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Foreword

It is both a privilege and a pleasure to support this publication by Albert de Vries 
with a foreword. It appears in the context of the GreenSouth project and touches 
on a central point of our shared concern: how can research emerge that not only 
involves people, but originates from them – from their practices, their responsibi-
lities, their desire for development?
In the GreenSouth project, we are currently preparing an educational programme 
for biodynamic and organic farming in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique. 
The aim is to create training and further education opportunities that are locally 
relevant and empower people in their professional lives. The concrete develop-
ment of appropriate training modules is still pending. But one thing is already 
clear: technical knowledge alone is not enough. What is needed is a methodology 
that helps us to truly understand the learning and development needs of the far-
mers, trainers and trainees involved – from their own perspective, in their con-
crete practice, in their cultural and individual reality.
The methodology presented by Albert de Vries in this paper is a key resource for 
us in this regard. His idea of human-inclusive research focuses on people's indi-
vidual acting impulse: not as a mere starting point, but as a dynamic force from 
which learning processes emerge – both individually and collectively. Perceiving 
while empathising and aligning while empathising are not just methodological 
terms. They describe an attitude with which people relate to their practice, their 
environment and each other – an attitude that is educational in the best sense of 
the word.
We intend to actively pursue this approach in our planned collaboration with our 
partner organisations in southern Africa. We see it as a promising way to shape 
training and research that is not imposed from the top down, but developed 
together with the people – in dialogue, based on experience and on an equal 
footing. This also involves understanding the diversity of regional contexts not as 
a challenge, but as a resource. It is precisely by consciously building on individual 
acting impulses that collective learning can emerge, supported by genuine parti-
cipation and mutual inspiration.
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In this publication, Albert de Vries draws on decades of experience as a resear-
cher, facilitator and methodological innovator. He combines depth with clarity, 
theory with practice, attitude with tools. What he describes is not a recipe – but 
an invitation to think, feel and shape the future together. This publication provides 
valuable guidance for our future work at GreenSouth.
I hope it will find many attentive readers, especially among those working in agri-
cultural education, consulting and development. May it inspire and encourage 
them to break new ground – based on practical experience, together with people, 
for a vibrant and inclusive agriculture.

Klaus Merckens
Project Coordinator, GreenSouth
Ulm, Germany, July 2025
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1. Introduction and conclusions

In the context of exploring the possibility of a research group and practorate in 
organic or biodynamic agriculture at Aeres Agricultural University of Applied 
Sciences, a suitable programme is being sought, which is the reason for this 
memorandum. 
When we look at biodynamic agriculture, we see that it is characterised by the 
wide variety of farms, each of which is unique. This is not a 'mistake', but rather 
an ideal, where the concept of 'farm individuality', which is central to biodynamic 
agriculture, provides inspiration. How can a research programme honour the 
principle of further increasing the diversity of the farms? How can a research 
programme do justice to the farmer and his or her practice? These goals can only 
be achieved if the  research programme starts and ends with individual farmers. 
Such a research programme is not only about increasing diversity in nature, but 
also that of farms. The aims of biodynamic agriculture therefore require research 
programmes to be designed in ways that avoid standardisation and support diver-
sity and individuality. 
To avoid standardisation, we must work from the ideal of diversity when drawing 
up the research programme and farmers must be involved in the research from 
the start. You can't achieve this by making an inventory of farmers' research 
questions by means of surveys. Let’s consider what happens when you have two 
groups of dairy farmers talking about their most important questions. The presi-
dents of these groups then meet with other group presidents to decide on the 
most important questions on that level and in this process of funnelling, the ques-
tions become abstracted. This would result in a programme with studies that are 
disconnected from practice 1. The outcome of such a procedure, would be a gene-
ralisation, that the stakeholders experience as a valid truth with no room for diver-
sity. Through abstraction the connection with the initiating and inquisitive person 
disappears and ultimately there is less and less room for people in the proposed 
answers and solutions. 



10

Such a procedure for arriving at a research proposal is based on the idea that 
scientific research is used to discover how best to shape practice. What you then 
see is that farmers want to achieve the same good results as in the research and 
set up their farms in the same way creating uniform factory farming. Farms 
become enlarged laboratories, as it were, with conditioned conditions and a con-
trollable input. 
Suppose we turn it around: We want to connect with the practice of farming and 
start from the premise that science clarifies and makes transferable what profes-
sionals develop in practice, and from there arrive at a research programme? 

The first part of the research programme is visiting farmers. The researcher looks 
at the farm to see where research is already taking place and determines what 
contribution he/she can make to clarifying that practice. While observing, it will 
become clear that the professional works in his practice in a situational or intui-
tive way. If you want to clarify this practice, it is therefore important to provide 
concrete examples that can be shared with others, instead of generalising.
We have already mentioned the second part. Researcher and farmer look at where 
developmental questions lie and how they can be answered. This leads to the 
development of a research design. 
Since farms are naturally part of a network, the third part of the research program-
me consists of involving this entire network in the process. Research is then 
focused on how a civil servant, a politician, an agricultural researcher, a trader, a 
banker, and so on, organises his or her practice in such a way that there is room 
for the professional development of a farmer and his or her farm. It is always 
about putting people first instead of a general idea. This means a plea for a radi-
cal bottom-up approach to research.
Here we can connect with professionals who already have an ideal in this direc-
tion. The ideal does not have to be articulated in terms of 'professional develop-
ment of a farmer and his or her farm'. It may be wanting to contribute to sustain-
ability or to bring more humanity into working relationships.
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To be effective the researcher or research supervisor must have specific skills, 
such as those used in researching their own practice, namely intuitive action and 
‘empathetic perceiving’. The methodology constitutes the fourth part of the 
research programme and on this level a certain degree of generalisation is justi-
fied.
A fifth part is regularly reporting on all these activities so that other professionals 
can be inspired and share their research and development questions.

Some conclusions: 
1. To promote a human-inclusive agriculture, you have to start with the profes-

sional and place and keep them at the centre of the research.
2. This requires a radical bottom-up approach in the entire network in and 

around the agricultural professional.
3. The professional already conducts development research on his own. In that 

research, there is room and attention for the parallel development of both 
practice and professional. This development research can be supported and 
made explicit from a facilitating network.

4. Professionals are working in that network who can also be facilitated in 
their research in their practice.

5. The skills associated with an investigation of one's own practice must be 
made explicit and more widely accessible.

6. A research programme that supports human-inclusive agriculture has a 
clear agricultural, sociological and methodological content.

7. With the practice-oriented methodology 'perceiving while empathising’ and 
‘aligning while empathising’, it is possible to connect in a targeted way with 
the specificity of each practical situation. With this commitment, that prac-
tice can be further developed and the professional working in that practice 
develops himself at the same time.
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2. Practice-oriented research

2.1 Practice and science 
The title of this study refers to 'practice-oriented research'. This concept covers 
many forms of research, for example:
�� a trial field on a farm, where the farmer fulfils the role of trial field employee,
�� an experimental farm, managed by researchers with experiments carried out 

under practical conditions, i.e. on the scale of ordinary farms,
�� measurements carried out on farms by researchers,
�� farmer surveys,
In all these forms of practice-oriented research, it is assumed that science will 
reveal how best to shape practice 2. 
Can there be a way where science clarifies and makes transferable what 
professionals develop in practice? With this way R&D becomes Development & 
Research instead of Research & Development and Practice-oriented research 
involves a farmer doing his or her own research on his or her farm.
Just like everyone else, who is connected and responsible in his/her work, a 
farmer develops his/her farm operations while trying out and investigating. 
However, farmers, like other people, often also have the idea of practice-oriented 
research taking one of the four forms listed above. For outsiders and for the 
farmer himself/herself, it is not self-evident that they are already investigating. I 
encountered this dilemma at the beginning of my career as a research supervisor:

Example 1
The research becomes visible in the field 
Albert de Vries, Haus Bollheim 3

Haus Bollheim is a biodynamic farm of 127 ha near Euskirchen, started in October 1982. 
Before the takeover, it was a common farm. The co-workers wanted to do their own 
research since biodynamic agriculture is not a ready-made method and is therefore con-
stant-ly being developed through peoples’ experience, feelings and ideas. 
I had been doing research on biodynamic agriculture for a number of years and was finding 
it difficult to establish a connection between research and practice. I talked to the people 
at Haus Bollheim and the idea emerged to guide them in the research they were carrying 
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out in their work. However, they asked me which topic within the biodynamic movement 
would be important to investigate. In the role of agricultural researcher, I could have 
answered this question, but I wanted something different! My starting point was that the 
questions would be their own questions. They just didn't have any. How could I make their 
own questions visible? During the monthly meetings before and immediately after the take-
over of the farm, the tension rose between their wish and my reaction. 
Three months after the actual start in October, there was a joint tour of the fields. To my 
surprise, I saw that four different wheat varieties and three different rye varieties had been 
sown. They were doing comparative variety research! The research was already underway! 
Apparently, despite our conversation, their ideas about the forms research takes made 
them blind to their own questions. The questions became visible when I looked at what 
was being done.

