the fields can be adapted. 

For the conventional farmers, a simple interest in biodiversity seems to depend on whether it 

has any influence or impact on their own production or personal interests. Hence, acting on the 

biodiversity of self-interest or related to production interest because it can influence own gain. 

However, they do recognise the role of biodiversity (the wild animals) and that initiatives can 

be done to increase the level of wild animals for hunting by increase biodiversity of insects they 

feed from. Implying that there is not far from the action of what they are doing out of their own 

interest to small supporting initiatives for biodiversity. However, the responses indicate 

alienation and presence of underlying economic structures and are an example of how far the 

alienation and the loss of shared common world is a reality even for farmers who are in direct 

physical contact with the natural through their agriculture activities. 

 

5.3.2 Farmers, government, politics and medias 

On an international level, there are entities as The European Commission with Green Deal and 

Biodiversity Strategies and UN SDGs as presented in Section 3. As a part of the European 
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Commission, the Danish government closely follow their policies. However, danish 

governmental bodies as The Ministry of Environment and Food od Denmark seem to be ‘work 

in progress’ on biodiversity matters (Section 3.1.1). Thus, to protect both environments, nature 

and biodiversity there exist several regulations which the agricultural sector need to follow. 

E.g. to receive the basic subsidies there are restrictions that they have to fulfil. E.g fallow fields 

are demanded to protect and preserve nature and extra subsidies can be applied for as with the 

EU Natura 2000 etc. (Section 3.2.2).  

 

The European Commission has communicated in “The Business Case for Biodiversity” 

(European Commission, 2020b) present the sector of agriculture as one out of three key 

economic sectors that depend on nature and biodiversity (Section 3.1.1). With the decrease in 

biodiversity, this threatens the economic situation as well as the standards of living because our 

food production relies on biodiversity. With a growing population and further loss in 

biodiversity, it can turn out to be the biggest problem for future generations. Demographic 

development worth mentioning is that there in Denmark have been a decrease at 70 percent in 

farms since 1979 where the number of smaller farms in Denmark has decreased and larger 

farms increased (Danmarks Statistik, 2020c). Furthermore, in Denmark, the area used for 

agriculture is up to 61 percent which is more than neighbour countries (Danmarks Statistik, 

2020a). This underlines the role of farmers since they directly influence how the natural nature 

in Denmark is preserved as natural or altered for agricultural purposes. This brings to the role 

of the government in Denmark.  

 

According to the Danish regulations the different political parties varies in their opinion. The 

more liberal they are the less regulation they argue for and on the other hand, the greener the 

more regulation they demand (Ritzau, 2019). A short reference to Polanyi (2015 [1944]) is, that 

this show how liberal worldview still supports the idea of less regulation from the government 

which foster the idea of a free market as in classical economics.   

 

Friction catalysed from the above is the debates concerning conventional versus organic 

farming. One perception of conventional farmers is, that they often blamed and accused of 

being the ‘bad’ guys when talking about sustainability (Altinget, 2020; Landbrugsavisen, 

2020). This counts for pollution as well as biodiversity since agricultural activities take up space 
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where there use to be natural areas and crop protection are known for killing bees and insects 

living near agricultural fields (Hohnen, 2017; Buch, 2020; Jakobsen, 2018; Hannestad, 2018; 

Ritzau, 2019; Nielsen, 2018). This negative tone of voice toward farmers was especially present 

when talking to the two conventional farmers. 

 

According to Kristian:  

 

“Agriculture has been targeted by many bad stories. As soon as there is something 

wrong it agriculture is blamed. As soon as it is related to pollution it is agricultures fault. 

And just a small trivial matter, if transportation of pig overturns on the road then it hits 

the big headlines. It is obviously not intentional and had it been someone else it would 

rarely be mentioned in the media” (Kristian, June 17). 

 

And according to Lars:  

“The tone of voice is not pleasant. Which is supported by different political parties. 

Here, we feel that they feed to a hateful sentiment around agriculture. (…) [e.g. around] 

conventional agriculture, pig production and in general animal production. (…) the 

positive stories do not get forward [in the media].” (Lars, June 18).  

 

The perception of the media is a struggle for the represented conventional farmers, and they 

feel overlooked and under attack, especially from specific political parties. At the same time, 

this indicate that is a general presence of high socio-environmental interest in environmental 

matters. The development of organic farming could further indicate an interest in such matters 

since, organic farming in Denmark account for 11 percent of agricultural land-use whereas it in 

2012 were at 7 percent (Danmarks Statistik, 2020a). Thus, still a very small percentage of the 

total amount of agricultural land-use.  

 

On a local level, in the municipality of Odsherred there are increasing focus on biodiversity. 

For example, they made a plan to enhance the quality of nature, “Naturkvalitetsplan 2018-2026” 

and recently the mayor of Odsherred raised preservation on 500 hectares which serves the 

purpose to help and strengthen biodiversity (Odsherred Kommune, 2017; Danmarks 

Naturfredningsforening, 2020).  
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5.3.3 History of agriculture at in Odsherred and signs of lost nature 

Since both Arendt and Polanyi mark change in society and distinguish between before and after, 

it is relevant to investigate the historical development of agriculture in Odsherred. First, in the 

way that nature has changed over time and how this relates to Arendt and her concept of 

alienation and “acting” into nature. Secondly, the development of agriculture and how the 

emergence of economics can be identified in this development.  

 

 

Image 4 – Lammefjorden 1850 before drained (Hansen, 2009) 

 

The municipality of Odsherred agriculture is best known for damming and draining the area of 

Lammefjorden which was done for agricultural purposes. In 1873 they initiated the project and 

in 1874 they started draining the area which entailed 5.500 ha. This was done with steam 

machines and in 1938 the last bit of water was drained. After this was done agriculture 

accelerated and farmers in the area still benefit from the special quality of soil because it had 

been underwater (Lammefjorden, n.d; Hansen, 2009). Draining the inlet is, in itself, an example 

of people acting into nature, with man over nature. Furthermore, building a wall and drain the 

water from what nature had created would not have happened without a human desire to exploit 

the area. Since the area used to be underwater nature above water had to be created. However, 

due to the intended purposes of agricultural activities in the area the creation of land reflects a 

mindset whereas natures scarcity was not in focus which is also reflected in the early pictures 

from around 1936-1938 of Lammefjorden (Figure 2). Here, the pictures reveal that even the 
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early stages (in 1936-1938) at the drained area was divided into squared areas as if there was 

used a ruler to make divide the land.  

