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SPECIAL SECTION / SECTION THÉMATIQUE

Agrarian pathways for the next generation of Japanese
farmers
Steven R. McGreevy a, Mai Kobayashia and Keiko Tanakab

aResearch Institute for Humanity and Nature, Kyoto, Japan; bDepartment of Community and Leadership
Development, College of Agriculture, Food and Environment, University of Kentucky, Lexington, KY, USA

ABSTRACT
Japanese agriculture and rural communities are in decline and fewer
young people are becoming farmers. Young heritage farmers and a
new generation from non-farming families face multiple barriers to
pursue farming as their profession or way of life. Using mixed
methods, we examine cases of new farmers establishing
themselves in Kyoto and Nagano, Japan. We uncover and analyse
a set of representative pathways travelled by new farmers and the
social and economic pitfalls they must navigate. The local
community is found to play a critical role in the progression of
farmers along pathways into agriculture.

RÉSUMÉ
L’agriculture et les communautés rurales japonaises sont en déclin et
de moins en moins de jeunes deviennent agriculteurs. Les jeunes
agriculteurs de tradition, tout comme une nouvelle génération ne
provenant pas de familles agricoles, doivent surmonter de multiples
obstacles pour pouvoir exercer leur profession ou leur mode de vie.
Nous utilisons des méthodes mixtes pour examiner les cas de
nouveaux agriculteurs s’établissant à Kyoto et à Nagano, au Japon.
Nous décrivons et analysons leurs trajectoires différentes et les
écueils sociaux et économiques rencontrés. L’article reconnaît le rôle
crucial joué par les communautés locales dans le cheminement des
nouveaux agriculteurs.
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Introduction

Like many late-capitalist societies, post-war Japan has seen massive deagrarianisation. In a
65-year period since 1950, the number of farms decreased from 6.1 million to 2.2 million
and the percentage of farmers in the labour force from 37 percent to 3 percent (MAFF
2015b; Statistics Bureau 2016). Agricultural production as a percentage of national GDP
fell by 80 per cent, from 5.3 per cent in 1970 to 1.0 per cent in 2014 (Statistics Bureau
2014). As of 2014, 63 per cent of registered farmers are 65 years or older, and only a
tenth are under the age of 40 (MAFF 2014a).

Agricultural pluriactivity as a viable livelihood strategy, once standard practice for
many farming households, seems to be breaking down (Jussaume 1991). This is clear
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when we see that of all active farming households that annually sell over USD 5,000 worth
of produce, only 51 per cent have identified a successor1 (MAFF 2015a). Diminishing
returns on farm produce and lack of opportunities for off-farm work has emptied many
rural communities of successors, a trend that has coincided with the rise of “marginalised
hamlets” where over 50 per cent of the population is comprised of those 65 years old or
older (Ono 2008).

At the same time, with the government-led implementation of a number of generous
financial and educational support structures, Japan is seeing a modest but notable
influx of young people (under 45) into agriculture (McGreevy and Tanaka 2016).
Aimed broadly to help farmland from falling into disuse, bolster rural populations and
stabilise domestic agricultural production capacity, training is provided to young prospec-
tive farmers at agricultural schools free of tuition and interest-free loans and stipends are
available. Since its inception in 2012, over 43,500 persons under the age of 45 have enrolled
in the “Young Farmer’s Fund” and receive direct monthly payments totalling some USD
15,000 per year (MAFF 2017). Prefectural and city offices offer carefully arranged match-
making services to place new farmers in communities with available land, housing and
networks of agricultural advisors to ensure that these new farmers and their families
enter into rural community life as seamlessly as possible.

These supportive measures have brought a surge of interest to farming and rural liveli-
hoods. According to Japan’s Ministry of Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF), 7,430
individuals attended eight “New, Beginning Farmers” fairs held in four metropolitan cities
between July 2013 and March 2014, and 64 per cent of participants were under 40 years
old (MAFF 2014a). It is clear that that farming lifestyles and rural livelihoods enjoy
growing popularity among young people, many of whom have no experience in agricul-
ture. Due in part to the stresses of urban life and company work, rural lifestyles oriented
around the notion ofHan Nou Han X (Half-Farming, Half-X, where X indicates non-agri-
cultural work) have led young people interested in sustainable agriculture, self-sufficiency
and simple living to settle in rural Japan (Shiomi 2008). These newcomers offer a new
interpretation of pluriactive agricultural living that has the potential to revitalise diver-
sified and multifunctional rural economies (Akitsu 1993; Koguchi 2000; McGreevy
2012) and these newcomers may be considered “new peasants”, oriented toward self-
sufficiency, security, and autonomy rather than external agricultural markets (van der
Ploeg 2008). For the rural communities in which young farmers and their families (re)set-
tle, their presence is significant beyond their agricultural contributions. They provide fresh
labour for the important collective work of maintaining community infrastructure (for
example, irrigation) and community-based services (for example, firefighting), as well as
cultural traditions such as festivals (Egawa 2000).