At the same time, Ashby and others describe how information and research work 
in developing countries 4: when you ask farmers at the kitchen table what con-
cerns them, you mainly get stories about prices and politics. If you stand in front 
of a field with different types of potatoes, you will hear the biography of the 
farmer and how it is intertwined with the development of those different potato 
varieties. 
So literally standing next to the farmer and watching him or her helps both the 
farmer and the research supervisor to get the farmer's own research visible, 
namely what is being done.

2.2 Individual and general as a contrast
What is the reason that the farmer's research is not seen in his or her own 
practice? The common norm in science is that controlled and standardised obser-
vations are (statistically) abstracted. Concrete, individual perception merges into 
an average result, which pretends to have universal validity. This 'law' is then 
passed on to the farmer as advice. 
A farmer, on the other hand, tends to say when showing his practice: "This is how I 
do it here." The emphasis is on the individual situation, on the 'I' and the 'here'. 
There is no pretence of general validity. With the expectation that science 



14

discovers general laws that apply in every practice, the presumed primacy of 
science over practice is created and maintained. 
An example:

Example 2
'Rational arguments' versus 'personal meaning'
Scientific conference 100 years BD 5

Researcher Jürgen Fritz, University of Kassel, presented the Swiss DOK field study, which has 
been quantifying the difference between conventional cultivation with only artificial fertiliser, 
conventional cultivation with artificial and animal manure, organic cultivation with animal 
manure and biodynamic cultivation with compost and the BD preparations for 45 years. After 
45 years, it can be concluded that the soil structure of the biodynamic test fields is much 
better than that of the other three. Compared to conventional cultivation with only artificial 
fertiliser, the biodynamic agricultural soil contains 18% more humus, 40% more microorga-
nisms, 83% more soil activity and 37% more mineral mobilisation. BD agriculture also scores 
very well in terms of climate, using less energy and sequestering more carbon in the soil. In 
addition, the better structure makes the soils more resistant to excessive rainfall and 
drought.
Furthermore, Fritz presented new research results that show that the application of biody-
namic field preparations has a positive influence on the resilience and nutritional value of 
plants. Field research shows that pumpkin - harvested from a field treated with biodynamic 
field preparations - can contain more than twice as many antioxidants as pumpkin grown in 
the same way, but without the use of preparations. Not only the nutritional value, but also the 
capacity of plants to cope with stress conditions improves significantly.
During the panel discussion with those present in the room, it was noted that the results 
nevertheless did not lead to an acceleration of the social acceptance of BD agriculture. "So 
what is the point of scientific research?" The results of the measurements are also insuffi-
cient reason for non-BD farmers to start farming differently. Soil scientist and biodynamic 
farmer Tom Saat mentioned the aspect of 'the will': If 'the will' is missing, there are no oppor-
tunities to switch in an effective way. The panel members on stage and the audience strongly 
agreed with the fact that switching to BD agriculture is more than propagating rational argu-
ments consisting of research results. Conversion should also be encouraged by underlining 
the personal significance that the change can have for BD farmers. 

By naming 'the will' and personal meaning, the person is involved in the conversa-
tion. However, the presentation of the scientific results is only about the effects of 
certain measures on soil and crops. It therefore seems as if the farmer himself 
does not play a role, while the work on the farm is of course always done by 
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someone. A person who, even within the standardised set-up, has his own points 
of view and makes his own choices. Man makes agriculture a practice, a reality. I 
experienced that the practitioners drew attention to that aspect with their reac-
tions during the panel discussion. They are existentially linked to their practice, of 
which they recognise the concrete, individual weaknesses and strengths.
So there is a contradiction between the standardised, general results of a compa-
rative study and the practical situation.

2.3 Research is also a practice
A first step to bridge the contradiction is to see that the scientist, in example 2 
Jürgen Fritz, is also closely connected to his practice, namely the practice of 
research. He is completely into this as can be seen in the enthusiasm with which 
he shares the results. 
In the DOK study, the study is described as a systems study, in which different 
agricultural systems are compared with each other. With that description, it is 
generalised and this generalisation arouses the pretension: "We investigate your 
practice.”, which is not the case. Tom Saat already indicated in the panel discus-
sion that in a real system, i.e. at farm level, in the biodynamic variant, for example, 
the manure comes from cows that also receive feed crops from that variant 6. 
What’s more, the plots where the DOK research is conducted are in a certain place 
that is not comparable to any other place where someone has a farm. It is very 
special that for 45 years four variants of fertilisation have been maintained con-
sistently side by side. It would be right to describe the DOK study as an experi-
ment with four variants of fertilisation, inspired by different practical systems. 
This way the researcher lets you take a look at his practice. A farmer can then 
watch and be inspired.
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2.4 Beyond the opposition general – individual
Another step is to recognise that striving for universality is a normal human 
endeavour. Everyone is looking for what is similar, for laws that cover the idea at 
work in certain things. Without ideas, you are rudderless and have no reference 
point from which to work. A great example is the following research:

Example 3  
One origin, planting on five farms 7

Piet Korstanje
"In my own farm, I have always greatly appreciated conducting the same research not only 
on my farm, but with several farms. I catch myself looking for generalities, say the plant 
ABC. It does show how different the farms are, and everyone's individuality. That also 
makes it interesting. The best example I know of is the research on the Pilot apple variety, 
which we have planted at five farms in Europe. All with the same origin from one tree nur-
seryman. The apples were all different for each farm. The growers could point to their own 
apples, while all origins were mixed up."

Ideas are used to describe generally valid 'laws'. Practices, on the other hand, are 
diverse and unique. As soon as the 'general' idea is imposed on the practice, and 
the practice is squeezed into a blueprint, the environment, which makes a practice 
unique, is left out of consideration. 
Practices are different expressions of the idea and by observing different practi-
ces we can grasp an idea. Man plays a central role in searching and finding the 
relationship between idea and practice. 
We transcend the opposition between general and individual, when we take each 
individual practice as an expression of the general idea and respect the specificity 
of both the idea and the practice. Then there is no contradiction between the two 
and you can speak of a monistic principle.
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2.5 Applauding diverse practices instead of a general solution 
to environmental problems

It is striking how little impact the warnings of the Club of Rome — issued 50 years 
ago about environmental degradation, resource depletion, and the looming threat 
to our planet — have actually had. There has still been no 'turnaround', no reversal 
of "We should..." no acceptance that "We finally have to ....". The journalist Wolf-
gang Held describes 8 how, from a philosophical and sociological point of view, 
the lack of such a turnaround is described 9 as a dramatic postmodern challenge: 
The general (the insight that the world is going to end) cannot be fought with the 
general (no-one is allowed to eat meat anymore). The emancipation that has been 
initiated with self-realisation and self-determination as its most important values 
opposes a general well-being determined from above in favour of spontaneity and 
diversity. "Whereas the hitherto topical narrative was about a life 'out' of the crisis, 
it tells the novelty of a life 'in' and 'with' the crisis. Is that fairer? In the new narra-
tive: No one 'must' save the world, but everyone is invited to save themselves. 
Maybe then, beyond all the 'must' and 'will', we will start to save the world," says 
Wolfgang Held. 
A struggle against the existing situation turns into taking individual initiative, 
which can lead to something new. When drawing up a research programme that 
starts with the individual farmer and his or her individual farm, the question also 
arises: "What do others gain from this?" Although at first they may gain nothing, 
they may be inspired to follow their own individual paths, setting in motion deve-
lopments that lead to more diversity and more humanity in agriculture.

2.6 A theory of practice
A theory tries to describe universally valid laws, whereas a practice, as we have 
seen, is always individual. When we talk about a practice-oriented theory, it is 
about bridging the contradiction.
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Research into practices from those practices can lead to a practice-oriented the-
ory. This practice-oriented theory clarifies those practices. In this case, because it 
is about professional action, I use the framework as developed by Robert-Jan 
Simons, following Bernard Lievegoed 10. The practice-oriented theory is: The more 
you, as a farmer, researcher, service provider, policy officer, etc., use the methodo-
logy/techniques, vision and basic attitude put forward in this study in mutual 
coherence, the more a human-inclusive agriculture will be realised.

• Vision means that you have concrete visions of the future of your profession, 
about what you will carry out as concrete activities in 5 or 10 years when your 
ideal is realised and commonplace. It is about what you will contribute with 
your profession to a greater whole, to the challenges in society in 5-10 years' 
time.