 

The development through time of the area is also noticeable from the development of the size 

of the farms (Figure 2). Looking very closely for differences between the pictures up until today 

it can be observed that – going from left to right – the properties has expanded with more and 

bigger barns. From this I take the liberty to assume that agriculture activities around the area 

also expanded according to the farms grow bigger hence, the less space there is left to nature 

and loss of habitat for the already living insects and animals living there. The farms grow bigger 

and build more buildings for their activities, production and capacity. This was also one of the 

common findings in the fieldwork which revealed that no matter conventional or organic they 

all prevail an underlying attractiveness to “bigness” and ways where they could secure higher 

yields (Fieldnotes, June 18). Meaning a desire to growing bigger, taking a bigger market share, 

producing more. This share similarity with Polanyi’s characteristics of a market economy 

(Section 4.2.2). I will argue, that this identified appeal to ‘bigness’ reflect the pursuit of 

production for own gain. 
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Figure 2 – Timeline presentation of the three farms (Danmark set fra luften, n.d.). 

 

The dominance of production for gain can also be identified in demographic development. In 

Kristian’s area “… There has been a huge development for the last ten to fifteen years, Many 

small farms are sold to neighbours or.. As a result, some of them have expanded largely and is 

up to 4-500 hectares where I am at around 100 hectares” (Kristian, June 17). Whereas in Jens 

area on the other side of the bay: 

 

“Well, we are only four people to have one half and then four others for the other half. 

No more than that. In the earlier days they were 100 farmers to share the production of 

milk and the two remaining they produce more than the one hundred farmers did back 

then. I have also observed that I produce an equal amount of food as the farmers 

produced vegetables at that time.” (Jens, June 18). 
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Today, the agricultural business has expanded to very large-scale businesses of mass 

productions which indicate that the motive for production has changed with resonate with the 

observed in Figure 2. This suggests that Polanyi’s (Section 4.2.2) small-scale productions 

which could be based on social relations of reciprocity and redistribution is being ‘consumed’ 

by the larger farms in the market and might be reduced to private hobby related home gardening 

instead.  

 

With fewer but larger farms responsible for the production market changes happen accordingly: 

 

“…[Earlier,] there you almost traded from day to day and from week to week. It has 

changed completely. The whole structure of groceries is different. There are a few big 

[today]. The more retailers the better and the easier it was. Today where there are 3, 4, 

5 important, then you are dependent on getting along with some of them” (Lars, June 

18).  

 

In effect, Polanyi’s (2001 [1944]) social markets with direct social relation between the 

provider (hunters and farmers) and ‘consumer’ (family or tribe) do not take part in the 

agriculture anymore. Rather, it can be distinguished as going from agriculture necessities (of 

the household) to agriculture businesses. The radical change in character and the ‘bigness’ 

development counted for both farmers, production levels, retailers and packing departments. 

Today the earlier social relation that secured production and redistribution is replaced with a 

large and long supply chain: Each year farmer negotiates a contract with a retailer and then 

deliver to the packing department. Here, they clean and manufacture i.e. carrots and potatoes 

before reaching detail stores and then eventually the consumer (Kristian, June 17; Lars, June 

18). Also meaning, that local redistribution of food is constituted by many different links in 

between farmer and consumer, which according to farmers, changed the relationship between 

human and food. This has brought implications for the farmers since, “The chain has broken 

because consumers have become used to go in the supermarkets and take a bag of vegetables 

without thinking more about where it comes from” (Kristian, June 17). This brings us to Arendt 

(2018 [1958]). and her concept of the alienation. Even though agriculture probably always has 

been a market – social or economic – the way human 'act into nature' by growing more, harvest 
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more and instrumentalise processes for profit can be argued to be exactly the result from 

Arendt’s argument of loss of the shared and common world stemming from world alienation. 

 

Furthermore, agriculture as activity might be a great example to illustrate how the distinction 

between the private sphere and the public sphere has blurred. The activity of agriculture is in 

its origin be the activity of labour which according to Arendt belongs to the private sphere of 

the household because it relates to the human necessity of sustaining life (Arendt, 2018 [1958], 

Section 4.1). However, with the development of fewer farms responsible for the food 

production and an extended supply chain as described in the above the activity of agriculture, 

have rather become public than private.  

 

The move from agricultural food production in the household to the long supply chain created 

divided labour specializations. Though, it helps explain how the private sphere ended as 

‘collective concern’ which further underline human’s dependence on one another and how 

humans have become very dependent on the system to sustain life (Arendt, 2018 [1958]). The 

direct relation between consumer and farmer is simply removed. Fostering a system where 

human become further alienated from the earth and ecological system which production of food 

(a necessity to human) relies on. Furthermore, normalising the always available vegetables in 

supermarkets might also feed the earth alienation, since there is no need to reflect about such 

when it is always available. If Arendt is right about the change of worldview it could be argued 

to uphold this idea or an illusion of infinite food resources and as Polanyi (2001 [1944]) would 

argue an illusion grounded in the economic way of thinking. Though the distinction between 

earth and world alienation is difficult to distinguish, it is with reason because the two concepts 

go hand in hand (Arendt, 2018 [1958]). Furthermore, effects from them foster human activities 

that ‘kills nature as well as natural processes, hence biodiversity, which could be argued to 

create a lock-in effect for possible change. 

 

5.3.4 Farmers relation to the natural 

Ostrom’s (2007) second-level variables of the actor subsystem is technology use identified 

which resonate to Arendt’s concerns about instrumentalization of natural processes and nature. 

This concern stems from both alienation of earth and world while at the same time foster even 

further alienation. As agriculture is argued to be somewhere between the human activity of 
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labour and work the following will access farmers activities according to instrumentalized 

nature and natural processes. The natural entail that something become into being without the 

help of man (Arendt, 2018 [1958]). Growing crops is in essence adopting the natural resource 

of soil which then from its natural processes grow something: 

 

“Nature can also be what we work with – it doesn’t have to only be the untouched or 

the pure natural. I feel that my fields are nature as well because it is not that controlled. 

They can perform something themselves and provide something where I think to 

myself: what happened there and where does it come from?” (Interview; Jens). 

 

Jens perceives his work as something natural which resonate with agriculture being a biological 

necessity, hence a labour activity. However, as Macauley (1992: 37) argues “we no longer 

exhibit any respect for the ability of the earth to respond to our attempts to dominate and 

domesticate it, nor recognise the element if “violence” we inflict upon it”. The scientific 

consensus would agree with this statement which resonates to earth alienation. To detect any 

kind of alienation and instrumentalization of the natural one must look into the way farmers 

describe their activities. 

