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Abstract: This article investigates the modes and forms of knowledge underpinning farming en-
trepreneurship through an ethnographic case study of Alessandria province in NW Italy. It shows
that farming entrepreneurs base their decisions on explicit and implicit knowledge encompassing
forms of knowledge linked to the environment where they live, their trade, the characteristics of
their firms, issues concerning their family and private life, and even the emotions linked with their
surroundings. All these forms of knowledge inform their vision of their future and guide them in
their choices in terms of investments and crop selection. Accordingly, the article argues that farming
entrepreneurship is embedded in the locale.
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1. Introduction

The golden wheat ears stand out on the horizon. On the first warm days of summer,
the sky has the same color as sugar paper. In a few days, on the day of St John, the field
will be cut, and the new wheat will begin its journey to the mills and processing companies.
In front of me, several tens of hectares retell the story of Monferrato, a land to the north of
the Apennines in the centre of NW Italy. The grapes in the surrounding vineyards are still
green but will be ready for the harvest in three months; at more or less the same time, the
fruit of the hazelnut trees that have started to cover a large part of the territory will mature.

This landscape in its materiality represents the last chapter of a story still to be
completed, one that began over 12,000 years ago on the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates.
Since then, Italy has developed its agricultural history, deeply rooted in grain and wheat
production as well as wine [1–3]. This long history produced the landscape that we can
enjoy today.

Indeed, the rural countryside is the result of relentless anthropic action, carried out by
men and machinery and shaped by the agricultural choices made by farmers of small and
big farms every day. In this respect, agriculture represents a privileged field of exploration
for understanding the interconnection between entrepreneurial choices and their impact
on the landscape and, at the same time, for studying the socio-cultural processes that
underpin everyday entrepreneurship. In this respect, in the past decade, scholars have
started to investigate the kinds of information and skills that can support farmers in their
choices [4] and in so doing have placed great emphasis on the role played by technical
(agronomical) knowledge and economic knowledge. Scarce attention, however, has been
paid to other aspects of farmers’ knowledge, for example, issues concerning identity, family,
and institutions [5].

In the past decades, economic anthropologists have pointed out that entrepreneurship,
like any other economic activity, is always embedded in a social and physical context and
involves many individual and institutional factors [6]. This article aims to contribute to the
ongoing debate by exploring the forms of knowledge (i.e., different classes of knowledge
that can be identified by their distinct concepts, logical structures, and ways of judging truth
and falsity) and modes of knowledge (i.e., different ways in which the subject processes the
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available information) that support farmers in their entrepreneurial choices. Specifically, it
asks the following questions:

• On what grounds do farmers make their entrepreneurial choices?
• What are the modes and forms of knowledge that underpin farmers’

entrepreneurial choices?

The article tackles these questions ethnographically by focusing on a case study [7]
of the Monferrato area in NW Italy (Figure 1), an agricultural area that was recently
recognized as a UNESCO heritage site [8]. It extends across two provinces in Piedmont,
namely Alessandria and Asti, and includes about 100 municipalities [9].

Figure 1. Localization of the research area.

Monferrato is a good example of a border area, close to metropolitan centres, such
as Turin and Milan, but culturally and historically distinct and distant from them. It is a
low-profile zone experiencing the same processes that affect other internal areas [10]. In
particular, since the Second World War, it has faced a steady demographic decline coupled
with limited industrialization [11]. While a large part of the young population left the area
and moved to the nearby cities to seek a job in the manufacturing or the service industry,
those who stayed and invested locally profited from agriculture. Monferrato’s “restanza”,
the socio-cultural condition of those who had not abandoned their rural communities [12],
is based on daily commuting and the development of the primary sector, which appears to
be a relevant resource for the growing tourism in the area [13].

2. Materials and Methods

The article is part of the ongoing project “Atlante delle Filiere” (Atlas of food produc-
tion chains) funded by Cariplo Foundation and conducted by the University of Gastronomic
Sciences. It relies on the results of ethnographic research conducted between 2015 and 2020
in Monferrato. The research was completed in collaboration with different institutional
partners, in particular Coldiretti Alessandria, the largest farmers’ professional association,
and some of the municipalities in the area, especially Cuccaro Monferrato, Gabiano, Lu, and
San Salvatore Monferrato, which provided the logistical support and information needed
for the work. Overall, the research adopted the perspective of historical ethnography [14],
examining the agriculture in the area, its development, and its emplacement [15] through
the lives and work of professional farmers.

Fieldwork was conducted during different campaigns that focused on specific aspects
of the rural landscape: hazelnut production was investigated between 2015 and 2018,
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involving interviews with 27 producers and the observation of their farms; and cereal
production was examined between 2019 and 2020 through interviews with 24 producers
and observations of their farms.