• Basic attitude concerns the values and principles you use.
• Methodology / techniques are those that are characteristic of your profession 

and of which you know when you can best use one or the other. Based on your 
vision and your basic attitude, you know when to follow the techniques and 
where you are free to deviate from them.
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3. Developmental Research Methodology

3.1 Unique situation and general idea in practice
In this chapter, I consider the question described in the previous chapter, the 
relationship between unique and general, from the perspective of concrete practi-
ces.
Everyone encounters unique situations in their work. One customer asks a slightly 
different question or has a slightly different need than another customer. Weather 
conditions play a major role in working in nature: the wind or precipitation turns 
out to be slightly different than expected, the soil just a little moister when sowing 
than last time. Animals are also different: one cow is cuddly, the other is difficult 
to approach. In short, every (work) situation is slightly different from another. If 
you look at the big picture, you can say that it is part of 'life', of reality. Nothing is 
quite the same as anything else. 

Someone who in his/her work knows how to shape ideas in a unique way in a con-
crete situation is considered professional, or skilled. He/she is someone who 
develops his/her ideas on the basis of his/her observations. An agricultural farm 
flourishes when a farmer works with 'green fingers'. This attuning of an idea to the 
concrete situation is what I call situational, intuitive action 11. 
An example 12:

Example 4  
The visitor path in the stable.  
Ben van Tilburg, WaddenMax

"We have a farm shop on our farm, where people often come and ask to see the barn. I'm 
proud of my cows and like to show them off.  This urge became even bigger once we started 
converting our cubicle barn with slatted floor into a deep stable. I am also proud of this barn.
We couldn't tear down the slatted floor all the way to the outer wall. That would have been 
too risky. Then I suddenly saw the possibility of turning the remaining edge of the concrete 
floor into a visitor path. However, we had to support this floating edge on the inside. It could 
not be filled with concrete, otherwise the outer wall would become far too heavy and sink 
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into the ground. We built a concrete wall directly under 
the floating part. The path was 60 cm wide and runs 
along the inside of the long outer wall.
We then discussed what material the railing should be 
made of: steel, wood, a rope? Steel would be too cold for 
this purpose, and a rope might make it feel too unsafe. 
We ended up with steel posts with a wooden railing in 
between. At the beginning of the outer wall, I built a door 
into the wall so that you can access the visitor path 
directly from the outside. Our customers can now see the 
cows for themselves whenever they want, and during a 
guided tour I can now proudly show them my “five-star 
hotel”, where the cows can lie in the straw and have 
plenty of space." 

The fact that the slatted floor could not be demolished 
all the way to the outside wall was initially experienced 
as a problem. From his vision and drive, Ben suddenly 
saw a new possibility in it: a visitor path. Situationally, 
intuitively, Ben realised an element belonging to him 
and his farm that made the farm even more unique.

In this example, we see how an idea: "I want to show my barn and cows to visi-
tors" enters into ‘a conversation' with the situation at hand. Development revolves 
around this 'conversation', which is created by the professional. 

The physician Emma Bruns 13 expresses this tension between general and unique 
as follows:

"The urge for order and cleanliness entails the risk that we do not keep an 
overview of the bigger picture, or that we erase or filter seemingly 
unimportant details that are extremely important for insight or overview.
… There is an enormous tension between the binary world of the controllers 
with lists, Excel files and categorical diligence and the messy human reality. 
As a trauma surgeon in training, I fight that battle every day. For every 
diagnosis, there is a protocol, a care pathway, endless quality criteria that 
good care must meet. But both the four-year-old girl who fell out of the 
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climbing frame and the seriously injured motorcyclist sometimes waltz right 
through the protocols with all their humanity.
It is the charm and torment of a profession in which you work with people. …. 
The broad outlines are there, but the person (patient and practitioner) and his 
context determine the nuance.
The digital world has placed a filter of apparent malleability over our human 
world. Directors and managers, but also ourselves, sometimes prefer to stay 
in that makeable world than in the real world. Doc-tors complain about the 
amount of administration, and I can fully agree with that, but I also see more 
and more old and young doctors who prefer to treat in the computer rather 
than grab a chair, sit at the bedside, and just listen."

3.2 The professional as a starting point
Harry Kunneman 14 appeals to us not to flee the swamp, the 'messy' human reality, 
for the false certainty of protocols, but to realise that the real world takes place in 
that swamp and that only by facing it can you get solid ground under your feet 
here and there.
Professionals can deal with the swamp. They judge for themselves what is at 
stake and what is possible and appropriate to their situation. They act situation-
ally, intuitively. A protocol or another representation of what should be done would 
stand in the way of addressing the situation and the other person. 

Example 5  
Low-emission farming: a farmer's solution
Northern Frisian Forests 15

In the Northern Frisian Woods, as elsewhere, there was acid rain. An 'ecological guideline' 
was promulgated nationwide. This directive introduced a series of restrictions for livestock 
farms. In the Northern Frisian Woods, those farms would be closed. The farmers had 
always taken care of the tree banks that are so characteristic of this area making it a 
diverse landscape. But now it was precisely these tree banks that led to the restrictions.
The farmers, organised in two associations, consulted with the government, with the vision: 
We take responsibility for nature and landscape, provided we are given the necessary 
opportunity to do so. With the postponement of the measure for several years and financial 
support, the opportunity was actually offered.
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A 'farmer-driven' action research effort was started, supported by Wageningen. A substan-
tial nitrogen reduction was soon achieved: The surplus of 360-400 kg N/ha/year fell by a 
third in three years, between 1995/1996 and 1998/1999. This change was achieved 
through a multitude of small, but well-coordinated adjustments in the farm management. 
The quality of the manure was improved by feeding less concentrate and lower-protein 
roughage. The latter was achieved by spreading less fertiliser and mowing a little later. The 
improved manure brought about an improvement in soil life, so that the supply of nitrogen 
through the soil increased, resulting in equal or increasing grassland production. These 
changes in feed led to healthier cows and higher milk production. All these technical and 
economic key figures were monitored by Wageningen and discussed with the participating 
farms. The discussion and comparison of the specific farm data played a crucial role. It 
became a shared search with convincing results. The balance improved. The acid rain 
demonstrably decreased.
In the years 1979 to 1985, a very good grassland farmer increased the fertiliser and con-
centrate dosage in line with national developments for the entire farm, from 5,000 to 7,000 
kg N/year. Because of his concerns about the declining quality, he reduced nitrogen 
imports to 2,600 kg N/year in the seven following years. This capacity for improvement 
was passed on to the next generation. 25 years later, the import of nitrogen has been 
gradually reduced to 900 kg N/year.
An interesting side effect is that between 2000 and 2022, the number of dairy farms in the 
Northern Frisian Woods only decreased by 18%, while the national decrease was 40%. It is 
impossible to say whether the farms in the Northern Frisian Woods are more attractive to 
successors because of the farmers' connection to the developments on their farms or be-
cause of the better financial results, or other reasons. The fact is that more people remain 
connected to agriculture.

Biodynamic agriculture does not use artificial fertilisers, pesticides and a large 
input of animal feed. These are all means that push the uniqueness of the natural 
place into the background and therefore make farms look alike.16 If you do not use 
these resources, the special nature of the natural state of each farm situation will 
play a more important role in farm operations. As a biodynamic farmer, you want 
to make use of the natural possibilities available in your situation. In such a prac-
tice, one draws largely on one's own professional skills.
I have already characterised the professional as someone who acts situationally. I 
now add: he or she is someone who learns from his experiences (investigative). 
When these experiences are then shared with others, both their own learning ex-
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periences and the effects, we call this type of re-search ‘developmental research’17

to distinguish it from evidentiary or contemplative research. 
When people as professionals are taken as the starting point and engine for 
development, it appears that there is also room and interest for other people who 
come into contact with that practice, for example, as customers or employees. In 
agriculture, there also appears to be room for many more people than in a 
numbers-driven or purely nature-inclusive agriculture 18. You can therefore speak 
of a human-inclusive agriculture from several perspectives.

3.3 More about developmental research
The work of a professional turns out to have an initially unexpected characteristic: 
not knowing. The restraint, the 'taking a step back' turns out to be necessary to 
find a new way from connection and imagination. These three skills (holding back, 
connecting and imagining) can be made conscious and practiced 19. 
The following example from a research group of farmers helps clarify this way of 
working:

Example 6 
Broad-leaved dock
Walter Weidmann, Switzerland 20

"When I switched to biodynamic cultivation in 1995, broad-leaved dock was one of the big-
gest problems for me. My father had been fighting broad-leaved dock chemically for decades 
and yet it was still everywhere. There is no way I could get rid of it by hand. On our farm with 
slopes at an altitude of 550 metres, the maize can only be harvested late, so the soil doesn't 
dry out. The soil is then heavily compacted by heavy machinery during harvest, which leads 
to a lot of broad-leaved dock the following year."

Looking at it like this, broad-leaved dock is a problem that needs to be fought. In a working 
group, in which Walter participated, the working hypothesis was put forward that weeds 
restore an imbalance in the specific natural balance of the farm. From this point of view, 
broad-leaved dock suddenly becomes interesting. Can I learn from how broad-leaved dock 
does this? Then perhaps I can restore this balance myself, in a way that suits me and my 
farm.
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In the working group, the participants put themselves in the shoes of broad-leaved dock to 
find out what broad-leaved dock does. Different people presented their experiences as: "the 
discus thrower", "the bassoonist" and "the kneading baker". The experience was then arti-
culated respectively as "creating while expanding", " expanding while creating" and "holding 
while expanding". This putting yourself  in the shoes method is called empathetic perception.