 

“When sowing the soil have to be cultivable. Appropriately dry, otherwise the machines 

will stamp the oxygen out of the soil which causes the plants not to develop roots and 

grow. (…) [In the stage of growing] it is about securing growth and here, water is 

important. Sun is also very important for plants to grow.” (Kristian, June 17).  

 

“If you grow ‘heavy’ crops every year where you harvest in wet soil and rain then you 

stamp the soil. A grain field is good to loosen up the soil and for the soil. Every fifth 

year there needs to be a crop rotation. (…) This is for the soil and crop diseases.. and 

for different nutrients in the soil – this differs between the crops you use.” (Kristian, 

June 17). 

 

The two quotes reflect that for soil to create any use-value and being able to harvest the soil 

need human labour (Arendt, 2018 [1958]). Furthermore, it shows that farmers work within 

some kind of system. When they explained something about their activities it entailed talking 
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in cycles and systems related to nature which correspond to biological processes. Processes that 

interact and depend on other biological processes of the climate. As a farmer you have to plan 

crop rotation on your fields, preparing the soil, sowing, growing the crops and harvest the crop. 

Thus, the use of machines could argue in the direction of instrumentalization. One might 

imagine that before the invention of the machine farmers used tools. According to Arendt (2018 

[1958]), use of machines detach the physical labour from the human body and thereby kill the 

natural process and further alienate human from nature. It could be argued that Kristian’s 

description in the above of what otherwise seem to be natural, carry evidence on how the 

machine has become an inherent part of the agricultural system. As the creation of machines 

helps increase labour-power, the end for increased productivity then justifies using the machine 

even though the structure of the soil is violated in the process.   

 

“…it hurts my soul and heart when this machine with fertilizer drives through a field 

because I know that that it ruins the soil completely. (…) I have a few large machines, 

but I also have a lot of small and light machines” (Interview; Jens: 31). 

 

Here, Jens show recognition of how technology has distanced human from nature but also the 

negative effects it has on the natural. However, it still seems like the big machines are needed. 

For Arendt (2018 [1958]), machines are an artificial creation from the human activity of work 

used to increase labour-power. Such creations destroy the natural world (Ibid.). This further 

informs the current outcome of biodiversity loss. With the value of natural resources of soil and 

land being denaturalised for other use-values (land-use for production), it explains the loss of 

natural habitat as well as biodiversity.  

 

If nature and natural processes are killed (Arendt, 2018 [1958]), it is the human-made and 

human facilitated processes that are left, hence the force of the anthropogenic system is 

displayed. This is a system that neglects the way that human is conditioned beings and is 

earthbound creatures who are merely is one out of many other species (Section 4.1.2). 

 

Boundaries to the system can be identified in the reason why they need crop rotation in their 

fields. It relies on the fact that changing between crops help minimize crop decease and to 

restore the quality of the soil (Kristian, June 17; Lars, June 18). 
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“(…) Fungal disease and nematodes diseases, and this counts for all crops – If you grow 

the same crop every year in the same soil nematodes will occur in the soil which creates 

small cysts which attacks the roots of the plants and then the plants cannot obtain 

nutrients which then cause a crop failure which will not be accepted for sale. That is 

why we have crop rotations. (…) If humans ate the same every day then we would also 

be vulnerable… in our immune system” (Kristian, June 17).  

 

Here, Kristian explains an accepted system boundary to the soil which also could be an example 

of how the natural system is not an infinite resource nor resilient to intensified agriculture. Even 

though, this explains a boundary it further adds to how natural processes are dominated in ways 

of ‘acting into the earth’ since crop rotation is concerned about how to come around it. This is 

purely the anthropogenic due to the controlled environment of nature to support their 

production. His organism metaphor paints a perfect picture of a mindset which is in demand 

for a systemic change. In other words, due to farmers activities directly interact with nature the 

foundational framework systemic thinking is already present. However, in an altered version 

possibly influenced by the alienation arising simultaneously with the modern age. 

 

 

Image 4. Avenue down to farm. 
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To underline this alienation, the fieldnotes (June 17; June 18) and observations from visiting 

the two farmers at Lammefjorden indicated almost no natural grown nature in their fields 

(Fieldnotes, June 17; June 18). Especially Lars’ fields were very streamlined, and the field 

margins were mowed down along the straight-standing avenue leading the way to the farm and 

separated his fields (Image 4). It looked very neat and ‘clean’ (Fieldnotes, June 18). However, 

nothing but the grown crops for production seems to be living there. Not even the tiniest piece 

of weed. This observation resonates with the environmental diagnose which Arendt (2018 

[1958]) and Polanyi (2015 [1944]) forecasted: the destruction of the natural environment.  Jens’ 

fields on the other hand - not located in Lammefjorden - presented itself very differently. Of 

course, the fields were neatly divided, and it was obvious that it was farming land. However, 

most of the fields there grew other plants than the crops. E.g. different kind of weed plants 

growing in between the rows of potatoes, pumpkins, etc. (Fieldnotes, June 17). Different 

butterflies, bees and other insects were observed in- and near the fields which could indicate 

that it has a positive effect on the insect fauna in this area.  

 

“We always take away something from the soil in our fields (…). By growing our fields 

with plants and corn you can get more minerals released from the soil but no one really 

knows how many times the soil can handle that we do that and how long time it will 

take before there will be clear lack of it. (Interview; Jens: 31).  

 

This also indicates that there is uncertainty around it but a recognition of the damaging effect 

which human activity has on earthly surroundings, thus related to soil quality rather than 

biodiversity.  

 

The recognition of earthly surroundings was also revealed from Lars who already when I 

approached him over the phone and asked if he would participate stated that he was one of the 

‘bad’ conventional farmers (fieldnotes, June 8). As the methodology section elaborate, I had 

chosen my words very carefully which made his response very surprisingly. For Lars and 

Kristian climate changes became an important topic, both concerning challenges they 

experienced but also concerns which revealed some initiatives in this regard: 
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“If not using the word stressing, then let me say [that the climate] influence a lot (…). 

It prevents us from doing our work and everything we have done to establish them [the 

crops] perfectly and we will, of course, like to make a perfect harvest as well. (…) We 

try to be climate-friendly in everything we do and small detail is that our diesel-engine 

machines are 4th or 5th generation. (…) …we spray less and less and try to manage 

with better and more gentle products. [However,] I am not in doubt. We are moving in 

that direction. The organic and conventional will meet eventually. It is just a matter of 

when and where there is a political difference and us farmers we can’t… It takes some 

time.. and it should happen sooner than us farmers wish for. But right now, our ‘tools’ 

is taken away faster than we can find new ones.” (Lars, June 18). 