Instead of simply maintaining or renewing existing patterns of agriculture and the rural
economy, the national government’s vision for the future seeks to radically liberalise the
sector. The most recent revision of the Agricultural Land Law (Nouchi-ho) in 2009
opened access to agricultural land to corporate farming (non-registered farmers), which
has far-reaching implications. Through the consolidation of existing diffuse plots of agri-
cultural land and weakening of national agricultural cooperatives, a new generation of
business-oriented farmers, community farming entities and companies is expected to
emerge and lead Japanese agriculture into the future (Jentzsch 2017; Mulgan 2016).
With the announcement in 2014 of a policy of “tsuyoi nougyou” (strong agriculture)
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and “utsukushiku katsuryoku aru nouson” (beautiful and vibrant rural areas), the national
government has embarked on a neoliberal plan to grow the agricultural sector toward
global competition through high value-added niche production, innovative technology
and market expansion (MAFF 2014a). The generous training and financial pro-
grammes offered to support new farmers is often an entry point into commercial
farming. The approach to revitalise rural communities is seen less as a renewal of
old patterns and more as a process of creating space for socio-economic capital
accumulation, which has implications for acceptable and possible modes of farming
(van der Ploeg 2008).

As these examples would indicate, Japan is entering a time of shifting ideas on the
socio-economic and cultural role of agriculture. The national government reinforces
farming as an economic activity to produce food commodities and niche products, a
job best left to full-time professionals with the option to leverage economic scale. Many
of those currently engaged in agriculture or living in rural areas, however, see farming
as a multifunctional activity composed of various non-economic activities that treat
rural places as more than just sites of agricultural production. If the reagrarianisation of
Japan is to occur at all, it will be carried out by a diverse group of new farmers who
have the potential to redefine agriculture and farming according to their own terms.
However, in order to do so, they must first navigate multiple pathways into farming
and overcome the socio-cultural, economic and educational barriers to pursuing
farming as a profession or way of life.

Based on case study data using mixed methods, including formal and informal inter-
views, surveys and participant observation, this article details the experiences of young
Japanese farmers with varied backgrounds and motivations in establishing themselves.
This work contributes to agrarian and development studies literature on the reproduction
of smallholder farming in late capitalism, the significance of which is detailed by Cassidy,
Srinivasan, and White (2019). Notably, the article uncovers a set of representative path-
ways for young farmers into agriculture based on their farming background, orientations
and motivations to farm and formal agricultural training. We also analyse the ways in
which young farmers find social acceptance in rural farming communities and navigate
obstacles that can turn many potential farmers away from agriculture. These include
their capacity to access material resources, social support and local knowledge about agri-
culture and the community. Taking our findings into account, we make three arguments.
First, we emphasise the essential role community plays in the progression of beginning
farmers along pathways into agriculture. Second, using van der Ploeg’s idea of farming
modes, we argue that future prospects for new farmers are diminished when farming is
narrowly defined as a capitalistic entrepreneurial endeavour. Finally, we reconfirm that
farmer typologies are useful heuristic tools for investigating the diversity of pathways
into farming.

Throughout the article, new farmers are referred to variously using language that
emphasises relevant contextual aspects. “Beginning farmers”, “new farmers” and “new
entrants” are used interchangeably for those who have farmed for a relatively short
period, up to 10 years, at the time the study was conducted. “Newcomers” and “incoming
farmers” describe those who have relocated and settled in the place where they farm and
live. “Heritage farmers” are children of farming households, while “non-heritage farmers”
do not have a parent who farmed, either full-time or part-time, even though their
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grandparents might have. Although there is a significant population of retirees who take
up farming, they are not a focus in this article.

New farmer pathways, farming modes and overview of the case studies

Pathway typology analysis

Although farmer typologies can sometimes lead to imperfect interpretations or oversim-
plification of diverse conditions on the ground (Darnhofer and Walder 2014), they can
help explain empirical conditions and link those conditions with larger concepts. Agrarian
studies examining farmer typologies tend to focus on motivations for farming and identity
(Sulemana and James 2014; Villa 1999), differences in on-the-ground practices (Darnho-
fer, Schneeberger, and Freyer 2005) and styles of farming (van der Ploeg 1993). Alongside
this work is another body of research on the processes young farmers undergo to become
(or fail to become) a particular farmer type. Inter-generational succession of young
farmers from farming families (Chiswell 2014; Lobley, Baker, and Whitehead 2010) and
new entrants to agriculture from non-farming families (McGreevy 2012) are two pathways
that receive particular attention in late-capitalist countries (see Cassidy, Srinivasan, and
White 2019, in this special section). However, Zagata and Sutherland call for further
refinement of the typology to capture the diversity of experiences and “better understand
the range of farming approaches adopted and the associated value orientations” (2015, 49).
This article contributes to literature of this kind by examining the types of new Japanese
farmers and their experiences.

Numerous studies on new farmers in Japan have been published in Japanese, but few
look at pathway typologies. Japanese research that identifies pathway types into farming
tends to focus on the difficulties of entry into specific agricultural sectors (see Yoshino
2016) or on a single type of pathway (on “lifestyle migrants” see Maemura, Kato, and Fuji-
hara 2015; on “I-turners” see Matsuda 2014). Akitsu offers a comprehensive study of new
farmer pathways, differentiating “livelihood-oriented” and “business-oriented” types and
describing the motivations for farming in each type (1993). Additionally, Sawada (2003)
developed a series of step-wise pathway types based on heritage and non-heritage new
entry farmers, which is further developed in this article.