The sample included small and medium-sized professional farms. Although the
sample was not constructed to achieve perfect statistical representativity but rather aimed
to encompass firms with more than 10 years of activity, it mirrors the overall gender
distribution in this sector around 78% of Italian farms are run by male entrepreneurs.
See: [16] (Del Prete et al., 2015). Interviews were conducted with 36 male farmers and
15 female farmers. While the average age of farmers in Italy is 55 years [17], the interviewees’
ages ranged from early 30s to early 80s, with an average of 54 years.

The campaigns were structured to allow a comparative case study analysis [18]. In
particular, the interviews were conducted using the same semi-structured format, which
involved questions aimed at investigating different aspects of the interviewees’ profes-
sional life, the business history of the farm, its production specialization, the reasons for
the business configuration, the interviewees’ relationships with their family and the sur-
roundings, and the way in which these relationships influence the running of the farm. All
the interviews were structured according to the life story method [19].

The information gathered from the interviews was integrated with ethnographic ob-
servation and archival research. The ethnographic observation [20] focused on the farms
and was used to situate and reach a better understanding of the complexity of the farming
activities as well as the material conditions of the work. Archival research was conducted
to ensure a better exploration of the socio-economic dynamics of the sector and its develop-
ment. In particular, it investigated the statistical materials developed by national bodies
(e.g., the National Institute for Statistics, the ISTAT) and local administrations (such as the
Chamber of Commerce of Alessandria and the Province of Alessandria). With this approach,
the research involved the analysis of news articles appearing in local newspapers (e.g., Il
Piccolo and Il Monferrato) and professional magazines (e.g., Agricoltura, published by the
regional administration, and Agricoltura Alessandrina, published by Coldiretti Alessandria).

For the sake of this article, the data are elaborated into two parallel ethnographic
accounts [21]. The narrative structure of the accounts helps to familiarize the reader with
the specific characteristics of the ethnographic subjects through the centrality given to
specific informants selected for the representativity of their experience and work. The
two informants were chosen because, based on their age, gender, education, and family
composition and their enterprises’ characteristics (size of the company, turnout, years of
activity, etc.), they appeared to be comparable (the comparison between the two cases was
also made easier by their shared demographic profile as both of them were in their 50s, had
over 10 years of experience in the field, were married, and were fathers) and to represent the
average of the informers. They could be considered examples of that ethnographic “anyone”
who is a human subject over and above proximal categorizations and identifications [22].
The choice to approach these life stories also follows the methodological model proposed
by Bourdieu and his research team in their research on social suffering in the suburbs of
Paris [23]. In this research, the urban condition was exposed through the life stories of
people occupying different positions and social roles. The disenfranchisement of individual
narrations was used as a heuristic strategy to represent and explore the complexity of
the investigated phenomenon [23]. Similarly, the juxtaposition of the two farmers’ life
stories is chosen here to highlight the fundamental elements that mark the knowledge
processes underpinning the farming decision-making process. The first one focuses on
cereal producers through the experience of Paolo; the second one centres on hazelnut
production, discussing the experience of Carlo. The ethnographic accounts of the two life
stories present the main cultivation in the area and aim to provide comprehensive insights
into the modes and forms of knowledge and the structure of the knowledge process that is
involved in the entrepreneurial choices of the farmers. At the end of the paragraph, Table
1 summarizes the similarities and differences in the entrepreneurial characteristics of the
two farms and their future development.
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Table 1. Comparison of the choices made by Paolo and Carlo.

Factors Paolo Carlo

Individual’s work expectations
At least 5 years before retirement
Continuation after retirement as a

part-time farmer

At least 7 years before retirement
Continuation after retirement as a

part-time farmer

Expected life of the enterprise 5–20 years
5–20 years

Possibility of transgenerational
continuation

Geographical characteristics Scarcely versatile terroir Scarcely versatile terroir

Economic expectation of turnover from
the cultivation

EUR 40,000 /year in the condition of a
stiffening market

EUR 55,000 /year in the condition of an
expanding market

Perception of the future Economic decline Economic expansion

Entrepreneurial choice De-investment
Avoid change

Investment
Further cultivation change

3. Results
3.1. Cereals

Across Monferrato, it is common to find fields cultivated with wheat and corn, even
on the slopes of the hills. Cereals are key for the local rural landscape and the agricultural
economy, representing the backbone of most farms’ business [24,25]. They are crucial, in
particular, for the farms working on the vast lowland that divides the Po River from the
Apennines, which is surrounded by the Monferrato hills. This area has established itself in
the Piedmont imaginary as a land of cereal production, especially soft and hard wheat and
corn, since the 1970s [26].