 

There are several things in that quote that is relevant to highlight. Firstly, it is interesting that a 

conventional farmer states that conventional and organic farming will meet and that it is 

recognised that agriculture is moving in a more sustainable direction. Secondly, an analytical 

point from the data analysis is that climate change seems to receive much more attention among 

conventional farmers than biodiversity does. Since the farmers' response to biodiversity 

indicated that interest was related to production- or self-interests (Section 5.3.1). In its origin 

the art of agriculture is the activity preparing the soil for it to have human use-value, farmers 

might be the first to experience consequences of climate changes, hence affects every stage of 

their production. Due to the way the climate and weather change directly “…matters throughout 

the whole stages of the establishment” (Kristian, June 17) and influence their business it 

develops incentive to recognise the issues. In other words, this being a challenge because it 

influences farmers production, hence their gain (Polanyi, 2001 [1944]). Therefore, there are 

direct economic drivers for farmers to take action in this direction whereas with biodiversity 

challenges it becomes an add-on which is not perceived as related to the (eco)system they 

operate within. Thirdly, it indicates frictions in political orientation and differences in how 

conventional and organic will ‘meet’ which resonate with Section 5.1.1, where national political 

parties differ in opinions to regulations. Fourthly, climate action done is based on technology. 

According to Arendt (2018 [1958]) technology foster further alienation from the natural. 

However, there were shared belief in technological machines for weeding the fields. The 

proposed solution to the conventional and organic farming meeting; “Well, it would be that us 

conventional starts using more and more technologies which enable us to produce without 
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[spraying]. (…) It would be great if we could cost-save that.” (Lars, June 18). Reflecting on 

such change in agriculture would possibly create different interaction as well as a different 

outcome for biodiversity since the use of pesticides is identified by IPBES (2019) as a direct 

risk.  

 

Additionally, innovative technology for agricultural labour processes is something seen broadly 

used within organic farming: 

 

“Many of my colleagues use robots and they have weed machines – I have too lean 

toward these things to be able to stand it. I just invested in a new plant machine and this 

alone, I think, can be a huge cost-saving. (…) We do not have the hands that are skilled 

enough to remove weeds. As humans. The time it consumes to do the work is not 

honoured. It is way too expensive. We need machines that do it. (…) It is simply a must-

have to be able to produce to a reasonable price.” (Interview; Jens: 31).  

 

This indicates that farmers have a very positive attitude toward technology which, at the same 

time, is closely related to cost-saving opportunities. Furthermore, resonating to the concept of 

alienation, there are a few possible implications to highlight from this. Jens argues that human 

is not skilled enough to do weed the fields. This argument exemplifies the very alienation and 

acceptance of how instrumentalized that agriculture has become. In this case, nature and natural 

processes are not just de-neutralised but the labour of the human body is completely 

depreciated. It resonates directly to Macauley (1992, 38) argues, that agriculture has become 

an activity that is governed by economic principles. An activity where the natural is exchanged 

for the creation of the artificial world (Arendt, 2018[1958]). For Arendt (2018[1958]) 

technology was and is what catalysed the change in world view and instrumentalised processes 

further feed to the alienation of world and earth. It becomes important to make sure that the 

activity is for the sake of nature and not become a solution that upholds the alienated illusion 

of nature. This can resonate with Richardson (2020) who emphasises that technological 

inventions cannot re-create natural resources or an extinct species. Technology is rather a tool 

that enables the use of natural resources is done in a more sustainable way (Richardson, 2020).   
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5.3.5 Farmers network influence and the economic as the organising principle 

According to the fieldwork, national level was identified in relation to subsidies applications, 

requirements and regulations on products which Lars, as a conventional farmer, perceived as a 

big challenge (Lars, June 18). According to Kristian: “There exists this arrangement where you 

can establish tree meters of flower field margins in the fields without being punished for it 

conducting the EU application and this is to create more bee-friendly areas and something 

pretty.” (Kristian, June 17). Whereas on a local level: 

 

“…Odsherred Farmers’ Union – with support from the municipality - have done a lot 

lately. They made a collective purchase [flower seeds] and offered a collective 

implementation of it – so it was easier for the individual farmer to get a few hundred 

meters.” (Kristian, June 17).  

 

At Lammefjorden they have a farmer association consisting of local farmers and/or people from 

local packing departments (Lammefjorden, n.d.) where: “we have a pretty good network of 

collaboration and we have Lammefjordens Grøntsagslaug which is a PR organisation and there 

you are a voluntary member and pay a fee from your production which is used on marketing 

activities” (Kristian, June 17). With the underlying purpose of creating a good reputation and 

image among other areas growing the same vegetables, it reveals that Lammefjordens 

Grøntsagslaug is for market purposes. In other words, the underlying motivation of the 

association is centred around gaining more market share from the good reputation which relies 

on the market economy from Polanyi (Section 4.2.2).  

 

To address the identified alienation and distance between farmer and consumer, they use 

Lammefjorden’s Grøntsagslaug in collaboration with Geopark Odsherred. Geopark Odsherred 

is a part of UNESCO Global Geoparks (GeoparkOdsherred, n.d.).   Together they created a 

display farm where they invite tourists, school children and people interested in agriculture at 

Lammefjorden. 

 

”When you invite children out in the fields where they can help pull vegetables up from 

the soil then you have a good perception of having planted some ‘seeds’ in the mind.. 
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That they can take them home and show what they pulled out of the soil and tell that 

story to their children and this way we try to reconnect the chain.”  (Kristian, June 17).  

 

Besides it creates a good image, this is an attempt to fill out the gap between the consumer 

(humans) and food (nature) and share knowledge about how the food we eat is created. From 

the Arendtian point of view, this is a clear attempt to re-establish what I will argue is an existing 

example of alienation from the natural – recognized by farmers or not. Most likely not 

recognized, since it should be noted that their own perception of such initiative serves the 

purpose strengthen the reputation of farmers at Lammefjorden to create competitive advantages 

(Kristian, June 17; Lars, June 18). This is stepping right back into the liberal and economic 

thought. Reputation and image are from the fieldwork something that farmers value a lot and it 

carries old traditions.  