We extend the work of Akitsu (1993) and Sawada (2003) on new entrant pathways in
Japan and develop a set of typological pathways into agrarianism with the inclusion of
insights from three case studies. To analyse stepwise routes into farming in a more com-
prehensive way, case study subjects were scrutinised based on their familial background
(heritage vs. non-heritage farmers), agricultural training (formal vs. informal), and orien-
tations (mode of farming) and motivations to farm (as a profession vs. as a way of life) (see
Table 1). These categories were chosen because they were most represented in inter-
national and Japanese literature and distinguishable based on the empirical and quantitat-
ive case study data, although there are areas of overlap. Pathway typologies were not
determined through statistical clustering.

By further developing Sawada’s work (2003), we created a flowmap of typological path-
ways into agrarianism for beginning farmers in Japan (see Figure 1). The figure is divided
into family background (heritage and non-heritage), schooling and a diversity of direct
and indirect routes into various forms of farming, whether it be employment in a
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farming enterprise or independent operator. The “straight-into-farming” pathway sees
young people move directly into farming after graduating from an agricultural school
to either their own family farm or a nearby farming enterprise. “U-turn”2 pathways
describe those who first leave their hometown to an urban area and then returns to
farm. “Early converters” come from non-farming families and move right into farm enter-
prise employment after graduation. “Entrepreneurial” and “lifestyle” “I-turn” pathways
vary in their mode of farming, and may experience many other forms of employment
and training, usually in an urban area, before they begin to farm.

Table 1. Summary of case studies and pathway types investigated.
Pathway type Study site Pathway characteristics

Heritage
Straight into

farming
Kyoto (2016) Schooling→ Own farm / enterprise

Schooling→ Apprenticeship at other enterprise→ Family farm
/ enterprise

U-turners Kyoto (2016) Schooling→ Live in urban area (university / job)→ Family farm
/ enterprise

Non-heritage
Early converters Kyoto (2016) Schooling→ Employment in farm enterprise→ Establish own

farm
Entrepreneurial

I-turners
Kyoto (2011–2012), Kyoto
(2016), Nagano (2009–2010)

Schooling→ Formal training / Apprenticeship→ Establish own
farm / enterprise

Schooling→ Other employment→ Formal training /
Apprenticeship→ Establish own farm / enterprise

Lifestyle I-turners Nagano (2009–2010) Schooling→ Self-taught→ Self-sufficiency farming / gardening
Schooling→ Other employment→ Formal training /
Apprenticeship→ Self-sufficiency farming / gardening

Note: arrow indicates progression to next activity in the pathway.

Figure 1. Charting representative pathways into farming for heritage and non-heritage farmers
through time. Source: adapted from Sawada 2003.
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Farming modes and community

In his influential work The New Peasantries, van der Ploeg discusses the concept of
farming modes, or the ways in which “the social and the material (resources for
farming) are patterned” – how farms are constructed and reproduced (2008, 2). To be
clear, farming styles fall under modes of farming – for example, organic farming is a
style that could be taken up in a peasant or entrepreneurial mode. Within the pathways
examined here, we look at two modes of farming: peasant and entrepreneurial. The differ-
ence between the two “resides in the degree of autonomy that is built into the resource
base”, where the resource base refers to on-farm material and biophysical factors as
well as immaterial forms of social capital and knowledge (van der Ploeg 2008, 113).
Peasant-mode farmers orient themselves away from dependency on markets (distantia-
tion), especially for agricultural inputs, and develop individual capacities and knowledge
over time to refine the craft of farming. They encourage diversity and multifunctionality in
farm production, on-farm resource use and reuse, and tend to operate as pluriactive
farming households to supplement or diversify their income. In contrast, entrepreneur-
mode farmers are dependent upon markets for inputs and sales of commodities and
rely upon “packaged” forms of knowledge from external sources in the form of proprietary
technologies. They are often highly specialised, concerned with a small number of crops
and produce at larger scales in order to maximise efficiency and profit. Van der Ploeg
points out that modes of farming are not entirely distinctive and there are overlaps
when analysing on-the-ground empirical reality.

While van der Ploeg’s peasant and entrepreneurial modes of farming offer a theoreti-
cally rich lens through which to analyse farming, they do not account for the life course
farmers follow to establish their modes of farming, and the critical role communities
play in shaping the trajectory of individual farmers. Pathways into different modes of
agrarianism are not straightforward. As individuals make decisions to reach their
farming goals, they must gain the necessary knowledge and skills and receive the
proper support for the mode of farming they seek. Incumbent farmers or formal groups
of like-minded farmers can be critical sources of local knowledge and material resources
such as equipment or land (Ingram 2010), or can be sources of friction due to differing
“knowledge cultures” (Tsouvalis, Seymour, and Watkins 2000) or notions of “good
farming” (Burton 2004). Efforts at matchmaking to smooth the interaction between
new entrants and retiring farmers have yielded mixed results at best (Ingram and
Kirwan 2011). Japan in particular has been noted for the all-inclusive nature of rural com-
munity life, once described as an unescapable “small cosmos” (Kumagai 2004). Applying
van der Ploeg’s peasant and entrepreneurial modes of farming to the case of new farmers
in Japan allows for a deeper analysis of the role of rural community in reproducing itself
and the potential of reagrarianisation under overarching national policy level trends.