"Apart from this search process into broad leaved dock, I had worked for years with farmers 
in the neighbourhood taking care of a marshy nature reserve near the farm. To keep the area 
open, a mixture of reeds, marsh grasses, horsetail and mint had to be mown annually. 
Nobody actually wanted this mown material and it had to be disposed of and destroyed. 
I then suddenly had the intuition to spread this mown material on the maize field after the 
harvest and mix it in. It was then ploughed. It looked terrible afterwards. The cuttings were 
so long and tough that the plant remains kept sticking out of the ground everywhere. That 
annoyed me. But at the same time it suited my idea. An artificial meadow was sown the fol-
lowing spring. Normally we have to harrow twice in spring before the soil is fine enough to 
sow. Now once was enough. The soil was loose and crumbly. The broad-leaved dock hadn't 
completely disappeared, but the field was unrecognisable, so different from before. The arti-
ficial meadow also produced a good yield. So I no longer panic about broad-leaved dock." 
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3.4 Perceiving while empathising and aligning while 
empathising
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3.5 Conclusion
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Further
elaboration
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4. Research skills

Situational actions can only be 'new'. Does this mean that you have to wait until 
you have those intuitions and everyone is left to themselves? Or can you prepare 
for intuitive actions, without prefixing those actions so the intuitive retains its 
character? If preparation would only mean that you continue to look at the current 
issue from the outside, that does indeed lead to the recording of actions. You can 
also prepare differently, namely by empathising and moving along. That is what 
the professional does naturally and can be made more explicit. By empathising 
you strengthen the intuitive character. In this chapter I look at these and related 
skills.

4.1 Empathetic perceiving of the will of the other, the object
Empathy is a general human skill. This skill becomes a research skill when you 
express the experience you gain during empathy, in images and/or words. Then it 
becomes 'empathetic perceiving’.
In the example of the Broad-leaved dock, empathetic perceiving is immediately 
started. Sensory perceptions are only starting points for empathetic perception. 
You put yourself in the other person's shoes or the object.  You move along, you 
participate with the will of the other. You don't have to perceive something com-
pletely, in all its manifestations, sensorially (phenomenologically) first. Seen from 
the will, each part is an expression of the whole (symptomatologically) and the 
sensory perception of a part is already sufficient to be able to empathise. 21

When you empathise and act like the other, then you experience the inner drive, 
the will of the other with your own movement and will. Interestingly, you can only 
perceive your own empathy. You perceive your own movement with your three 
body-oriented senses: sense of life, sense of movement and sense of balance. 
Even without describing the perceptions of these senses separately, you can ima-
gine and name the experience you gain empathetically.
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4.2 Images and verbs as a result of empathetic perceiving
In the example of the Broad-leaved dock, after empathetic perceiving, the inner 
experience of the will of the object is expressed. The experience is expressed 
through an active thinking effort, or rather an active volitional commitment to 
thinking. Thinking is guided by the idea that you have experienced a positive com-
mitment of the will in an empathetic way. With thinking a space is created, in 
which an image of that volitional commitment can appear. This commitment of 
will is about a will that is outward-looking and wants to make a positive contribu-
tion to the environment. It's about positive potential. “Weeds are not a problem 
that needs to be controlled, but an example to learn from.” The increased thinking 
activity is process-oriented, without forming representations and without the 
thinking content becoming decisive regarding the end result.
From the awareness that it is about an imagination and articulation of the will, 
images are sought in the field of professions and professional situations. Then 
the activity in that image is expressed with two verbs 22: What does your person 
do in that profession, in that professional situation? After all, you are looking for 
images and articulation of the will. It becomes appropriate to limit the field of the 
images to representations of work and the wording to verbs. This makes the 
process less ambiguous and easier for everyone to carry out. When looking for a 
positive professional image, the moment often arises as: “I don't know”. This 
moment indicates the intuitive nature of this way of researching. There are no 
predetermined performance measures to categorise the experience.
When all types of images are allowed, the risk of negatively charged images and 
the perception that the images happen to someone is greater. After a few seconds 
of not knowing, someone usually sees a picture of a professional situation with 
surprise, in which the action initially experienced as negative appears as a posi-
tive quality. This is part of the intuitive nature of the process itself.
The order of first images and then verbs can also be the other way around: 
“Describe the activity you experience with two verbs, followed by: In which profes-
sional situation or profession does that way of doing things reflect quality?” The 
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first order works especially when a problem must first be transformed into some-
thing positive. The second, when the starting point is immediately positive, as is 
usually the case when you imitate a movement. 
These images and verbs are perceived, in the sense that they are felt or seen and 
appear as movement. The images and verbs do not appear as something that 
happens to you, as mere revelation or inspiration, nor as something that is inven-
ted. It is a substantive response to one's own active commitment, which is purely 
methodical in character and does not predetermine the content. You can charac-
terise them as imaginative (= image-forming) and inspiring (= conceptual) respec-
tively.
The perceived concepts are new concepts. There can therefore be no question of 
any form of classification based on existing concepts, or categorisation. With 
these images and concepts you strengthen the individual encounter with the 
other. With this activity you create a foundation for intuitive actions.

4.3 Connecting with and strengthening the commitment of will
In this way, you intensify your experience and also give direction to your 
experience. Walter Weidmann thus prepared his intuitive action. He still acted 
from a position of not-knowing, but being focused on connecting with and 
strengthening a positive commitment to his farm, of what, through him, belonged 
to his farm in the environment and to the Broad-leaved dock. 
You can further strengthen this intuitive process by thinking about one or more 
action scenarios, as long as they don't become protocols. 
Crucial in this whole process is that you assume a positive commitment of will. 
You want to perceive that will, connect with it and thus support and strengthen it 
with your actions. And that works mainly with intuitive actions.
No problem is solved. The perception of that problem does not have to be inter-
preted by thinking about it. Being an expert relies on a methodical and not on a 
substantive level. In a problem approach, you remain an outsider, who comes up 
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with well-intentioned solutions from outside. From empathy you enter into a con-
nection directly and unconditionally. You align with the other. You are a partici-
pant.

4.4 Intuitive acting
We are mainly talking about the intuitive action. Intuition is usually used in the 
sense of thinking intuition or feeling intuition. These three forms of intuition 
obviously have a relationship, but you perceive them differently. With the intuitive 
action, you are surprised by your own action, which fits into that situation at that 
moment without the intervention of a performance. 
With the thinking intuition you will find the appropriate concept for your percep-
tion. Often you are not aware of such a thinking intuition, because it comes natu-
rally and is self-evident. You realise this principle, for example, when you meet 
someone and don't immediately think of his or her name. You know that it doesn't 
help to think further. It is better to think of something else and soon after that the 
name will come to mind. In such a situation, you become aware of the intuitive 
nature of this thought process.
In everyday language, the word intuition is often used for a gut feeling, a feeling of 
'something is not right', an emotional intuition. It's a signal: pay attention, some-
thing special is going on here. Your usual way of thinking and acting does not fit 
in this situation. The emotional intuition is an invitation to think and act differently 
than usual.
In these descriptions of intuition, the emphasis is on the process of intuition. 
There are intuitions that have an everyday character and those that determine life 
or that meet all kinds of conditions. When the latter are used as a norm, it strongly 
inhibits the joy of discovery of intuitions that are within reach and what you can 
already learn and develop from them. Having intuitions is then presented as 
something unattainable and turns out to be unattainable.  
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4.5 Conclusion

The more you put yourself in the other person's shoes or in the movement of an 
object, the more you empathise, the more intuitive action can contribute to the 
strengthening of individual practice.
You can actually do research to support intuitive trading.
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5. Images and figures

The previous chapter is about images and concepts. In this chapter I will take a 
closer look at images in comparison with numbers. At the end of this publication, 
I will take the research into biodynamic preparations as an example of how these 
elements are used and the implications of the methods followed.