 

Then there is ERFA-groups which is agricultural groups where a smaller number of local 

farmers and a crop specialist meet every 14th day over the summer period. This group is 

specialised, in example vegetables, where they talk about: “What is good, what is bad and why 

did you do it like that. And then the crop specialist is participating as a collaborative partner 

and give feedback if anybody has challenges with a potato field that does not grow as hoped” 

(Kristian, June 17). Challenges and ways of doing are then debated among people with the same 

kind of agribusiness as themselves where the crop specialist might provide new insights. Even 

though both are business-related networks, “it is also about the social network” (Kristian, June).  

 

Participating in the ERFA-groups “there we are colleagues and we deliver to the same packing 

departments etc. (…) We work side by side every day and meet at different events and go to 

birthday parties as well as hunting trips at the blacksmith.” (Lars, June 18). Within the local 

area of farmers, they perceive each other as social relations or farming colleagues. Whereas 

competitors are from other areas. E.g. competing against farming areas as Samsø Potatoes and 

Hvidemose. Resonating to Polanyi (2015 [1944]), this could indicate that the network at 

Lammefjorden practice some kind of reciprocity on a local level but it is still within a market 

economic setting. An example of how social relations are dominated by the economic principle 

is expressed by Kristian who states that they are still competitors when it comes to the yearly 

contracts. Here, “we are competitors when cut to the bone of it. If I can get a better deal than 
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my neighbour, it is preferable.” (Kristian, June 17). It reflects that even though they perceive 

each other as socially related the individual pursuit to gain a better contract will overrule in the 

end. So, despite the community atmosphere they state to exist, we here see how the motive for 

gain and economics overrule the social as Polanyi indicates (section 4.2.2). Lammefjordens 

Grøntsagslaug and the ERFA-groups can be identified as a part of the business-related 

community network because the reason they are together is their agricultural businesses and 

business interests, and then they could be argued to have become their social networks.  

 

Retailers, on the other hand, is purely a market network which consists of “… Coop, Rema, 

Lidl, danish supermarkets and Dagrofa. (…) every packaging department negotiates with the 

individual buyer and then there is us” (Kristian, June 18). These compete against each other as 

well as the packaging departments and farmers compete to close the best deal (Ibid.). 

 

“Today, retailers have a lot of power and you cannot dictate them any price. We can 

influence them to preference our products by creating good stories. However, sales are 

100 percent based on the market and competition and then the good reputation doesn’t 

matter. If they can’t get the vegetables at the same price as they can at Samsø or at Fyn 

then they buy them and forget all about any good reputation” (Lars, June 18). 

 

This is an example of how production and distribution of food today are controlled, regulated, 

directed by market prices and not by social relations (Section 4.2.2). Furthermore, agriculture 

is an example of land being commodified, hence nature is subject to market principles (Polanyi, 

2001 [1944]). One can easily imagine how nature under such conditions becomes second to 

economics (Polanyi, 2001 [1944]) but also how farmers are subject to the economic system. It 

seems like economics underpins many relations as well as decisions at different levels. 

Additionally, it also explains the role of Lammefjordens Grøntsagslaug where the purpose “is 

to stand together and well, to promote and keep the interest in the area. We have no motive to 

push the prices for our vegetables. Those times are long gone. But to hold the interest and tell 

the story – like other growers do.” (Lars, June 18).  

 

In addition, the development of farms being bought by neighbour farms causes that “there will 

be no new farmers which are a problem. (…) this is bad since then there are no new ideas 
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because when small farms are closed down and taken over by a big, then it is their ideas” 

(Kristian, June 18). This indicates that new knowledge and information rely on their networks 

which primarily consist of like-minded farmers and specialists. Furthermore, tradition and 

history are worth mentioning in this regard. The three farmers with crop production almost 

share the same story of why and how they became farmers. 

 

Kristian: 

“… I am the fourth generation of agriculture and the generation before that before the 

area of Lammefjorden was drained my great-great-grandfather was a fisherman here.” 

(Kristian, June 17). 

 

Lars: 

“Well, I started in the fields in a pram and is born and raised on a farm where we had a 

lot of vegetables and work, and this I took part in. This was the way I became interested 

in farming. (…) and my son is also despite I did everything I could. He started studying 

shipping but now he also wants to become a farmer and is operating today.” (Lars, June 

18). 

 

Jens: 

“Well, I am the fourth generation, so it is many years since [we started]. When my dad 

took over the farm there were 12,5 hectares to 18 cows. When I took over, we expanded 

to 38 cows and built a barn and reached 120 when at the highest amount.” (Jens, June 

17). 

 

The way they all came into agriculture is through their own fathers which learned from their 

fathers etc. In effect, and this is purely a reflection made, this carries a great tradition of ‘ways-

of-doing’ which might influence farmers activities. Hence, it relies on the same principles as 

their fathers and their fathers’ father. When suddenly there is a need for change and increased 

attention to changes these activities, they might be caught up in “doing business as usual” rather 

than being flexible to change it. 
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6 DISCUSSION 

In the previous sections is an analysis investigating farmers in Odsherred as an actor which is 

based on their descriptions and perceptions. From which the presence of an Arendtian 

perspective and economic principles is discussed and reflected upon. The analysis answers the 

first sub-question provided to the overall research question. Furthermore, various range of 

variables inspired by Delgado-Serrano et al., (2025) are identified (Appendix 2) as a substitute 

for the analysis and to understand how it is related to the system-thinking. However, only few 

are used for the latter discussion. I argue that in order to perceive the commons in Ostrom’s 

way there need to be a mutual understanding of the common world which Arendt (2018 [1958]) 

provides an example of. Ostrom’s framework is only used as guiding since it illustrates which 

important variables that are influential to one another and indicate which variables that could 

be interesting to further discuss in relation to farmers.  