The case studies, data and methods

This article synthesises three sets of data on beginning farmers and beginning farmer
households collected from three case studies in Japan. The studies include dissertation
research conducted in 2009–2010 in northern and central Nagano prefecture, thesis
research carried out in 2011–2012 in the Ohara district, Kyoto prefecture; and interviews

CJDS / LA REVUE 277



completed in 2016 across Kyoto prefecture as a part of an ongoing, collaborative research
project. Because the studies were conducted at different times with different research
designs, the findings presented below are not a direct comparative analysis of three
groups of beginning farmers, but intended as a heuristic framework for future work.

Fieldwork based in Kyoto prefecture on beginning farmers took place throughout the
prefecture and in two rural areas in particular: the Ohara district of Kyoto City and
Ayabe City. In Ohara, the analysis is based on an investigation of six new entry
farmer households (farmers in their 20s and 30s), each of whom had farmed for three
to five years, as well as interviews with established farmers in the same community.
All representatives of the six new entry farmer households came from a non-farming
background (non-heritage), attended university, held a non-farming job before switch-
ing to farming and initiated their farming activities through apprenticeships without for-
malised agricultural schooling or training programmes. In five of the six households,
men engaged primarily in farming while women supported the farm work and took
care of young children. When possible, household members were interviewed together.
Fieldwork in 2016 included a total of 15 interviews with eight beginning farmers (seven
males and one female) from both heritage and non-heritage backgrounds, two students
(one male and one female) and two instructors at Kyoto Agriculture School (KAS), two
farm enterprise owners who joined our interviews with their employees (both males)
and one official from the Kyoto Prefectural Department of Agriculture (KDA). The
KDA’s Office of Management Support and Training of Next Generation Farmers ident-
ified potential interviewers from a list of those who had successfully completed its
support and training programme. Of the eight beginning farmers, two worked full-
time as employees of farm enterprises, while six operated their own farm on leased
land. Both studies used a series of unstructured interviews, participatory observation
and semi-structured follow-up interviews to examine personal background, motivations
to begin farming, training and preparations, farm production and marketing practices,
support networks and general challenges.

Research in Nagano prefecture (2009–2010) focused on the living conditions, motiv-
ations, training, farming operation, social relations and knowledge dynamics of new
entry farmers who practice some form of organic farming. Data were collected via a
mail-based questionnaire (n = 52) of members of the Nagano Prefecture Organic
Farming Research Association and six follow-up field visits in three hamlets and villages
in northern and central Nagano prefecture. Of the 52 households that completed the ques-
tionnaire, 40 were completed by men and 12 by women, although farm-related work is
typically accomplished as a household.

In terms of methodological limitations, the data were not collected systematically with a
standardised research design, but rather from three distinctive case studies conducted at
different places and points in time. Consequently, our arguments from the empirical
data are exploratory, rather than explanatory, to understand patterns and consequences
of pathways which beginning farmers in Japan select. Despite the fact that 30 per cent
of new entry farmers quit within five years, none of the three case studies encountered
individuals who exited from farming after a few years of farming or before the completion
of their training (MAFF 2014b). While approaching whole households and conducting
group interviews provided a broader understanding of the situations faced by beginning
farmers, separate formal interviews with new entry farmers, their household members
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and farm employees were not performed in all cases, which limited our perspective on
individual stories and gender-related issues.

Navigating pathways into farming: living in a rural community

The following sections explore five distinct pathways into farming as identified by the case
studies, as well as some of the social, economic and cultural factors that influence the ways
in which new entry farmers navigate life in rural communities in Japan. Specifically, our
fieldwork uncovered issues related to the role of community, social norms concerned with
land and inheritance and farming styles that reveal certain rural paradoxes.

Heritage pathways: straight-into-farming and U-turns

Data from a national agricultural census shows that new entry farmers and successors
from farming families are the minority in Japan (MAFF 2015a). Of all new entry
farmers employed at community farming enterprises in 2015, 85 per cent were from
non-farming families (MAFF 2015a). Succession of the family farm is not a forgone con-
clusion, nor is it expected. Children of farming families are often encouraged privately to
leave the community and resettle in urban areas for better job prospects and access to ser-
vices. Yet, the same farming families will agree publicly that there is a desperate need for
active community members to mobilise rural resources and perform community-based
work. Farming families are constantly grappling with the need to ensure both their own
children’s economic well-being and the future of the community.

Two groups of heritage farmers, Straight-into-farming and U-turners, were identified
in the Kyoto Prefecture 2016 case study. While we were unable to interview any
farmers following the straight-into-farming pathway, KAS instructors verified that they
typically receive an associate degree from KAS (2-year programme) immediately after
high school or agricultural school before they begin farming. They launch their farming
career either on their own family farm or as an apprentice in a community farming enter-
prise managed by a group of farmers from the local hamlet, before eventually returning to
their own family farm. According to KAS instructors, straight-into-farming is most
common among children of farming households who grow specialty crops or livestock,
particularly tea in the case of Kyoto. These niche product markets still offer the economic
robustness needed to make a living. The straight-into-farming heritage farmers tend to be
male, but there are a few female students at KAS studying to take over their family’s tea
farm. In general, however, the number of young people from family farms who go directly
into farming in any form is exceedingly low. For example, a 2015 MAFF survey showed
that only 2.6 per cent of new entry farmers working at community farming enterprises
that year were from farming families who began their employment immediately after
schooling (MAFF 2015a).