As a farmer and as a researcher, you always have to deal with a multitude of data. 
How do you arrange this data in such a way that it becomes expressive, that it 
'speaks' and can inspire you for your actions? Images 'speak' and inspire. 
Marike Stellinga and Wouter van Noort explore the power of imagination in 
interviews with people who are concerned with the future of the Netherlands 23:

Carolien Gehrels, director of energy transition at Arcadis, says: "If you 
imagine something, something happens. It stimulates the imagination. 
First draw, then calculate, is my motto. But politicians find it difficult to 
draw maps. When you draw maps, there is always someone angry, 
because they are, or are not on it." 
There is a need to get a grip on the large and complex choices facing 
the Netherlands. And so people start drawing themselves. Charcoal 
sketches, not blueprints. ‘Chat cards' and 'talking boards’. These kinds 
of images can therefore provide a grip on major social changes and 
offer direction and perspective. But it's not the only reason people 
make cards. There is also a need for more imagination, to paint a pic-
ture of the future that is attractive. Politics is often about what the 
Dutch don't want, but what is the Netherlands we do want?
Political scientist and urban planner Maarten Hajer knows how impor-
tant it is to have tangible images in order to come up with creative 
plans. Visions of the future from politics are often spectres. They say: 
if we don't act, disasters will follow. They make a huge appeal to 
people's rationality. But you don't take people with you with arithmetic.
The maps and visions of the future can help with that, precisely 
because they have something playful and creative, says Hajer: "There 
is a lack of frivolity in the conversation about this. That people can 
come up with a crazy scenario, to stretch the space to think. Such a 
big change as the ecological conversion we are in now is comparable 
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5.1 Images are a dynamic whole
Images play a central role in the methodical support of intuitive practice. You sim-
ply learn less by an explanation than by a demonstration of how someone does 
something. An example is an image. Vision, when it is concrete and you can see 
something in front of you, is an image. An image in which a future perspective is 
concretely depicted. We also use image in the sense of imagination, in an image 
expressed experience. You can also call that a metaphor. What is actually an 
image and what is special about it?
Each sculpture, whether it is a painting, a photograph or a sculpture, is a whole on 
its own. This whole is separated from the rest of the world, by a picture frame, by 
the pedestal on which the sculpture is placed or by another kind of frame.  Within 
that whole, a certain dynamic can be experienced. A dynamic, a tense, restrained 
movement. It is a dynamic that you can empathise with. In moving along you can 
immediately connect with the image. 

Example 7 
 Stacking crates. 

Jan Willem Bakker, BakkerBio 24

"I often give assignments on the assumption that 
the other person will go his own way, improvise 
and at the same time see the whole.

For example, I asked an employee to neatly place 
the crates in the shed. Then I suddenly see that 
the crates are all neatly placed in the corner, 
close together. But tomorrow a truck will come, 
which has to be loaded with a number of those 
crates and then it is not so convenient that they 
are all close together and the crates that are 
needed are not at the front."

Crates prior to insrtruction

to the reconstruction after the war. It's about despair, pride, mourning, 
and imagination – not just about statistics and science."



37

A given is that everyone directs his actions from an image, his own image, from a 
larger whole. Often this image remains implicit. If things go wrong in a collabo-
ration, the other person says: “Oh, I had imagined something completely different 
for that task.” The challenge is to make the picture large enough for the situation 
and task in question and to help and stimulate each other in this.

5.2 The significance of images in qualitative research 
A quality indicates a relationship: Something is good for something or someone. 
When I am in a meeting for a day, I have a different need for food than when I work 
outside for a day.
In the statement: “It is better for people and the environment when more vege-
tarian food is eaten”, a quality is abstracted and detached from an individual 
relationship. It is no longer about whether it is better for that one person in that 
situation, but for humanity in general. This is about an ecological footprint, CO2

emissions, etc. and not about the needs of the individual person. This makes it a 
quantitative statement, even though the word 'better' is used. 
Many issues are quantitative, and it is therefore more appropriate to approach 
them with quantitative research methods rather than qualitative ones. Two 
examples:

Crates stacked in corner Neat and accessible
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Example 8
Division of groups

When the first class of the Waldorf school in Stuttgart became so large that it had to be 
split, the teachers had endless discussions about who could best sit in the class with 
whom. There is an anecdote that Steiner, when he heard that, said: “Children whose names 
start with A to K go into one class and the other children into the other.” 

Example 9
Type and dosage

With a homeopathic medicine, you can qualitatively determine which specific plant suits 
that one patient in supporting the healing process. Whether you then take flower, leaf or 
root to make a medicine out of it and whether you make that medicine with a potency of 
D10, D20 or D30 are quantitative questions. There you follow the previously and generally 
researched laws (e.g. flower and low potency for metabolic problems). This does not alter 
the fact that a doctor in a specific situation can intuitively decide to prescribe D30 instead 
of the D10 customary dosage according to the rules in that situation.

You cannot regulate the fate of the other person from the outside. You can put 
yourself in the other person's shoes and act from that alignment. Working with 
images is a qualitative approach. Images arise from aligning and the image has a 
connecting effect. In the end, that alignment is always an individual alignment. In 
the encounter, images and verbs act as inspiration for the intuitive action. This 
means that images have meaning in research aimed at strengthening the indivi-
dual.

5.3 Image creating methods
In the so-called image creating methods (e.g. copper chloride crystallisation, 
round filter image, riser) the physically created images are compared with a 
reference series (from young to old, from immature to mature) and thus actually 
quantified. Or the images are categorised on the basis of a reference series. The 
images are therefore not formed internally, not from empathy. As a result the ima-
ges are not perceived as an image that inspires a certain action, but as an exter-
nal measurement of a quality. The person who assesses the image acts as an 
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expert with his judgment and the client can usually only look at the image with 
wonder. 
Incidentally, the first time I saw the organic forms, which arose after a drop of ink 
was dripped into a cylinder of stagnant water, aroused curiosity and awe for 
something like 'formative forces'.

5.4 Steering on numbers or images?
As a farmer, you always have to deal with yields in kgs or euros, fat and protein 
content of the milk supplied, and so on, all expressed in figures. However, do you 
only steer your farm on those figures in your practice or is it more complex? In the 
following example 25 , the farmer does it differently:

Example 10  
Feed analyses versus images of feed and cows.  
Jelmer Zandbergen, Veld en Beek

"The other day there was someone from the feed factory, who had made analyses of the 
silage and based on those figures prescribed to me how and what I should feed. That's not 
how I work. I look at the cows, whether they have just calved, whether the weather is warm, 
cold, dry or wet, what types of silage I have available, spring silage, autumn silage, from a 
dryer or from a wetter plot, etc., and from those images I make choices about what I feed.
I don't just look at the needs of the cows. If the cow had her chance, she would want to eat 
unlimited concentrates. I want to do something with the cows myself, I have my own need to 
work towards something. And of course in connection with the cow.
An intern recently asked about the feed value analyses. I experienced that I was pushed 
aside. Those numbers had more authority."
For Jelmer, a good ration depends on many aspects that play a role, not only the technical 
feed value expressed in numbers for VEM (Feed Units Milk), DVE (Intestinal Digestible Pro-
tein) and structure. 
Emphasis on the numbers reduces the connection with and ability to work from that whole. 
Jelmer forms a comprehensive picture of cow, feed and farm. He uses that for his 
decisions and he wants to share that with the intern.
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The farmer also steers from the images he has of his reality. The above example 
also shows how numbers have an authority, with which the individual, with his or 
her images, is easily pushed aside.
Figures and analyses are an abstraction of reality, they are imageless, and bring 
about a decrease in the perceived connection, in this case between the farmer 
and his cows and the feed and also between the trainee and the farmer. Without 
an image, the bigger picture view also disappears and as a farmer you feel com-
pelled to follow the figures as protocols. Alignment, image and quality form a 
whole.
If a farmer can achieve a relatively higher profit with a higher loan, that farmer 
may still decide not to take out that higher loan, because such a loan with the 
interest and repayment obligation does not feel right at that time. As a human 
being, you have the freedom not to let the numbers 'drive you crazy'.  
The philosopher and sociologist Jürgen Habermas describes this contradiction 
between number and image in his basic work 26. He calls them 'system' and 'the 
lifeworld'. Both are needed! The lifeworld cannot continue to exist without a 
system, such as money, price agreements, tax rules, traffic rules. System is dead 
without the lifeworld. However, according to Habermas, system always has the 
tendency to colonise the lifeworld, while he sees it as the task of the system to 
facilitate the lifeworld, to be of service to it. 