As in much of southern Piedmont, agriculture is linked to small family-owned enter-
prises with a strong fragmentation of properties [27,28]. Until the Second World War, each
farm based its economy on the integration of farming and agriculture, with a combination
of cereals, grapes, and vegetables as well as silkworms, flax, and hemp [24]. This produc-
tion model disappeared in the 1950s, leading to a progressive focus on cereal farming to the
detriment of other crops and livestock. Simultaneously, the mechanization of production
modified the shape of the landscape. This rapid transformation turned the area into one of
the main centres for the production of wheat in Italy. However, there has been only limited
expansion of the hectarage of the local companies: today, a standard farm covers between
20 and 40 hectares. Paolo explained:

My farm is like many other farms you find here around. I cultivate 40 hectares
of cereals, mostly wheat and corn. I live on the farm with my family, and my
fields are divided between three municipalities, the farthest about 10 km from
home. I inherited the farm from my father, and he got it from his father. I almost
doubled the land we had, but every year it is becoming harder and harder, and I
am not sure there is any future for us ahead. The margins are becoming smaller
and smaller, the costs higher and higher. I must plant cereals. Not because I
want or love them but because they are the only thing that grows decently in this
harsh soil. Until 20 years ago, we planted a lot of sugar beetroot. It was quite an
interesting alternative and quite profitable. However, when they closed the sugar
factory in Casei Girola, we weren’t able to sell the roots for a good price, so we
ended up cultivating two things: wheat and corn.

The main production alternative to wheat is hybrid corn. In the early 1990s, when
the price of wheat started declining [11], some of the farms specialized in intensive corn
production, achieving good results. However, from the 2000s onwards, the profit from corn
decreased. In 2019, it was selling at the same price as in June 2007, around EUR 170 /ton
(data: Borsa Merci Telematica Italiana).
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Wheat, even more than corn, has experienced a profound crisis at the national level.
The price has dropped significantly in the last decade, from EUR 500 /ton in 2007 to EUR
230 /ton in 2019 (data: Borsa Merci Telematica Italiana). The price drop resulted in a
progressive contraction of the overall production (the production in the province decreased
from 300,000 tons to 100,000 tons between 1981 and 2020; data: Piedmont Region). Despite
the general abandonment of this cultivation, it is still strong in the area. However, Paolo
and other local farmers do not speak about wheat with pride. A sense of resignation
permeates the social poiesis [29] of the farmers.

I have to work for another 5 years before being eligible for retirement. I am sure I
will also be farming after retirement. Always cereals, for sure. To change, I would
have to invest a lot in making new wells—we must dig wells 80 to 100 m deep to
find water–and buy new equipment. Why should I? I would need 20–30 years to
pay back the money, and I do not want to leave my son to pay my debt [Pietro has
one son in his early 20s who works in Milan in the service sector and expresses no
intentions to continue Paolo’s job]. In such a situation, to continue with cereals is
something like security. I do not need to do much investment; I know to whom I
can sell my products; I can try new varieties without compromising my farm and
my family economically. So, this year is corn and wheat; next year will be wheat
and corn. In the end, in my situation, why change?

3.2. Hazelnuts

The family photo below (Figure 2) is almost 70 years old. It has been digitalized by
the local museum [30]. It was taken in the early 1950s, just outside Lu. It portrays three
sisters in their 20s: young wives and perhaps mothers too. Behind them, we can see the
countryside where they lived and grew up. The photographer wanted to show the details
of the landscape on that late summer day. The hills facing south were mostly covered by
orderly vineyards, probably Barbera grapes. The lowland was cultivated with maize, still
to be harvested, and forage. The few free and ploughed areas suggest that wheat was
harvested in the previous months. That is what the landscape of the Piedmont hills looked
like after the war had ended and normality had returned when it began negotiating its
future between peasantry and industry.

The landscape in the picture is almost unrecognizable today. That is not because of
the overbuilding tendencies typical of industrial development in northern Italy [31], which
resulted in sad sequences of warehouses, grey buildings, and unattended gardens [32].
Rather, the change is an entirely agricultural story. The vineyards thinned out and gave way
to the cultivation of new crops. Some, such as rapeseed, were alien or marginal 20 years
ago. The presence of rapeseed exemplifies the impact of the European agricultural policy
of incentives. Tree crops such as hazel, on the other hand, are the main countermeasure to
the ever-advancing woods [33].