The second heritage farmer pathway, and the more common route, is U-turners who
take up farming after they have been away in urban areas for college education or alterna-
tive employment. This group tends to be predominant among the children of pluriactive
rice farming families. One example, Mr. F (male, 30s), is the son of a part-time farming
family. He will inherit his family’s land from his parents, and is currently training
and working in a local community farming enterprise with other farmers in the village.
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“I always wanted to run my own business. I thought about different options, but when I
returned home, I realised that ‘Yeah, I have farming!’.” After his realisation, he quit his city
job and returned to his hometown.

I started working in my parents’ vegetable garden while asking advice from the city govern-
ment and support centre. At first, I wanted to grow blueberries. I planted some but was told
that I cannot make a living with just blueberries. So, I’m using Kyoto’s beginning farmer
training program.

Although in his mid-30s, Mr. F is “by far… the youngest of the group” of farmers in his
hamlet. He currently relies on monthly payments from the beginning farmer’s programme
to make a living, but is striving to become an independent full-time farmer, like his grand-
father before him.

Beyond this case, there seems to be more diversity among heritage U-turners in their
circumstances for returning to farming and life in their rural homeland. All of the heritage
U-turners interviewed were oriented toward full-time farming through the cultivation of
rice and kyoyasa3 exclusively for mainstreammarkets, as they had all taken part in the pre-
fectural training programme. This is not always the case. Heritage U-turners who return to
their family farm lands later in life tend to embrace a more pluriactive farming lifestyle,
including part-time farming, since they have more economic leeway through state
pension funds or savings from other forms of employment. Mr. F’s parents were part-
time farmers. “My father did not start farming until my grandfather became ill. He
knew nothing about farming,” he admitted.

Non-heritage pathways: early converters and I-turns

Fieldwork revealed that despite the strong need to ensure a future for rural communities,
newcomers face a series of hurdles based on social norms. These norms dictate that land
ownership comes with the responsibility of demarcating the social legitimacy of residents
vis-à-vis outsiders, while ensuring a community’s cultural heritage. Generally, Japanese are
reluctant to sell houses and agricultural lands. The most commonly cited reason is the
presence of family graves located near the agricultural fields and shrines located in the
home that must be maintained. The land is viewed as the product of generations of
intense labour on the part of ancestors and deserving of respect. Often, when land does
become available due to the inability of the owner to farm, neighbouring farmers will
be approached privately to take responsibility for farming the land. For these reasons,
newcomers nearly always rent homes and lands from those in the community and are
very rarely able to purchase property. While heritage farmers will end up farming their
family land, non-heritage farmers may never own the land they farm. There are cases
where farmland is sold, but often this only happens when a farming family has passed
away and there are no living relations in the community (children or relatives live else-
where). In these cases, newcomers have been known to buy land.

Another hurdle for newcomers is gaining trust in the community. The insular nature of
rural hamlets creates high in-community trust, as families are bound by prolonged, close-
proximity living. For the newcomer, trust must be earned in order to access rural resources
and renting farmland is a way for the community to “try out” newcomers and gauge their
level of commitment and seriousness to farming and living in the community. Newcomers
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constantly face “othering” by residents, who collectively and informally monitor and
evaluate them. Occasionally these dynamics manifest themselves publicly as conflicts,
for example, at school or other community settings where newcomers can be called “yoso-
mono” (outsiders), creating stress and discouraging permanent settlement (Akitsu 1993;
Koguchi 2000). Social expectations for intergenerational relationships, namely the
respected position of the aged and lower status of the young, can create additional pressure
on young newcomers who are often asked to contribute more of their time and labour to
difficult or physically demanding community work. If they do not meet expectations for
community service their reputation can be tarnished and prospects for social acceptance
in the community diminished.

According to KAS instructors and the KDA officer, the number of non-heritage farmers
at the school has increased in recent years. Matchmaking between hamlets and farmer trai-
nees is one of the biggest challenges for KAS instructors and KDA officers. KDA annually
organises “speed dating” events that bring together farm enterprise owners, independent
farmers willing to be mentors and city government officials who are eager to accept pro-
spective farmers. Match-making involves a long process of building trust between
members of the community and individuals (or households) who wish to relocate to
that community, particularly if he/she does not seek full-time employment in a farm enter-
prise. After completing training at KAS and other venues, a trainee farmer must submit
his/her farm planning documents to the hamlet to which he/she wishes to relocate. If
the plan looks agreeable to the farming community, the hamlet needs to identify a
mentor who is willing to work with the trainee and make suitable land and housing avail-
able to him/her.

Non-heritage early converters typically receive a degree from an agriculture school like
KAS immediately after high school and are then employed in a farm enterprise on a full-
or part-time basis (found in the Kyoto 2016 case). Non-heritage early converters who seek
employment at a farm enterprise undergo an interview process, just like any other
company job. The hiring enterprise helps its new employee identify suitable housing
and relocate to the community. The owners of farm enterprises, who joined our interviews
with their employees, pointed out that a key criterion in evaluating and selecting candi-
dates was their ability to “fit in”. Fitting in is achieved not only by working well with
other employees on the farm enterprise, but by being able to thrive in the community
as a resident, contributing to the welfare of the community.