 

Based on the findings in the analysis Figure 2 present some of the variables where the Arendtian 

perspective and economic as the organising principle is present. The overarching theme for this 

section is to develop a foundation for the understanding of how biodiversity is perceived by 

farmers in Odsherred and how possible root causes as alienation of earth and world could arise 

biodiversity loss. Therefore, the following I will highlight, reflect and discuss the variables 

identified in Figure 2, in which knowledge and insights produced rely on all three parts of the 

dissertation division.  
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Figure 2 – System framework for with identified variables (Own design inspired by Ostrom, 

2007) 

 

In general, the empirical data show how the three crop production farmers all uses land and 

how they are I (physical) touch with nature in almost every little explained activity connected 

to agriculture. They clearly work within a system which is highly interdependent on natural 

processes and the natural mechanisms that nature provides (RS2). However, as section 3 

explains we experience an increasing number of biodiversity loss (O) in which use of land and 

intensified agriculture (I) is pointed at as the root cause of such development. This implies that 

there exists a gap in the way that land, hence nature is treated. One of the first analytical points 

presented is farmers relation to biodiversity in section 5.3.1. In this dissertation, the empirical 

data imply that biodiversity understood as in section 3 is vaguely recognised by the 

conventional farmers. The natural or environmental value for the resource unit of biodiversity 

does simply not seem to awake any direct recognition by these farmers. A related factor in this 

could be argued to be due to the fact that their agricultural production does not need any 

pollination hence no direct influence or interaction between biodiversity and farmers occur. As 

stated in the analysis this can illustrate how alienated human beings have become. However, 

since farmers are both actors with direct interaction with natural processes while at the same 

time the ones who have an influence on how land is managed and changed, it seems interesting 
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to further discuss in which way that Arendt’s (2018 [1958]) alienation is present among the 

farmers.  

 

The empirical data analysis shares several similarities with how Arendt (2018 [1958]) explains 

how human beings became alienated to earth and world. In section 4.1 Arendt explains how 

human became alienated from earth, which fostered that humans started to act into nature and 

destroying the natural and natural processes. The analytical points from the history (Section X) 

explain examples of how “acting into nature” and destruction of natural processes could look 

like I practice. According to Arendt (2018 [1958]), agriculture would in its origin be the human 

activity of labour because it relates to human necessities and biological processes and needs 

(Section 5.3.4). It is the activity of labour because the outcome (crops) relies on the natural 

mechanism that nature provides but at the same time it needs human labourer to ‘prepare’ the 

soil for it to create any use-value for the farmers.  

 

Today, however, the activity is dominantly performed by machines and the activity of 

producing crops seems to share similarities with Arendt’s notion of work (Section 4.1.1). This 

is because the ‘end’ justifies the ‘mean’ rather than the other way around. Furthermore, the use 

of heavy machines is acknowledged by the farmers to inflict the structure of the soil. However, 

it seems to some extent to be justified through the end goal of increased productivity. The 

creation of machines is the activity of work because it is merely produced by a human. For 

Arendt (2018 [1958]), the creation of such – the artificial world - destroy the natural. In effect 

from using machines, it ‘kills’ the natural processes in itself and the natural seems to be 

neglected which create an instrumentalised understanding of nature (Section 4.1.1). Due to the 

machines (A8) take-over of the labour that was earlier done by the human body, it only fosters 

even greater alienation of earth (I1). In relation to biodiversity, it might influence the way that 

land is managed and used.  

 

At the same time, there seem to be a strong belief in technology (A8) as the solution to securing 

environmental concerns which enable farmers to keep up with the market demand (S5; RU4) 

and need for food. Thus, as Macauley’s (1992) analysis of Arendt and agriculture emphasises: 

“we no longer exhibit any respect for the ability of the earth to respond to our attempts to 

dominate and domesticate it, nor recognise the element if “violence” we inflict upon it” 
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(Macauley, 1992: 37). Here, it is almost as agriculture is associated with a necessity to “feed 

the world” which is the ‘end-goal’. While the “violence” inflicted to the structure of the soil is 

accepted and perpetuated which could be argued to be one of the root-causes to biodiversity 

problems.  

 

If we dwell upon Arendt for a bit, using more technology would not be the solution at least not 

as it is now, since machines foster humans to alienate from the natural and natural processes 

even further. This resonates with Richardson emphasises that technological inventions cannot 

re-create natural resources or an instinct species. Technology is rather a tool that enables the 

use of natural resources is done in a more sustainable way (Richardson, 2020). In other words, 

technology is not just a quick fix. Thus, for the conventional farmer, it could be a solution where 

issues related to pesticides and environmental pollution is possibly addressed. However, it does 

not seem to consider any biodiversity-related issues. Taking the critical stage that biodiversity 

has reached seriously and added the responses from the EU, biodiversity is vital for human 

beings. Biodiversity loss should be perceived as our most recent fears which resonate with 

IPBES and many other reports (Section 3). The human condition needs to be reconsidered as 

Arendt argues in relation to her arguments concerning the human condition (Section 4.1.2) The 

big challenge would be to untangle the roots to why earthly conditions are neglected in order 

to re-establish the understanding of earth being quintessence to our human condition.  

 

Explaining the above in relation to Ostrom’s framework, this indicates that these farmers reveal 

alienation of both the resource system and the resource unit which both relate to nature and 

ecological systems. The effects of agricultural activities and the acceptance of the violence done 

was observable in the way that the fields presented themselves. At first, my own mind perceived 

the clean, neat and spotless fields as something that was satisfying to look at. But resonating to 

the produced knowledge in this dissertation it could be argued that this, in fact, is an experience 

and witness of natural processes being destroyed and causing biodiversity loss. Here, a circle 

interpretation between the observational data and the dissertation generated reflections about 

how not just farmers but also people might be influenced by alienation. Additionally, the 

analysis further revealed that the role of the supply chain which is an effect from world 

alienation might feed to consumers being alienated from the natural processes as well. Of 



  68 

course, this will need investigation and there is no foundation to state this, but for further 

research, it might be interesting to dig deeper into such dynamics.   

  

An understanding that foster alienation of the natural does not equal that human condition and 

earthly surroundings (ECO) adapts to that change. This is the framework of planetary 

boundaries an example of. Rather it risks becoming an imagination that is dangerously self-

perpetuating because an instrumental understanding of earth and nature could possibly inform 

to why questions of biodiversity loss and mechanisms to how biodiversity loss could arise in 

the first place. This brings further questions about whether biodiversity loss can be solved as 

long as the human understanding of nature is instrumentalised and distanced from the natural 

and natural processes. Thus, recognising the gap between human and nature and possible 

alienation of earth and world, I will argue, is something that could be relevant to take into 

consideration when dealing with agricultural challenges related to biodiversity. 

Furthermore, with the alienation of the world, the distinction between the private and the public 

sphere was blurred which for Arendt (2018 [1958]) mark the rise of the social. This allowed 

individual desires to become a collective concern in which entail the rise of an economic 

society. In other words, Arendt (2018 [1958]) contributes to why economic thinking became a 

public activity which further help explain why a private activity of growing vegetables became 

a public economic activity. The data applied revealed several indications in relations to both 

world alienation and the tendency to expand markets.  