Hazelnut cultivation only became prominent in Monferrato in the last two decades.
In the 1950s, there were about 20 hectares of hazelnut groves. Most were concentrated
in the south-western part of Alessandria Province [34] and near Alba, which is the most
productive crop development district in Piedmont [35]. Although institutions became
interested in developing hazelnut cultivation, little was achieved, and it was mostly limited
to self-consumption. However, at the end of the 1990s, it became more prominent in
Monferrato, notably in Lu, thanks to the initiative of the local cooperative Corilu Company
(www.corilu.it last accessed on the 7 September 2021). The profitability of hazelnuts, about
three times that of wheat (in the area, in 2018, the expected gross income per hectare for
wheat cultivation was 750 euros, while for hazelnuts was 4500 euros. See: [36]), enabled
them to take hold quickly in Monferrato. Between 2006 and 2015, the cultivation expanded
by 515% in extension and 565% in production [36]. Carlo, an agricultural entrepreneur
from Monferrato who started leading his farm in the early 2000s, explained:

The hazelnut was for all of us [farmers] like a dream and a new hope. I started
with a few giornatas [the giornata is the traditional unit of measurement in

www.corilu.it
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Piedmont, equal to about a third of a hectare]. When production began, I saw
that it could be an alternative solution for us. Every year I extend a piece of land.
I reached 12 hectares of hazelnuts. That new piece of land is a piece of future for
me and my children.

Figure 2. The Forni sisters with a view of the Braida valley (early 1950s) and the present landscape of the valley.

Carlo is 55 years old. Although his two children have not finished secondary school
yet, he is already posting pictures of them in the fields, working with him on the trac-
tor. His company is small, just over 10 hectares, plus the management of a few others.
His father used most of them for the vineyard, but, in the mid-1990s, Carlo chose to
abandon viticulture.
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It was yielding too little. I sold my products through the winery cooperative, but
it only paid the expenses. Wheat is better, I told myself. Frankly, if I hadn’t had
my young children to support and I had fewer years to work until retirement
. . . I don’t think I would have done it. I probably would have accepted to just
get by until the end and then . . . let the others think about it. I like to think
that everything won’t be finished in a few years, and I still hope that they [the
children] will take up the company. However, I understood that the future is
different for each of us. For those who know how to sell wine, the vine will be
their future. For me, it is the hazelnut, and that is the future I intend to pursue.

In 2010, a solid supply chain agreement was established with the Elah Dufour Novi
group, which has operational headquarters in Novi Ligure (AL). It was promoted by
the farmers’ association Coldiretti, which also favored the adoption of hazelnuts. The
agreement guaranteed a market outlet for the products and a guaranteed fixed price
without intermediaries. Since 2010, Elah Dufour Novi, in collaboration with the Coldiretti
provincial federations of Alessandria and Asti, implemented its supply chain pact. Then,
in 2016, it promoted the creation of the Monferrato Frutta cooperative for the collection
and delivery of raw materials to Elah Dufour Novi. The cooperative is owned by all the
hazelnut cultivators who adhere to the pact and receive payments based on their sales and
the quality of the product without further intermediation costs. Then, the shelled hazelnuts
are delivered to the purchasing company via a trusted service supplier. The 2016 agreement
lasted for 3 years and involved 100 cultivators, 300 hectares, and at least 3000 quintals of
hazelnuts per year. In 2019, the agreement was renewed until 2023 [33].

To know that all my products are, let’s say, already sold without a big fuss is
absolutely important. Even more, it is to know that the market wants more and
more hazelnuts. It means that my land will also have value in the future and, even
if my sons won’t continue working on the farm, they can sell the field—this idea
makes my heart ache but . . . you know, better be realistic about the risks–and
repay the investments I made and continue working. I am optimistic about it.

4. Discussion

The two ethnographic accounts present farmers envisioning and commenting on
their motivation and expectation linked with their business and their cultivation choices.
These encompass different processes attaining explicit and implicit knowledge. Explicit
knowledge “is information with meaning which can usually be expressed verbally . . . it is
consciously available and it can be communicated using symbol systems like language” [37].
Thus, it is the knowledge that is overtly expressed in the accounts of the life stories. Implicit
knowledge, also known as tacit knowledge [38], pertains “to what we can do without being
able or even wanting to explicitly indicate how or why we do something” [37]. It refers to
affects involving the individuals and their processing [39]. These two forms of knowledge
are mutually integrated and underpin the decision-making process.