Ms. S (20s) is an employee at a community farm enterprise growing vegetables with 11
other workers called “operators”. She decided to become a farmer when she was a child as
she enjoyed eating rice which her grandparents grew (her parents do not farm). She
majored in horticulture at agricultural high school for three years and later majored in
greenhouse vegetable production at KAS. Her boss, Mr. Y, participated in the interview
and answered most of the questions directed toward Ms. S. “Ms. S. is a person with few
words and is very shy among strangers”, he said at the beginning of the interview. “I
have been working for M-enterprise for 7 years…” Ms. S whispered. After a long
silence, Mr. Y offered, “… She got married with a local! She was taken from us (jokingly)
… She can do everything. She can run any machine…” The dynamic between the two
indicated that Mr. Y acted as a guide for Ms. S to be accepted within the farm enterprise
and village. When asked Ms. S was unsure if she eventually wanted to become an indepen-
dent farmer.
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Non-heritage entrepreneurial I-turn was the most common pathway type, found in
each of the three case study sites (Kyoto 2016, Kyoto 2011–2012, and Nagano 2009–
2010). They typically enter farming after having established a career in another field,
but some do go directly into farming independently after completing agricultural training
(short term, non-degree programmes).

Mr. K is an employee at a farm enterprise with 24 employees on the outer edge of Kyoto
City and is married with a woman from a prominent farming family.

I was working for a company for 16 years. When I remarried with the eldest daughter of a
farming household, I understood that one of the husbands needed to inherit the farm…
so I thought I’d better prepare to become a farmer, and started to look for a training
program. I found the 3-month intensive program offered by Kyoto Agricultural School.
That was about 3 years ago [… .] After finishing the program, I realised that I was not at
all ready to be a farmer… so I went to a Job Cafe for advice. They introduced me to this
farm enterprise… and told me about the financial support program [by the Kyoto Depart-
ment of Agriculture].

A district with a strong network of non-heritage beginning farming households tends to
become a magnet for I-turners. One such cluster of non-heritage entrepreneurial I-turner
farmers can be found in the rural community of Ohara, located relatively close to the city
centre of Kyoto (approximately 15 km to the northeast). Of the six farmer households
interviewed in 2011–2012, four of the farmers participated in an apprenticeship pro-
gramme under a seventeenth-generation professional organic farmer (yuuki nougyou
tokunouka) at a satellite farming experimental station and farming school established
by Doshisha University Graduate School’s Social Innovation Course. Two farmers had
no formal training of any kind and were self-taught.

The Doshisha farming school included an old house (nou-en-kan) converted into a
teaching and gathering centre, and fields for hands-on learning (Fujioka 2014). Under
the tutelage of the master farmer, one student (male, 20s) finished his graduate degree
in another field and decided to become a full-time farmer with his wife (20s). He
became a “pioneer”, a trusted actor in the community, attracting other new entry
farmers (two couples in their 30s) and a single male farmer to follow in his footsteps
and apprentice under the same master. Under the apprenticeship, they not only learned
farming techniques, but also business strategies, describing farming as art and philosophy.
The two self-taught farmers (single female, 30s; couple, 30s) were motivated by their inter-
est in rural lifestyles and producing high quality vegetables to serve in a local restaurant.

All six of the interviewed subjects had regular chances to interact. Agricultural produce
was sold in their own community, at a weekend farmers market and village-run shop for
locals and tourists from Kyoto City, essentially securing a reliable income source which is
usually a struggle for many new entry farmers. Their relative proximity to the city also
allows the farmers to make frequent vegetable deliveries to an extended network of con-
sumers in Kyoto City.

Beyond the economic benefits, the sense of community in the form of companionship
and competition between the new entry farmers was a factor contributing to their success.
All six I-turners were in their late 20s to mid-30s when they settled in Ohara, within three
years of each other. This allowed them to form a loose support group where they could
socialise, collaborate on projects, share tips and cheer each other on when needed.
There was also a healthy dose of competition when they sell at the weekend farmers
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market. As much as it is an important venue for earning money, the weekend farmers
market was a space where the new entry farmers challenged one another to improve
their farming technique and business strategy based on what the others were growing.
Additionally, the presence of Doshisha University as an economic and social mediator
was important. One major role of the facility was to alleviate or minimise major
hurdles that aspiring non-heritage farmers inevitably face (lack of technique, upfront
equipment costs and land access). The university’s connections to leaders in the commu-
nity led to the relative ease by which the new entry farmers were accepted into the
community.

Despite their successes, access to land and housing remained a huge hurdle for every
entrepreneurial I-turner analysed in Ohara. Land was usually leased for only one to two
years, limiting their ability to invest in the soil or decide on particular cropping strategies.
One local farmer explained the reason behind the short-term leases was the inability to
trust the newcomers’ longer-term plans: “If they could promise they will not suddenly
abandon the land, I’d be open to giving 10–15 year leases. But our experiences have not
been like that. It’s not that we’re trying to be mean (ijimewo shitakunai).” This was a
common sentiment among heritage land-owners and house owners who were reluctant
to lease their land to young “outsiders” (yosomono). The I-turners’ weak financial stand-
ing, given their young age, also limits their ability to buy land, even if it were available.
“Of course, we’d like to buy land if we could,” one I-turner household in their 30s
stated. As outsiders, new entry farmers are frequently leased lands that are less accessible
or fertile. “First, I was just accepting whatever I could get access to. But not infrequently,
owners would ask to have their land back once I plowed it,” one I-turner (single, 30s)
shared. The same farmer stated that it was easier for a married couple than a single
man to gain access to both land and housing. In this way, the non-heritage entrepreneurial
I-turners were constantly being assessed for their level of commitment to becoming long-
standing village members, beyond just succeeding as an entrepreneur.