5.5 Figures can support farmer research
Numerical research can also be useful in finding individual solutions, see example 
4 (§ 3.2)
There is an environment in which something changes (acidification) and in which 
something has to be done. The farmers do not allow the government to dictate 
what the solution should look like. This goes completely against their actual 
involvement in the maintenance of the landscape for years. They unite and 
together keep the initiative in their own hands and agree with the government on 



41

the preconditions and their own obligations. Step-by-step, the farmers achieve the 
goals set by the government in a way that suits everyone. One strength of the pro-
ject lies in looking at each other. There is also diversity within such a group. The 
goal is the same, but the solutions may differ from farm to farm. The input from 
Wageningen University is mainly to make the effects visible at all points in the 
system. For Wageningen researchers, all kinds of new insights are emerging 
about how the agricultural system works. The overall positive effect on cow health 
and balance is immediately noticeable to the farmers.
A fruitful interplay of a government, at the end of the nineties, appears, which 
indicates frameworks, in which a time space and goals are described, but no 
regulations, with initiating farmers and supporting researchers. So civil servants, 
politicians and researchers are also taking a step towards development. 
In such an interplay there is room for each individual farm, each with its own indi-
viduality and its stubborn farmer. The frameworks are indicated in figures and the 
effect is also monitored with figures. 
According to the government, however, in 2023, according to Jan Douwe van der 
Ploeg 27, there is 1only one form of agriculture that every farmer must work 
towards, the so-called ‘optimal agriculture’. In this agriculture, agriculture and 
nature are separated from each other and each is allocated its own space. So no 
inclusion, but rather segregation. The practice of optimal agriculture is charac-
terised by a high level of input from outside the farm. Input of products (including 
fertilisers, pesticides, animal feed) as well as energy, capital and knowledge. It is 
the experts (from the animal feed industry, the banks, tax specialists, etc.) who 
largely determine what daily practice looks like. The government, which propa-
gates precisely this form of agriculture, adds its input with the many regulations.  
One of the consequences of this high input is the increase in scale and the dis-
appearance of people from agriculture. On the farms that remain, more emphasis 
is placed on management skills than on skills belonging to the agricultural pro-
fession. The farmer has been reduced to an executor of protocols.
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When numerical research is given a service-oriented place in a larger whole, then 
there is already a different social force field and the research contributes to the 
further development of those other social relationships. 

5.6 Depiction of numbers in graphs and charts, statistics
Images and figures are not necessarily contradictory to each other. In order to 
express the relative value of figures, they are often depicted with graphs and dia-
grams. Graphs, based on the rule that the vertical access should start with zero, 
are a visible and accurate expression of patterns and trends and relate to a whole. 
Interestingly, being able to read the images of graphs and diagrams awakens 
empathy. 
Another form of processing figures consists of a statistical operation where the 
figures are processed in numbers. It then becomes even more difficult to imagine 
exactly what those figures relate to as the distance between result and reality 
increases. Those figures make a statement about an average, abstract situation, 
and not about the concrete situation in which you find yourself. 

5.7 Conclusion
To inspire the actions of a professional in his practice, it helps to form and use 
images.
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6. Concepts and models

6.1 In social science
In expressing the experience of empathy, concepts are used in addition to images. 
The special thing about how these concepts come about is that they are 'seen', 
they are not 'invented'. 
This is similar to how concepts in social science research are formed using the 
techniques of Grounded Theory 28. In the social sciences, it is common to develop 
insights from people's stories. The researcher highlights common concepts and 
looks at which other concepts are connected to these core concepts. In this 
method, the concepts are thus derived from reality, as it is experienced by people 
and appears in their stories. In my dissertation, 29 I elaborate on how the proce-
dure of the Grounded Theory can be simplified and accelerated by mainly looking 
at actions and paying attention to verbs in the stories. 

6.2 In practice-oriented research
The verb pair, which is perceived from empathy, refers to a unique acting impulse. 
With two verbs, an infinite number of combinations are possible. 
In addition to expressing an experience, concepts are also used to interpret reality 
and thus find a relationship to it. Characteristic of concepts is that they are part of 
a network of related concepts and their content can be further clarified by also 
describing what it is not. When a few concepts are brought forward from this mul-
titude of relationships, in their mutual relationship, a model of thought arises. 
There is a danger that these models will be superimposed on reality. In the direc-
tion set out here, it is about strengthening the individual, and this only succeeds 
when the concepts used are derived from the reality in question and are kept alive 
by using them with mobility. An example:
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Example 11
Albert de Vries: Three ways of researching

In § 3.2, three ways of research have already been introduced. Here they are once again 
portrayed as models.
As a researcher, you can be more or less a participant in the study, or more or less a spec-
tator. As a spectator, you keep yourself out of the research. Another distinction in research 
is that between working based on numbers versus using imagination. From these two 
aspects, three ways of research can be distinguished:
In developmental research 30, a starting point is that as a researcher you are not a blank 
slate, but that you also practice a profession and thus carry guiding experiences, impulses 
and ideals within you that you want to develop further. From this connection with impulses 
and ideals, and the images you have of them, encounters take place, which  acquire mea-
ning and you have intuitive actions on which you can reflect. You are in the middle of the 
work process, experience all the steps and arrive at concepts yourself. You look for what 
works in that situation. In doing so, you automatically use a measure, which is not necess-
arily expressed in a number. You are also the subject of the research. You examine your 
own actions. You always do it from an ideal, a view of humanity. Everyone does research. 
You are also a participant yourself.
When it comes to research, people very often only think of evidential research. It's about 
measuring and weighing. It is numerical. You collect facts to prove something. So many 
percent of this, or so often that and so the conclusion is ... . You try to determine whether 
what others are doing is working. You generalise and automatically form images about 
reality. You can be personally motivated about the research, but in the research itself you 
look from the outside. You investigate from a spectator consciousness.

Three ways of researching
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In the above model you can move in two directions: along the participant–spec-
tator axis and along the numerical–imaginative axis. For me, it is not about 
determining which category a piece of research belongs to but about looking at 
the field of tension in which the research is located, which way it can move and 
what happens or is needed when you want to move the research along the axes. 

6.3 Conclusion
The more a model is used in its mobility, the more it can strengthen individual 
practice. The more a model leads to categorisation, the more the individual dis-
appears from the picture.

In contemplative research, consciously or unconsciously, you interweave existing models 
(typologies, categories or schemas) to interpret or contemplate your experiences. Or you 
can find a new model that explains why something works and assumes that it applies to 
everyone. You then consider being a participant from that point of view, while at the same 
time looking from the outside.

Interestingly, when I examined a volume of Medisch Contact, 28% of the articles were pro-
bative and 72% contemplative.
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7. Researching is comparing

7.1 Comparing from an idea
Researching is actually always comparing something with something else. You 
can compare something from the past with something in the present. You can 
also compare something side by side:

Example 12
A different sowing time and a different pre-crop 31

The farmer at Haus Bollheim grows his own rye seed and wants to investigate whether the 
quality of the seed improves if he sows later than is usual for the normal cultivation of 
winter rye. In the experiment, that part, about one tenth of the 10 ha field that is intended 
for seed, is sown six to eight weeks later than the part that is intended for bread grain (i.e. 
at the end of December instead of mid-October). 
On this farm, the open period, which is created by sowing later, is filled. The normally sown 
rye has winter wheat as its precrop. The late-sown rye is precropped with spelt (an old 
wheat variety), which is harvested 2 to 3 weeks earlier than winter wheat. The open period 
is enlarged, so that buckwheat can be grown as an intermediate crop. By the nature of the 
matter, there is a difference in precrop between the varieties due to the difference in 
sowing time.
In one particular year, due to the weather conditions, the spelt cannot be harvested early 
enough and the time for buckwheat becomes too short. Mustard is sown as an inter-
mediate crop.

"When setting up the experiment, the open period and its interpretation were not discussed 
with me. What happened therefore was a surprise to me. One can dismiss the fact that I 
did not include the precrop in setting up the research as stupidity. However, one can also 
look at my intention to leave as much as possible to the farmer. I could also have scolded 
the farmer for disrupting the experiment. In retrospect, it became clear to me that the 
difference in precrop was unavoidable in principle. However, this is usually how people 
think when researching sowing times. This research always takes place in trial fields, where 
the difference in precrop is not seen. They only look at what they have come up with in the 
trial design, which are sowing time differences.
Such an experiment shows that every farmer who wants to do something with late sowing 
in connection with growing his own seed must also do something with the open period that 
this creates in the crop succession. What the farmer does has to do with his specific 
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situation. In this study, it is not possible to distinguish between the influence of the 
difference in precrop and the difference in sowing time on the quantity and quality of the 
rye. These aspects can never be separated. Leaving the soil fallow during that time also 
makes a difference! However, research could be done into the influence of different pre-
crops with which the open period can be filled, for example on seed quality." 