 

First of all, agriculture is clearly a public activity today. The expansion of the supply chain is a 

good example of how agriculture is a public activity while it also explains how social and 

reciprocity, according to Polanyi was lost. Every part of the chain only performs a minor role 

for the whole process in the agricultural sector and in order to meet our human necessity and to 

sustain our lives we rely on many others in the chain. This meant that labour was “freed” from 

being a private activity and became a public activity which farmers and people depend on. 

Furthermore, the dependency on others from the chain e.g. the retailer put conventional farmers 

in a situation where it might be difficult to deviate. Meaning that if they are pressured by the 

prices set by the market, there might not be much room for them to transform their ways of 

doing business in order to stay in the market, hence a kind of imprisonment for the farmers. 

E.g. in relation to the use of chemical crop protection:  



  69 

 

“…we spray less and less and try to manage with better and more gentle products. 

[However,] I am not in doubt. We are moving in that direction. The organic and 

conventional will meet eventually. It is just a matter of when and here there is a political 

difference and us farmers we can’t… It takes some time.. and it should happen sooner 

than us farmers wish for. But right now, our ‘tools’ is taken away faster than we can 

find new ones.” (Lars, June 18). 

 

There might be barriers in the way that the market for agriculture is structured where the use of 

chemicals helps secure and increase production levels to a stage where deviating from such 

might involve economic implications for the farmers. Furthermore, technology comes back into 

the picture when talking about barriers to more sustainable change. As machines today is an 

integrated part of agriculture the instrumental tendency which came from earth alienation only 

strengthen the lock-in of the farmers:  

 

“We do not have the hands that are skilled enough to remove weeds. As humans. The 

time it consumes to do the work is not honoured. It is way too expensive. We need 

machines that do it. (…) It is simply a must-have to be able to produce to a reasonable 

price.” (Interview; Jens: 31).  

 

Hence, they need the machines as well as ‘tools’ even though it is highly destructive of both 

soil, biodiversity and the climate. 

 

According to Arendt, when the activity of labour is no longer a private activity it unleashes an 

unnatural growth of the natural which is accelerated from the desire to increase the productivity 

of labour-power (Section 4.1). To further understand how Arendt argues that economic thinking 

became a public activity, Polanyi is introduced. Polanyi (2001 [1944]) explains how economic 

principles became the organising principle for society in which social relations became second 

to economics. In other words, how society is not economic but came to be economic which 

foster an inherent tendency to expand markets and pursuing individual gain, hence the social 

relations was lost in expense. The data applied revealed that these farmers were attracted to 

securing higher yields which resonate with the liberal pursue of economic growth. This highly 
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suggests an existing tendency to expand markets in which production serves the purpose to be 

sold in the market. Polanyi’s contribution informs why questions of the agricultural market are 

continuously growing and expanding, hence intensified use of land. Almost every process of 

their farming activities, as well as their network relations, seemed to circle back to an 

underlying motive for gain or tendency to expand (Section ANALYSiS). It was visible when 

talking about the farming process of crops (RS), the role of nature (ECO), the demographic 

development of the area (A2), the purpose of community and social networks (GS), the supply 

chain (S) and even when talking about biodiversity (RU). I will argue, that it is fair to state that 

an economic worldview is present among these farmers and it is very much entangled in the 

whole system framework. Putting this together with the fact that biodiversity is not perceived 

as important for farmers whose production is not depended on pollinating insects and then with 

the lack of recognition and action for biodiversity it could be argued that there might be 

contradictive forces between ‘business’ and ‘biodiversity’. It could be relevant to further 

investigate the possible dynamics of such in the system. For now, however, it can only be stated 

that this data revealed that their knowledge, interest and actions were closely related to whether 

it influenced, positively or negatively, their own production. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  71 

7 CONCLUSION 

This dissertation strives to investigate the challenge of biodiversity loss in agriculture from a 

perspective that is rarely is considered when dealing with such challenges. The research has 

been carried out with a philosophical approach through philosophical concepts of alienation 

and economic principles and combining them with frameworks from system-thinking. In doing 

so the research helped to better understand biodiversity in terms of 1) the underlying complexity 

of the phenomenon and 2) current cause-related conditions to agricultural biodiversity loss in 

Odsherred.  

 

Biodiversity and biodiversity loss seem to be a phenomenon that seems to be difficult to fully 

grasp in itself as well as in its greater relation to planet earth. However, the consequences from 

biodiversity loss are something that we, as humans, must address and consider, since it in its 

worst imagined scenario affects human ability to sustain life (European Commission, 2020a; 

GDSR, 2019). The scientific consensus is clear about why it happens and in broader terms also 

what can be done to secure threatened species as for example pollinating insects. The 

importance and urgent need for action are unquestionable due to crucial services biodiversity 

provides and it has been communicated in many different levels. Thus, compared to the 

importance it seems to reach a level of difficulty in being a relatable problem and in being 

realised.  

 

The perspective of Arendt contributed an alternative way of understanding the importance of 

biodiversity as well as humans’ dependency on ecosystems. As she writes: “The earth is the 

very quintessence of the human condition, and earthly nature, for all we know, may be unique 

in the universe in providing human beings with a habitat in which they can move and breath 

without artifice.” (Arendt, 2018: 2). Perceiving our being in the world as conditioned to earthly 

surroundings must have been dominantly neglected since biodiversity loss, as well as climate 

change, is caused by human activities being obsessed with creating the artificial world (world 

alienation). Without Arendt being able to know the relevance of her words to the contemporary 

challenge of our environment and ecosystems, her diagnose of earth and world alienation 

proved its still existing actuality among the farmers in Odsherred.  
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Earth alienation led to a fundamentally different conception of human-nature relation. In effect, 

nature and the natural has become objects for commodification from where market forces and 

economic theory become the dominating principle. Aspects of earth alienation were clearly 

identified in the way the farmers relate to as well as interact with nature and natural processes. 

Aspects of world alienation were revealed from the dominant role that economic pursuits have 

for the farmer's agricultural activities and behaviour (RU). Following Arendt’s (2018 [1958]) 

argument this was what led humans to start ‘acting into nature’. It is important to underline that 

earth and world alienation go hand in hand and therefore are of equally influential. They reveal 

underlying cause-related structures that explain possible roots to the current state of biodiversity 

in Odsherred, as well as the recognition of it, may foster different pathways for change when 

working with socio-ecological systems. Furthermore, together the concepts compounding 

effect that only intensifies alienation which I argue can risk creating a lock-in of the worldview. 

A worldview in which ways of ‘being’ in the world foster killing the natural and natural 

processes, hence the behaviour that fosters destructive use of the commons causing biodiversity 

loss (and climate change). Here, I refer to the discussions of instrumentalization which 

illuminate the entanglement of the two concepts but also the entanglement of the multi-

theoretical approached applied.  