In Nagano prefecture, the 52 organic farmers who were surveyed fell into two agrarian
pathway types, non-heritage entrepreneurial I-turn and lifestyle I-turn. The latter type sees
agriculture as one element of a lifestyle that includes multiple income sources. They are
generally drawn to farming for non-economic reasons. Although everyone surveyed
was a member of the Nagano Prefecture Organic Farming Research Association and prac-
ticed organic agriculture, they followed different pathways into farming in terms of train-
ing and motivations to begin farming.

As for schooling and training, lifestyle I-turners were twice as likely to have graduated
from university or graduate school than their entrepreneurial counterparts. When asked
how they learned to farm, both indicated formal agricultural training in equal in-group
proportions, but over half of the lifestyle I-turners were self-taught, while 15 per cent of
entrepreneurial I-turners were self-taught. Motivations for beginning farming differed
but showed some overlap. While both groups disagreed strongly with the statement
that the reason they farm is for money, lifestyle I-turners had a stronger tendency to dis-
agree compared to the entrepreneurial I-turners. Both groups agreed that they farm to
provide safe food for their families and to be more self-sufficient. Entrepreneurial
I-turners manage more than 1 hectare (ha) on average, while over 70 per cent of lifestyle
I-turners farmed less than 1 ha. As in-migrants farming organically in primarily upland
areas, both I-turner groups face similar farming-related problems, the most pressing
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being that of wildlife damage to crops, lack of appropriate knowledge and insufficient
labour. While remedying wildlife and labour problems is difficult for both groups, acces-
sing appropriate forms of knowledge was approached differently. Entrepreneurial
I-turners are much more likely to seek knowledge and information from extension
agents and farming instructors, leading them to be influential in their daily farming oper-
ations. Lifestyle I-turners placed more emphasis on knowledge from books and the Inter-
net. The survey found that I-turn farmer households where women also engaged in
farming were more likely to have access to various forms of local knowledge than those
households without a woman farming.

Mr. W. graduated from an elite Japanese university and moved with his girlfriend to a
small, upland hamlet to farm 0.5 ha of rice and vegetables organically. He dreamed of
living off the land and growing healthy food. He rented the land and an old farmhouse
from a hamlet resident for 10,000 yen a month (USD 100). At one of the first parties
he attended in the hamlet, the village head man noted enthusiastically: “Eventually,
you’ll be able to farm the entire hamlet! [some 8 ha])” – the implication being that every-
one else would soon be too old to farm. As Mr. W. had no previous experience farming,
the local villagers were willing to teach him, but he soon realised that he had underesti-
mated the amount of physical labour and stamina required, nor did he have the drive
to farm full-time. His fields were often full of weeds, which he interpreted as typical for
organic farming, but others saw it as sloppiness. He felt immense pressure to conform
to the expectations of the community. Since he was in his 20s, by far the youngest in
the hamlet, he was often asked to guard the fields at night to drive away deer and wild
boar. After two years, Mr. W. left the hamlet and moved to a more remote village to
farm, make high-quality charcoal and work as a freelance web designer.

Discussion: new farmer modes and community

The pathway types for new farmers presented here can be interpreted in terms of van der
Ploeg’s (2008) farming modes, between motivations to farming (as a profession or way of
life) and orientation to market (aggressive or passive) (see Figure 2). The positioning of
each pathway type is not precisely calculated, but induced from the case study evidence.
The straight-into-farming and U-turn pathways can share a similar space as either succes-
sors or freelancers operating their own farming enterprise. They share a professional
approach to farming and are more market oriented, but as heritage farmers, they are
also given the responsibility to continue the previous generations’ legacies. Entrepreneurial
I-turners are similar as straight-into-farming and U-turn in their relationship to markets
and professionalism, but extend to farming as a way of life because of the inevitable social
ties with the local community that bind agricultural practice to place. As employees in
farm enterprises, early converters are not independent operators or entrepreneurial in
character. Lifestyle I-turners produce primarily for their own consumption and commit
to agriculture for non-economic reasons, while part time U-turners try to emulate the
pluriactive lifestyle of their parents’ generation and are motivated to support the rural
legacy of their hometown.

Following the logic of van der Ploeg’s two farming modes, we should find entrepreneur-
ial-oriented pathways in the upper right-hand corner (farming as a profession and aggres-
sive market orientation) of Figure 2, and peasant-oriented pathways (farming as a way of
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life and passive orientation to the market) in the bottom left (2008). However, placing
pathway types into the two farming modes, entrepreneurial and peasant, is not a straight-
forward exercise and the pathway spaces can be pulled and shaped due to a variety of
factors. For example, in the Nagano case study, when asked about desired income from
marketable produce sales and potential forms of multifunctional, on-farm income
sources (processed goods, crafts and forms of tourism), entrepreneurial I-turners
answered overwhelmingly in the direction of multifunctionality, while lifestyle I-turners
desired greater income from produce sales. Entrepreneurial I-turns also farm more as a
family or household than do lifestyle I-turners, a strategy of farming economically
rather than reducing labour needs through technologies. These data are not easily recon-
ciled simply with reference to the entrepreneurial and peasant modes of farming, which
should correspond to the opposite being true. Economic circumstances dictate that life-
style I-turners struggle to make a profit, opening that pathway space in the direction of
“farming for profit” (Figure 2). The discrepancies in the Nagano case might be explained
by the fact that the survey consisted solely of small-scale organic farmers, who do not rely
on external inputs, on principle, and who are linked to their customers through coopera-
tive labour structures such community supported agriculture.