The farmers’ choices involve first an explicit mode of knowledge that emerges through
their presentation and defence of their decisions. These are taken considering different
forms of knowledge. The academic debate has suggested the importance of technical and
economic knowledge. The research confirms (Stewart, 2015, #21233; Stewart, 2015, #21233)
this relevance and shows the deep and restrained integration of farming activities within
the global economy [40]. However, these two forms of knowledge are not the only ones
that have a role in decision making. The study suggests that four main forms of knowledge
are involved:

• Environmental knowledge, which is knowledge concerning the physical and historical
characteristics of the farms’ locale (e.g., the type of soil, agricultural history of the
place, and presence and function of infrastructures needed for the business, such as
irrigation or road systems);

• Farming knowledge, which comprises the technical agricultural know-how concerning
the different types of cultivation;
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• Farm knowledge, which encompasses knowledge concerning the trend of the market
as well as its needs and perspectives;

• Private knowledge, which consists of emotional and factual knowledge concerning
the needs and desires of the farmers and their families.

These different forms of knowledge inform the farmers and allow them to envision
their future. Anthropologists have pointed out that the future is primarily a cultural
construct used by communities to assess the possible outcome of their actions and expecta-
tions [41]. In this respect, the creation of the future represents a fundamental step in the
knowledge process behind an entrepreneurial choice.

The farmers build their future considering four main factors:

• Individual work expectations, which are the economic and affective anticipations
lying in farming;

• The expected life of the enterprise, which is the anticipated end of the farm’s busi-
ness life;

• Geographical characteristics, which concern the possibilities provided by the local
environment and its change;

• The economic expectation of turnover from the cultivation, which is the expected
income generated in the short and medium terms by cultivation.

The words of the informants, though, show a deep emotional connotation that sug-
gests that the decision is also made on the grounds of a different, implicit mode of knowl-
edge [37]. Emotions play a key role in entrepreneurship since they drive analyses and
decisions and shape the forms of intersubjectivity underpinning the occurrence of economic
activity [42–44]. Two main sentiments pervade the entrepreneurial decisions: on the one
hand, resignation, and on the other hand, hope. These are opposite feelings that frame
and elicit different actions, leading the farmers to diminish or intensify their investments
and activity.

Thus, entrepreneurship relies on implicit and explicit knowledge. This knowledge
embeds the decision-making process in the locale. On the one hand, explicit forms of
knowledge generate cogent information concerning the past and present of different aspects
of the locale and the business. This means that decisions are never abstract but always
linked to the means, tools, and conditions of production, even when they concern the
imagination of the future and create an explicit interconnection between entrepreneurship
and locale. Implicit knowledge also contributes to furthering the embeddedness. In fact,
emotions are not just inner psychological reactions to the environment. Rather, they:
“are not properties of subjects or objects, but work, through their circulation between
subjects and objects, to assign affective value. Much like monetary value becomes attached
to commodities in a capitalist economy, in affective economies, over time, feelings and
emotions become ‘stuck’ to particular subjects, objects, or spaces such as the rural. This
allows them to “align individuals with communities—or bodily space with social space—
through the very intensity of their attachments” [45].

Emotions are thus part of the surroundings, an affective landscape [46] that the farmers
live in, relate to, and take inspiration from for their farming activity. Therefore, implicit
and explicit knowledge contribute to making entrepreneurship deeply situated [47], never
divorceable from the specificity of the locale, and only understandable in the light of the
dynamics that characterize local communities and their knowledge.

5. Conclusions

The article answered two crucial questions about the socio-cultural foundation of farm-
ing entrepreneurship: On which grounds do farmers make their entrepreneurial choices,
and what are the modes and forms of knowledge that underpin farmers’ entrepreneurial
choices? Through the exploration of the ethnographic case study of Monferrato farmers,
it showed that entrepreneurial choices are based on explicit and implicit knowledge, en-
compassing forms of knowledge linked to the environment in which they live, their trade,
the characteristics of their firms, issues concerning their family and private life, and the
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emotions linked with the surroundings. All these types of knowledge inform the farmers’
envisioning of their future and guide them in their choices in terms of investments and
crop selection.

Through this approach, the article aimed to set aside a common leitmotif that has
pervaded the debate about entrepreneurial farming, particularly in the case of small
and medium-sized farms. This motif presents farmers as undefended subjects of global
forces that govern their entrepreneurial development and the transformation of the local
landscape. The research suggests, instead, the centrality of the individual farmers’ agency.
Although economic trends represent an important constraint for farmers, it is through a
process of knowledge (and not a mere execution of external input) that farmers make their
choices and therefore build the rural landscape. Entrepreneurship thus develops in relation
to the specificities of the local reality, and these specificities, as well as the knowledge of
the farmers, influence their choices, eliciting abandonment or reactivation. Thus, the article
closes by asking new questions concerning how to strengthen the local knowledge process
and suggesting the need to support local farmers with alternative and new information
and knowledge to expand their possibilities and empower their agency.
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