 

The interaction between the subsystems is: lack of biodiversity action stems from the economic 

value of agricultural land (RU) which lead farmers to use of technology (A). Machines for the 

farmers is inherent to the ‘art’ of agriculture and they seem to depend on the machines to 

produce what the market demand (S). Hence, the locked position to act more sustainable. 

Economic pursuit and instrumentalization are effects from both earth and world alienation. The 

standardised use of machines promotes the already increased importance of artificial creations 

to keep ‘acting into nature’ while at the same time the machines ‘kills’ the natural processes 

(labour of tilling the soil) and then further alienate human from nature (RS). Which cause 

destruction of ecological systems (ECO) and increased biodiversity loss (O).  

 

Arendt (2018 [1958]) diagnose of earth and world alienation is clearly present among the 

farmers in Odsherred as well as the connected socio-economic system. As a result, it abandons 

the freedom to act outside of this worldview. As Ostrom’s work with system-thinking as well 
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as previous and current responses to biodiversity loss seem to neglect such influence and 

consideration, I will repeat the quote from Arendt:  

 

“What I propose in the following is a reconsideration of the human condition from the 

vantage point of our newest experiences and our most recent fears” (Arendt 2018 

[1958]: 5).  

 

My own fear, however, is that biodiversity actions might be limited as long as such underlying 

influences are neglected or not recognised, and one can only hope that this opens up the 

discussion for a reconsideration. 
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8 LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

In this section of the dissertation, different limitations as well as further research will be 

presented and discussed.  

 

Firstly, as the primary data are based on and conducted in a specific area this delimitates the 

study to only bring valid knowledge to this specific area. The area of Odsherred was 

experienced as an area with more existing nature and as Dan indicated in Section 5.3.1 

Odsherred might be special in this regard. Furthermore, all the farmers interviewed except Dan 

is fulltime farmers and within the same category of businesses, namely vegetables as their main 

crops. They also shared the size of their farms in numbers of hectares which would belong to 

the higher end of farms. For future research, it would be interesting to scale up the fieldwork 

and compare differences between e.g. smaller versus larger farms, national demographic 

differences, other agricultural farmers as animal production, differences between full-time 

farmers and part-time farmers etc.  

 

Secondly, Ostrom’s framework is only used as an inspiration and a guiding technique for the 

analysis and system-understanding to which I chose to add an extra element. In doing so the 

scope of this dissertation was a matter of picking and choosing, cutting and taking. This 

evidently meant that the use of the framework could be argued to be a bit amputated from the 

original purpose. For Ostrom, the framework aims to find ways in which our commons can be 

shared in a way that benefit all involved actors including the environment. Whereas this 

dissertation rather shed light on yet another ‘subsystem’ which entail influence from more 

inherent and underlying structures to the system. Therefore, the dissertation does not provide 

with any direct or practical management solutions to neither the farmers nor or influential actors 

in the governance system.  

 

Furthermore, the farmers are the ones who are addressed, and of course, other actors are also 

identified as relevant to the system and findings. However, to strengthen the use of the 

framework it would be to go in-depth with Ostrom’s framework according to the original 

purpose. This could be to further investigate the role of the governance system and its related 

network. E.g. it would require interviewing people from the identified networks related to the 

farmers in order to investigate whether there are pathways between this extra add of underlying 



  75 

structures and possible management solutions to address the influence which I argue is present 

among the farmers in Odsherred. 
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1978- 1979. Hans Reitzels Forlag.  

GeoparkOdsherred (n.d.). Om Geopark Odsherred. 

https://geoparkodsherred.dk/odsherred/om-geopark-odsherred/ [Accessed 23. 

Aug 2020]. 

Grasseni, Cristina. (2008). Learning to see: World-views, skilled visions, skilled practice. 

In Knowing how to know: Fieldwork and the ethnographic present, edited by N. 

Halstead, E. Hirsch and J. Okely. Oxford: Berghahn Books. 

GSDR (2019). The Future is Now – Science for Achieving Sustainable Development. 

Independent Group of Scientists appointed by the Secretary-General, Global 

Sustainable Development Report 2019. United Nations, New York.  

Hahn, T. et al. (2018). A Paradox Perspective on Corporate Sustainability: Descriptive, 

Instrumental, and Normative Aspects. Journal of Business Ethics, 148, 235-248. 

Hannestad, Adam (2018). Efter 45 år har en biavler fået nok af gift. In Politiken.  

https://apps-infomedia-dk.esc-

web.lib.cbs.dk:8443/mediearkiv/link?articles=e6bd49b7 [Accessed 23. Aug 

2020]. 

Hansen, Kjeld (2009). Det tabte land – Verdens dybeste landvinding skete i 

Lammefjorden.  http://www.dettabteland.dk/sjaelland/lammefjorden.pdf 

[Accessed 15. July 2020]. 

https://geoparkodsherred.dk/odsherred/om-geopark-odsherred/
https://apps-infomedia-dk.esc-web.lib.cbs.dk:8443/mediearkiv/link?articles=e6bd49b7
https://apps-infomedia-dk.esc-web.lib.cbs.dk:8443/mediearkiv/link?articles=e6bd49b7
http://www.dettabteland.dk/sjaelland/lammefjorden.pdf


  79 

Haraway, D. (1988). Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the 

Privilege of Partial Perspective. Feminist Studies, 14(3). p.589. 

Hockerts, K., (2015). A Cognitive Perspective on the Business Case for Corporate 

Sustainability. Business Strategy and the Environment, 24(2): 102-122. 

Hohnen, Marie (2017). Nyt studie slår fast: Pesticider slår bier ihjel. In Jyllands-Posten. 

https://jyllands-posten.dk/nyviden/ECE9769163/nyt-studie-slaar-fast-pesticider-

slaar-bier-ihjel/ [Accessed 23. July 2020]. 

IPBES (2016): Summary for policymakers of the assessment report of the 

Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 

Services on pollinators, pollination and food production. S.G. Potts, V. L. 

Imperatriz-Fonseca, H. T. Ngo, J. C. Biesmeijer, T. D. Breeze, L. V. Dicks, L. A. 

Garibaldi, R. Hill, J. Settele, A. J. Vanbergen, M. A. Aizen, S. A. Cunningham, 

C. Eardley, B. M. Freitas, N. Gallai, P. G. Kevan, A. Kovács-Hostyánszki, P. K. 
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