A more persuasive interpretation, we find, is that these farming mode pathway spaces
are “endpoints”, indicative of idealised mindsets that new farmers strive to realise. In prac-
tice, modes of farming exist a priori, and are unable to account for farmers’ life courses

Figure 2. Pathway types arranged by orientation to the market and motivations to farm.
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where individuals – whether heritage or non-heritage, local or newcomer –make decisions
and develop into fully-fledged independent farmers. They do not account for how new
farmers gain new knowledge or skills, or the influence of various support structures.
Van der Ploeg emphasises control and autonomy of farmers in decision making as
central to what distinguishes the peasant from the entrepreneurial mode of farming
(2008). However, embracing and exercising one’s autonomy and control as a farmer
does not come overnight, particularly for new farmers who have not established them-
selves through experience or in a community as independent farmers and residents.

Particularly evident in the context of farming in Japan is the influence of place-based
community in shaping and limiting control and autonomy. Japanese rural hamlets and
agriculture are community-based institutions, discernable through their shared manage-
ment of infrastructures necessary for production (such as irrigation), aversion to selling
land and tight-knit social histories and identities. The act of farming in these communities
cannot be undertaken by a completely independent actor, but must be circuited through
local social networks before it can take place. As such, even the straight-into-farming and
U-turn successor and entrepreneurial I-turn pathway space is stretched toward the
“farming as a way of life” pole due to the demands of community (Figure 2). Developing
complete autonomy under these circumstances takes time and community influences
might ultimately restrict that autonomy. Even the non-heritage early converter farm
employee, who is not immediately interested in autonomy, is included into the community
only after a prolonged matchmaking period or marriage into a local family.

As was shown in the case studies, Japanese rural hamlets can be places of intense social
pressure, and pursuit of a certain mode of farming, by a newcomer, may be heavily
influenced by the community. Communities may review potential new farmers’ business
plans and farming methods before approving their establishment. There is a strong urge to
replicate in-group norms and expectations around farming. As the Ohara case showed in
particular, incumbent farmers become critical sources of material resources, such as land
and equipment, and incomers’ farming knowledge was only acceptable if similar to resi-
dents’ notions of “good farming” (Burton 2004). The degree to which newcomer farmers
are able to navigate these community social spaces will ultimately affect their autonomy
and the control they can exert over resources, two key elements of peasant farming. As
was evident in each of the three cases, mediators (universities, established farmers or
enterprises) and trust-building exercises, such as matchmaking, can be critically important
and further research on their role is warranted.

Conclusion

To achieve reagrarianisation, a neoliberal shift in Japan’s national policy is pushing for a
globally competitive agricultural industry. Policies and support systems are in place to
train a generation of entrepreneurial farmers and farm employees. At the same time,
the national level policies are an attempt to pull the threads of community and place
from the fabric of the Japanese countryside. If the social reproduction and reinforcing
function of rural communities erodes, the sector as a whole moves toward an agriculture
without place. In rural areas facing decline and depopulation, many argue that the govern-
ment has no alternative. Nevertheless, the examples in this article indicate that the entre-
prenurial-moded farmers of the future will, at a minimum, meet strong passive resistance
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in the form of local community conventions and social expectations that will inevitably
steer new farmers toward a peasant mode of farming (see Jentzsch 2017). New farmers
profiled in this study could benefit from an alternative policy orientation to support a
more peasant-moded farming. Policies to provide easier access to farm land, financial
or marketing support for part-time farmers, or to encourage companies to settle in
rural areas for greater lifestyle flexibility, would address some of the barriers to farming
illustrated here and promote a reagrarianisation amendable to the diverse group of new
farmers we see in rural Japan.

Research on pathways into agrarianism has many remaining issues to address, includ-
ing the need for greater understanding of the ways in which farmers are unable to follow
certain pathways. None of the three case studies interviewed those individuals who exited
from farming after a few years of management or before the completion of training.
Among the pathways discussed, it is not clear which is more likely to lead to “success”
and why. Long-term studies that gather longitudinal data on young farmers from entry
to maturity are needed to improve our understanding of what factors can successfully cul-
tivate the next generation of farmers who will sustain farming as both a profession and a
way of life in Japan.

Notes

1. Japan’s Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries defines two broad categories of
farming households: “Commercial” (those that farm over 0.3 ha and sell over USA 5,000
annually) and “Non-Commercial” (those that maintain less than 0.3 ha and sell less than
USD 5,000 annually) (MAFF 2015b). Of the 2,155,082 farming households in Japan in
2015, 1,329,591 were commercial farmers and 825,491 were non-commercial (MAFF
2015a). Statistics are not collected on non-commercial farmer successors.

2. In Japan, “U-turn” and “I-turn” are commonly used to describe migration patterns. Typical
U-turners leave the rural community in which they grew up for an urban centre, usually to
work or attend university. They eventually resettle in their hometown, often to return to their
family home or farm. The “rural to urban and back to rural” movement suggests the letter
“U”, as in a U-turn while driving a car. I-turn describes migration directly to a rural place
from a larger city.

3. Kyoyasai is the name for traditional vegetable varieties indigenous to the area around Kyoto.
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