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Abstract: 
The agricultural endeavors extant on a landscape are usefully thought of as 
part of a holarchy-a hierarchy of holons. Constraints are imposed by both 
larger and smaller scales. Upper-level constraints emerge from societal and 
environmental contexts. Societal constraints include local standards of return 
to labor and prices paid for products. The environmental context includes 
resource availability and animal and plant performance. These contexts place 
limits on the viable activities a farmer could pursue-the option space. Farmer 
ingenuity can expand the option space, but only as permitted by upper-level 
constraints. The lower-level context is that of the farmer, and constraints here 
include land, human activity, capital stocks and flows, and the payoff 
function, i.e., what returns satisfy the farmer's values and aspirations. The 
farmer context shapes the mix of activities chosen from the option space to 
create a farm. The aggregate of these farms form the regional landuse pattern 
and agricultural economy. Agricultural research and extension must 
increasingly recognize this holarchical nature of farming systems.  
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