A 'sowing time later in the year' is in a way a fairly abstract concept. The farmer 
envisions a hectare of land that should remain fallow all this time. That does not 
fit in with his image of biodynamic agriculture, in which you try to keep the soil 
covered as much as possible. The farmer imagines the larger gap between the 
precrop and the new crop to be sown. He sees a crop in this and in order to get 
that crop to fit into the whole, he increases the space between them by choosing 
the spelt to be harvested earlier as a precrop instead of winter wheat, a crop that 
is also grown on the farm as standard and for which the hectare of land is exactly 
suitable. 
In this example, it also becomes clear that not only is imagining an important acti-
vity in preparation for situational, intuitive action, but that imagining also plays a 
role in forming concepts yourself. 'Sowing later in the year is beneficial for gro-
wing your own seeds' is initially an idea that comes from outside, a concept. This 
farmer does not follow this purely as a protocol. He changes the concept. In the 
reflection on that action, it becomes visible that the concept of 'increasing the 
inter-cropping space', the concept of 'sowing later', is broadened and individuali-
sed. This can be inspiring for other farmers, who while using that idea still go their 
own way in their situation.
The moment that research in practice is supported from the outside and thus 
made explicit, it is important to give space to the intuitive reality of that practice 
and not to lay down everything in research protocols in advance. So not only the 
practice, but also the research in that practice is then individualised. 
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7.2 Comparing abstractions
In and around the field of biodynamic agriculture, comparative research is regu-
larly carried out between biodynamic, organic and conventional products. In such 
comparative product research, it is assumed that 'the' BD product exists, just like 
'the' conventional product. An example:

Example 13
OBS research 32

"In the early 80s, I was an employee at the Louis Bolk Institute and I participated in the 
comparative research at the OBS (Development of Farm Systems). In the NOP, three farm 
systems (biodynamic, biological and conventional) were investigated and compared with 
each other. The farm systems were located next to each other on the same land and had 
the same farmer. To keep the three systems comparable, not too many adjustments could 
be made, which could result from each system separately. In a way, they were abstractions 
of those systems. Five other organic and biodynamic farms were involved in the product 
research with a neighbouring farm for comparison. 
There was a conventional grower among them, who was very aware of the quality of winter 
carrots and how he influenced it. In most measured values, the winter carrot stood out 
above the other organic and biodynamic roots. The hypothesis that BD products always 
had a higher quality than conventional ones was disproved. 'The' BD product turned out to 
be an abstraction, an illusion. 
One of the other problems that arose was that of determining the harvest time. Carrots on 
the OBS-BD farm matured faster than those on the OBS-Co farm, so you had to harvest 
them natively earlier which meant you could no longer do comparative taste research on 
freshly harvested carrots and when you did, you also compared ripe with unripe carrots, or 
ripe carrots with overripe carrots. Or you compared carrots that had been stored for a lon-
ger period of time with carrots that had been stored for a shorter period of time. 
A third problem was the reference in taste research. The test subjects were used to a cer-
tain product and considered the other product as abnormal."

But 'the' BD product does not exist, nor does 'the' conventional product. Compara-
tive product research takes on the character of evidentiary research. And that evi-
dence is usually not provided with such studies. The research always takes place 
within a specific context and it is only justified to make statements that include 
that context: “The OBS BD carrot, harvested at the native harvest time, was, after 
two months of storage, sweeter than the OBS conventional carrot, also harvested 
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at the native harvest time (two weeks later), after 1.5 months of storage under the 
same conditions.”
It is characteristic of biodynamic agriculture that you involve the environment in 
what you do. Every farm, every action always has a context. In this way, each farm 
also becomes a farm individuality and thus unmistakable from any other farm 
individuality. It is precisely the number-driven scientific thinking about agriculture 
that pretends that the context does not play a role. Such thinking leads to an agri-
culture, in which there is no longer any relationship with the environment.
According to the general rules of science, in a general comparison you have to 
make it clear how large the sample is and whether it is sufficiently large and taken 
randomly to justify a statement about everything it could involve.
The lesson we learn from the above experience is to take the context realistically 
and also individualise research. If you want to compare, make a comparison 
between alternatives that are both realistic for the situation in question and the 
farmer. Such a comparison helps you to move forward as an individual farmer and 
can provide inspiration for other farmers. 

7.3 Ethical comparison
It is ethically responsible to compare only those options that are realistic in the 
practice in question and where there is a demand to make a choice between the 
alternatives to be investigated. In this way, the farmer also takes responsibility for 
and is involved in the research. This leads to improvements in the research, as 
described above. If the research does not fit in with that individual practice, there 
is a good chance that the farmer will 'accidentally' harvest the test field anyway, 
sow too late, and the like. 
Comparisons can also be made within a group of professionals, in such a way 
that everyone can learn from each other and find his or her own situational 
answers. Images are used to inspire practice and we are always looking for con-
cepts that are appropriate to and cover that particular situation.
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7.4 Conclusion
The more you compare only those variants that are real alternatives and try them 
at scale in individual practice, the greater the contribution towards the 
development of that practice will be.
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8. Compost preparation research 
as a case study

8.1 The biodynamic compost preparations
I would like to outline here how different forms and views on research have their 
effect on daily practice with regard to the handling of the compost preparations. I 
am using this as an example precisely because it shows how disruptive it is to 
think from an individual practice and not from a generalisation. 
The compost preparations were introduced in 1924 during the 'Agricultural Course' 
held by Rudolf Steiner 33. This series of lectures forms the basis for biodynamic 
agriculture. In the fifth lecture, six preparations are described that can be added to 
the compost. For each preparation, a part of a plant (yarrow, chamomile, nettle, 
oak bark, dandelion and valerian, numbered as a preparation from 502-507) is 
'prepared' with or without an animal organ at a certain time of the year in or above 
the ground, then stored and added to a newly set up compost heap.34

In the lecture it seems that different situations are described, in which one of the 
preparations can be used each time. In the subsequent questions and answers, 
there is mention of using all compost preparations in one compost heap, but not 
necessarily as a requirement that it must always be done this way. It is explicitly 
described in the lecture that the valerian preparation  must be sprayed as a liquid 
over the compost at the time of application of the compost, not when the com-
post is set up, but much later. This preparation is not mentioned separately in the 
answers to the questions. Contemporary practice is to spray this preparation over 
the heap when setting up the compost heap, when all other preparations have 
been put into the compost heap.
The first study dates from 1928. Apparently it was (still) common in those days to 
apply the preparations separately. 
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8.2 Numbers dominate the images
An example in which both figures and images are present and ultimately the 
numbers dominate, is the report of Ehrenfried Pfeiffer's research from 1929: 

Example 14
Preparation research in barley, 1928 35

Ehrenfried Pfeiffer, Loverendale 
Pfeiffer investigated the effect of the two biodynamic spray preparations (marked 500 and 
501) and the six compost preparations (marked 502-507) in the cultivation of barley. He 
compared the application of (1) the individual preparations with each other and with (2) the 
application of all preparations, (3) all preparations with a certain border planting 
(esparsette and horseradish) and (4) no preparations. This extremely short and brief report 
contains both photos (images) and tables with numbers. The test fields of 2m2 in size were 
harvested in their entirety and the barley from each test field was tied up into one sheaf 
and photographed. 
The photos show a very diverse dynamic in the harvested barley as an effect of the 
application of the individual preparations. In the table, everything is reduced to a few 
numbers. Application of all preparations then appears to give the highest yield. The large 
numerical differences in the ratio of grain to straw are also ignored. Surprisingly, the 
specific border planting is not included in the protocol either, even though it gave the 
highest yield.

       506          507                500-507      500-507       Control, dung              
                                                             + borderpl.      without preparates

500                  501                   502                  503              504                 505
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Variant Sheaf wieght kg Wieght stro kg Correlwieght kg Grain-to-straw ratio 
Controle 1,25 0,695 0,425 0,61 
Preparation 500 1,70 0,870 0,630 0,73 
Preparation  501 1,30 0,700 0,420 0,60 
Preparation  502 1,60 0,815 0,555 0,68 
Preparation  503 1,45 0,730 0,470 0,64 
Preparation  504 0,60 0,325 0,130 0,40 
Preparation  505 0,75 0,400 0,195 0,49 
Preparation  506 1,40 0,690 0,480 0,70 
Preparation  507 1,80 0,960 0,600 0,63 
All preparations 2,15 1,010 0,860 0,85 
Ditto + edge plants 2,50 1,140 1,000 0,88               

In this specimen study, the images and the figures remain next to each other and the 
images are then ignored in the conclusion. The quantitative, analytical has gained the 
upper hand over the qualitative, visual. The numbers then work as a protocol: this is how it 
should be done. I have not been able to find any other studies on preparations from that 
time. Perhaps this was the decisive experiment to apply all compost preparations at the 
same time and the spray preparations 1x/year from that time on? The numbers had more 
authority than the images and determined a protocol.
However, the images could evoke a sense of amazement at how different the effects of the 
different preparations were. This could invite further experiments, in which different 
agricultural situations with different crops would be investigated to see which preparation 
best suits a crop or the farm as a whole, as an individual entity. As far as I know, no such 
research took place at that time.

The fact that the figures in this study over-rule the images is all the more remark-
able given the fact that this research concerns one of the core elements of bio-
dynamic agriculture – a core element with which biodynamic agriculture wants to 
distinguish itself from other forms of agriculture. In my opinion, the uniform proto-
col for the whole world, which stipulates that all compost preparations should be 
used together at the same time, does not fit in with a biodynamic agriculture that 
strives for the greatest possible diversity.
In 2025, there is also resistance to this protocol among biodynamic farmers. It 
seems as if this is a resistance to do something prescriptive, when one wants to 
enter into one's own connection with the practice. 
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8.3 Explanatory models for the preparations. 
The next two studies date from the mid-1970s when the biodynamic movement 
was experiencing strong growth. Only 10 years earlier, the 'agricultural course' had 
become publicly available. Apparently there was a great need to understand the 
'agricultural course'. Explanatory models were being developed. In these explana-
tions, the view that the compost preparations must all be applied simultaneously 
was the starting point and part of the explanatory model.

