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Issue : 
Agriculture shapes landscapes but also the identity of a territory through its various 
externalities (economic, social, environmental). In Brittany, a region with a strong agricultural 
base, natural heritage and agricultural practices are closely intertwined. Agriculture can be a 
creator of natural heritage (e.g. bocage, orchards, meadows, local breeds and varieties...), a 
destroyer of heritage landscapes or species (e.g. land consolidation, eutrophication, use of 
pesticides...), or a partner in the conservation of this natural heritage (through practices that 
maintain the open environment or promote local biodiversity). However, our previous studies 
have shown that what makes sense in terms of natural heritage varies greatly depending on 
the stakeholders. The attributes that justify heritage for institutions are essentially endemic, 
native or rare species, and the habitats that allow their existence. For the population, these 
attributes are rather the uses, the affection, and the presence in the daily life of individuals or 
their parents and grandparents. Agricultural heritage, on the other hand, includes local 
varieties and landscapes associated with particular practices. These differences make it 
difficult to take into account the notion of natural heritage, which is nevertheless a unifying 
factor, in the place that agriculture could take in the preservation of nature and in its 
perception as a common good. 
 
The thesis project is articulated around three main axes.  
The first axis will question what makes sense in Brittany in terms of natural heritage 
for the diversity of actors in the territory (citizens, farmers, managers, users, etc.). What 
are the social representations of Breton heritage? How does Agriculture interact with the 
natural heritage of the territory, and vice versa? Can this notion of heritage be approached as 
an evolutionary process, and if so, what representations over time? 
The second axis will address the way in which agriculture questions the management 
of natural objects and commons. The notion of citizen agriculture (peasant and/or 
sustainable) will be deepened and adapted to the Breton network. The different objectives, 
claims and motivations of the actors in the territory will be addressed (nature conservation, 
agriculture, citizenship/usage, communities/institutions), as well as the obstacles 
encountered by the multi-actor collective wills in the face of the demands of the agricultural 
sectors and markets. 
The third axis will address the way in which certain citizen agricultural practices can 
interact with groups of inhabitants or associations to create a common ground beyond 
agriculture. Can sustainable agriculture be a sociological tool for debating the commons and 
objects of nature? 
 
Contextualization  
The territory: Brittany is a mainly rural territory with many elements of Nature (more than 
30,000 km of rivers and streams; 62% of the territory is Utile Agricultural Surface against 
45% in France; 14% of the territory are forest areas). It is the national leader in animal 
production and the second French region for dairy farming (source: Agreste 2018). 
Agriculture has the particularity of strongly opposing two models, one intensive with a purely 
productivist aim, the other alternative and/or extensive and including ecological and societal 
aspects. The Region also shines at the national level for its heritage: cultural heritage 
(churches and chapels, megaliths, maritime heritage, etc.); natural heritage (coastlines, 
forests, peat bogs, moors, cliffs, endemic species, etc.); or cultivated heritage (landscapes of 
hedgerows, sunken paths, local breeds such as the Bretonne Pie Noire, the Rennes Cuckoo, 
the Western White Pig, etc.). These three types of heritage are however rarely linked and 
articulated. 
 
The socio-ecological transition: this is one of the major challenges of today's societies, which 
can be seen at both the global and regional levels. Its objective is to preserve the rights and 
lifestyles of future generations. In this context, questioning the notion of natural heritage and 
looking for links of convergence between the different situations and actors is a challenge 
that can promote this transition at all levels. Integrating the notion of agricultural or cultivated 



heritage makes sense on the scale of a predominantly agricultural region, marked by 
productivism, but where the development of organic or sustainable agriculture is particularly 
dynamic. 
 
The research laboratories of the thesis director and the co-director of the thesis: the ESO 
laboratory (Espaces et Sociétés) at its Rennes site and the SADAPT laboratory (Sciences 
pour l'Action et le Développement : Activities, Products, Territories) in Paris. They combine 
the necessary skills for the supervision of this interdisciplinary thesis, with expertise in 
environmental sociology, socio-ecology, agro-ecology and social geography. 
 
 

Methodology Considered: 
1. A sociological survey through semi-directive interviews and participant 
observations, to identify what makes sense in terms of natural heritage for nature 
conservation actors, farmers, and citizens engaged or not in a nature protection 
approach.  
2. A photographic survey (commentary on photos of natural and domestic species 
and landscapes, collection of photos), to access the relations to nature, 
representations and affects of the people interviewed while being as little inductive as 
possible and including the sensitive, the use of the photo making it possible not to 
name beforehand.  
3. “Shared days", in partnership with existing programs, similar to those already 

carried out with the Fondation de France. They will bring together researchers from 

several disciplines, farmers, managers, associations, inhabitants and artists, in a 

dynamic inspired by Participatory Action Research. 
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Insertion of the subject in the laboratory's axes; possible research programs 

The subject is in line with the themes of the ESO laboratory, through axis 1 "Production and 

hierarchization of social worlds" and axis 3 "The relocation of politics". It is also part of two 

projects, new for the five-year period, which allow us to address more targeted themes: the 

current project on "political ecology" and the planned project on "heritage and 

patrimonialization".  

 

The subject is part of two ongoing programs: 

- The ECOFABRIC OF THE SHORE, a project supported by the Fondation de France 

involving mostly Breton territories, in which the two co-directors of the thesis participate. 

This project aims to develop a way of thinking about the conservation of the areas supported 

by a participatory and involving research-action. It is based on a collaboration between 

scientists and non-scientific participants to address the issue of potential evolutionary 

dynamics of socio-ecosystems and societies. 

- PATRIVAL, led by the thesis director. This project, accredited by the MSHB, questions the 

concept of natural heritage and how it relates to the plurality of values of nature and socio-

ecological dynamics on Reunion Island. It brings together researchers from several 

disciplines to provide a contextualized analysis of the values attributed to nature and their 

expression. The methodologies developed and the values identified were intended from the 

outset to be transferred to other territories, and will be mobilized during the course of the 

thesis. 



Several members of these programs will be part of the steering committee, including 

- Mélanie Congretel (ESO), Associate Professor at Rennes 2 in socio-ecology, recruited on 

a position of "rare emerging disciplines", and having obtained an AIS from Rennes 

Métropoles on issues that include those of the thesis. 

- Véronique van Tilbeurgh (ESO), Professor in environmental sociology at the University of 

Rennes 2, co-leader of the PATRIVAL project. 

- Alix Levain (AMURE-Brest), CNRS researcher in socio-anthropology, leader of a 

transdisciplinary project on Breton coastal agriculture and participatory research. 
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Expected profile  

The expected profile is that of a student with an interdisciplinary background in 

environmental sciences. The student should have a background including sociology, with 

knowledge in ecology and agronomy. Experience working at the interface of natural 

sciences and humanities and social sciences would be a plus. A previous internship related 

to nature protection is desirable. 

Experience in professional or associative animation would be welcome, and an interest in 

participatory practices is necessary. 

Professional insertion or career pursuit envisaged 

The training through research acquired during the thesis can allow: either to continue in 

academic research, by infusing it with interdisciplinary and participative aspects; or in 

territorial organizations; or in local authorities that are led to interact with the agricultural 

world; or in institutional or private structures linked to alternative agriculture, and which are 

led to integrate more and more collaborators trained at the interface of natural sciences and 

human and social sciences. 

 