Example 15
The threefold human being as an explanatory model
Martin W. Pfeiffer 36

Martin W. Pfeiffer takes the image of the threefold human being (nervous-sense system / 
rhythmic system / metabolic system) as a clear image for the farm-individuality.  The 
threefold agricultural farm is then described as comprising:
• the mineral area, below the furrow, containing the worms
• in the furrow, the area where the cow converts leaf mass into fertilising manure 
• above the furrow, in the atmosphere, the flower and seed area of the plants containing 

the bee.
The preparations are then classified according to the origin of the material and their sup-
posed action.
… "There are eight preparations, and their substances are taken from the three kingdoms of 
nature: the mineral, plant and animal kingdoms. All the preparations can be divided into 
two groups. On the one hand, there is the group consisting of plant substances, the 
preparations, which are added to manure, compost and slurry - the so-called compost 
preparations. In addition, there are the two spray preparations horn manure and horn grit." .
… "In this way, the six compost preparations can be seen in their relationship to the three-
fold plant, whose growth and health must be promoted. Two specimens belong to the root 
area, two to the middle area of the leaf and two to the flower area. When looking at the 
order in which the preparations are indicated and discussed in the agricultural course, it 
appears that Rudolf Steiner followed the development of the plant in this respect from root 
through leaf to flower." ...
… "Seen from that point of view, we can say: the first two flower preparations, yarrow and 
chamomile, have to do with the earth's metabolism and belong to the root, while the last 
two preparations, dandelion and valerian, which belong to the flower, have to do with the 
cosmic metabolism ..."
Understanding becomes an explanation and with that the threefold view of man slowly but 
surely becomes a model. 
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Pfeiffer follows the tradition of using all compost preparations. This tradition is 
reinforced with this model. It is therefore striking that from the same model 
Pfeiffer recognises that there is actually still a preparation missing from the 
whole.

Example 16
The seven planets as an explanatory model
Bernard Lievegoed 37

Bernard Lievegoed takes the model of the seven planets to better understand biodynamic 
compost preparations. 
… "A process is imitated in the compost heap, of which nature itself gives us an example: 
when the caterpillar has eaten its fill of green leaf mass, then the moment comes when the 
higher spiritual butterfly principle wants to intervene. The caterpillar spins itself in and now 
goes through a decomposition process from head to tail, in which all organ forms of the 
caterpillar disappear and a chaotisation occurs. From this chaotic, common living 
substance the new organs of the butterfly are formed. Something similar happens in a 
compost heap. …
There is, however, an essential difference between this process in the animal kingdom and 
in the vegetable kingdom. In the animal, the astral is active from within, concentrated in the 
seven planetary organs, from which the seven astral operations radiate. In the plant, the 
astral comes from the environment and flows through and works through the plant from the 
outside. 
If one wants the chaotisation process in the compost heap to proceed in such a way that 
the astral can harmoniously intervene in this physical-etheric substance, then one must, as 
it were, introduce planetary organs into the compost body, from which the planetary pro-
cesses can irradiate the compost body and astralise it harmoniously."

Wanting to understand and doing it that way are aligned. Even though it is 
only an explanatory model, it reinforces the tradition of putting all compost 
preparations together and in the compost heap at the same time.
.
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8.4 Individualising with compost preparations
One hundred years after the 'agricultural course', there is plenty of individualisa-
tion in biodynamic agriculture. The perception that every farm is different and 
unique is described as belonging to biodynamic agriculture. It is therefore high 
time to use the impetus that has been given in a core principle of biodynamic 
agriculture, namely working with compost preparations, in this individualisation 
process. This can then contribute to making it a highly-conscious process and 
thus inspiring a wider audience.

Example 17
Individualising with compost preparation 38

Albert de Vries
In November 2019, I introduced the idea of researching the variety of qualities at the 
Kraaybeekerhof market garden and looking for what could reinforce those qualities. A 
compost specially prepared with one of the preparations could be the answer.
During one of the monthly working visits I gave out my publication from 1991 39: The next 
time the reaction of the gardeners was: “Everything is already in here. You know how each 
preparation works. Just tell us what to do.” But the question is: “What fits here? We don't 
want to work from general recipes or models.” 
At the next meeting, the gardeners wanted to decide which preparations would be used. 
Jola, who took care of the preparations at the Kraaybeekerhof, said that Kraaybeekerhof 
needed the Nettle preparation. Jola had the Agricultural Course with her and read the 
relevant piece. Then Jasper, one of the gardeners, had the idea that Dandelion was also 
needed. Jasper then read that piece. Was our decision already made or should we read the 
other pieces and test whether we noticed a need for any of the other preparations? When 
reading about the other preparations, the responses were: 
• Oak bark -: “No, it is not relevant here”. 
• “The quality of Yarrow is completely Kraaybeekerhof so we can use it to strengthen 

the existing qualities.” 
• Chamomile - ” Irrelevant.”  
• “Valerian should only be used when the compost is released.”
This is how the gardeners came up with their plan for an experiment: a compost heap with 
all the compost preparations, a heap with only nettle and dandelion preparations, and a 
heap with yarrow preparation. 
It was not that the gardeners now knew the answers. However, there was enough courage 
and curiosity to take on the experiment, to see if there were differences between the com-
posts, and whether ideas and feelings arose regarding where to use which compost.
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In the end, four compost heaps were made. 
Three had been prepared as intended. The 
fourth was still unprepared at the last 
meeting of 2020, in mid-December, where it 
also became obvious that Dave and Jola 
would take the lead. We went to a field that 
grew poorly and asked ourselves “What fits 
in with this field?” Jola read the sentences 
with which Steiner characterises the parti-
cularity of each preparation and it became 
immediately evident that Nettle was 

required here. The fourth heap was prepared with Nettle only and the idea was to apply that 
compost to that field in three months.
The individual approach gave access to working consciously with the compost prepara-
tions. Such a process may look different on another farm. 

Champost + own greencompost + cow dung

Yarrow preparation Dandelion and Nettle 
preparation

All six preparations Nettle preparation

Characterising as action impulse

Respecting while 
connecting

Enveloping while 
uniting

Alienating while 
generating Firing while uniting

Crop that fits in with this experience

leafy vegetables (Closed) coal The potato field does 
not yet know what it 
wants to be

strawberries

Observations on the 4 compost heaps 02-03-2021
wettest
slightly basal mould 
odour (fraction of 
what champost 
smelled like)
reddish brown

dryer, looser
mould smell a little 
less, more earthy
cooler, iron

blacker

sandy smell
fruitier

blacker

slightly wetter
mould odour 
fruitier

reddish brown

Qualities of the 4 different compost heaps Kraaybeekerhof, 02-03-2021

The financing of this promising project was stopped at that time
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In any case, it is striking that a small addition of different preparations to the 
compost leads to perceptible differences. This experiment has given impetus to 
how individualisation can be done.

8.5 Guidelines as context for working with the compost 
preparations

In addition to how researchers and others think about the idea of compost prepa-
rations, there are also guidelines that a biodynamic farm must meet in order to be 
Demeter certified. Apart from the fact that the tradition is that all compost prepa-
rations are applied at the same time, the prescribing of the use of all compost 
preparations can be followed from the point of view of controllability and manage-
ability. Here it is the trade that stands in the way of individualisation and investi-
gative development. The Peer Assessment, which is used as part of the certifica-
tion process, does attempt to facilitate the general aim of individualisation and 
stimulation of development. 
In the same trade, there is now an impetus to start working with Participatory Gua-
rantee Systems 40. In the countries in which Participatory Guarantee Systems 41

were developed, Brazil, Chile and South Africa, there appeared to be a much 
greater diversity between the farms and on the farms than compared to the farms 
with a Demeter quality mark. It should be noted that the latter mainly grow for 
export and only grow a limited number of crops and the former grow many more 
crops and also local specialties for a local market. Such a certification does offer 
more room for variation and for direct conversation with the farmers.

8.6 Conclusion
Both the network around the farmers and the way people think about central 
themes of biodynamic agriculture can facilitate a further and explicit individua-
lisation of farms.
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In this booklet, the author shows how knowledge can arise from involve-
ment and connection, from intuitive action, in individual practices. It is a 
challenge to clarify these practices in an investigative way. Perceiving 
while empathising and aligning while empathising is a methodology that 
makes both clarification possible and also contributes to the further de-
velopment of those practices from involvement and connection.
It becomes clear that the representation of a science that is neutral and 
general is a fallacy. Knowledge is always placed in a concrete environ-
ment.
A picture is sketched of a different from the usual form of knowledge and 
action practice. This gives an impulse to a different form of living toge-
ther, in which people are taken inclusively.
Agricultural research is the context in which this story, with seventeen 
examples, takes place.
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