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TEXTE

This art icle ex am ines the role of ol fac tion in live stock farm ing. More
spe cific ally, it seeks to un der stand how farm ers mo bil ise ol fac tion in
sup port of their work and how this sens ory di men sion is in cor por‐ 
ated into the dif fer ent live stock man age ment tasks they per form.

1

Cer tain as pects of ol fac tion have at trac ted at ten tion in rural so ci‐ 
ology and in the so ci ology of human–an imal re la tion ships. In ad di tion
to re search on, for ex ample, odour nuis ance (Nicourt et al., 2000 ;
Gran nec et al., 2017), stud ies have ex amined the smell of farm an im als
as an in dic ator of poor hus bandry con di tions and as a so cially stig‐ 
mat ising marker as so ci ated with live stock farm ers (Porcher, 2003).
How ever, bey ond these con tri bu tions, so ci olo gical re search on ol fac‐ 
tion in farm ing con texts re mains rare.

2

A small num ber of stud ies, par tic u larly in an imal sci ence and eth o‐ 
logy, have ad dressed—al beit often im pli citly—the role of farm ers'
sense of smell in decision- making re lated to an imal health and herd
man age ment (Schild & Rørvang, 2023 ; Pois son net et al., 2021). To our
know ledge, how ever, no study has provided a de tailed and sys tem atic
ac count of this sens ory di men sion to date.
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The spe cific con tri bu tion of this art icle is to re con sider the role of ol‐ 
fac tion in live stock farm ing from the farm ers' own per spect ive by
ana lys ing its in volve ment across four major cat egor ies of farm ing
activ it ies. The aim is to identify the dif fer ent ways in which ol fac tion
is mo bil ised, dis tin guish ing between prac tices that rely on the
farmer's own sense of smell and those that draw upon the ol fact ory
abil it ies of the an im als them selves. The art icle char ac ter ises the vari‐ 
ous forms of ex per i en tial know ledge found on farms and high lights
the con tri bu tion of sens ory know ledge to live stock farm ing prac tices.
Be cause ol fact ory know ledge is not form ally in sti tu tion al ised by the
or gan isa tions re spons ible for pro du cing ag ri cul tural know ledge, it is
gen er ally rooted in prac tical and em pir ical ex per i ence ac cu mu lated
by farm ers in every day farm ing situ ations. The art icle also ex am ines
how this ex per i en tial know ledge in ter acts with the tech nical and dis‐ 
cip lin ary know ledge that in forms live stock man age ment meth ods and
prac tices. More broadly, the study con trib utes to on go ing re flec tion
on the role of sens ory per cep tion in shap ing and reg u lat ing re la tion‐ 
ships between hu mans and an im als.

4

Sev eral stud ies have ex plored the role of sens ory per cep tion in in ter‐
spe cific in ter ac tions. They ex am ine how both human and an imal
sens ory sig nals, to gether with the ways in which they are per ceived,
con trib ute to the form a tion, reg u la tion and main ten ance of human–
an imal re la tion ships. On the one hand, ana lys ing how hu mans per‐ 
ceive an im als through the senses en cour ages us to re con sider an im‐ 
als' so cial status—that is, the ways in which they are per ceived and
rep res en ted (Doré, 2010). On the other hand, un der stand ing how an‐ 
im als per ceive their sens ory en vir on ment provides valu able in sights
into their be ha viour, thereby in flu en cing the dy nam ics of human–an‐ 
imal in ter ac tions (Col lin et al., 2016 ; Schneider & Bräuer, 2024). Such
un der stand ing en cour ages people to adapt their prac tices and be ha‐ 
viour, thereby strength en ing mu tual trust and co oper a tion (Porcher,
2002). Fur ther more, this per spect ive opens new av en ues for de vel op‐ 
ing prac tices that are bet ter suited to an im als' sens ory worlds (Tal let
et al., 2020), while also pro mot ing greater re cog ni tion and use of an‐ 
im als' sens ory abil it ies in shared activ it ies like live stock farm ing, as
well as in more re cent fields in clud ing animal- assisted in ter ven tions
(Michalon, 2013).
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The data ana lysed in this art icle de rive from a doc toral thesis in the
so ci ology of human–an imal re la tion ships. The data were col lec ted
dur ing field work con duc ted with live stock farm ers in Brit tany,
France, and in Namur Province, Bel gium. A qual it at ive meth od o logy
was used that com bined in ter views with on- farm ob ser va tions. Fol‐ 
low ing an ex plor at ory stage in volving live stock farm ers and pro fes‐ 
sion als in the ag ri cul tural and para- agricultural sec tors, in ter views
were con duc ted with 24 cattle and pig farm ers. The in ter views were
com ple men ted by on- farm ob ser va tions, some of which were par ti‐ 
cip at ory, thus en abling con tinu ing in ter ac tions with the in ter viewees
and a deeper un der stand ing of their prac tices. The sample was de‐ 
signed to rep res ent the prin cipal pro duc tion sys tems used for each
spe cies stud ied: dairy and beef cattle pro duc tion, to gether with pig
fin ish ing and farrow- to-finish sys tems. It also re flec ted the di versity
of farm ing sys tems by in clud ing both con ven tional farms and al tern‐ 
at ive pro duc tion sys tems, i.e. or ganic, in teg rated and agroe co lo gical
farm ing.

6

The first part of the art icle ex am ines the dif fer ent ways in which
farm ers use their own sense of smell to op tim ise their work and to
ad dress a range of farming- related chal lenges. It ex plores how ol fact‐ 
ory per cep tion is in teg rated into an imal care routines and pro duc tion
man age ment. The second part con siders how farm ers mo bil ise the
ol fact ory abil it ies of their an im als to sup port and fa cil it ate their work.
It ex am ines how an imal ol fac tion is used as a man age ment tool in
prac tices re lat ing to an imal do cil ity and the reg u la tion of in traspe cies
re la tion ships.

7

1. Mo bil ising the human sense of
smell for an imal health and pro ‐
duc tion
This sec tion fo cuses on the human sense of smell. The dif fer ent live‐ 
stock farm ing activ it ies ex amined here all have one fea ture in com‐ 
mon: they rely ex clus ively on the farmer's own ol fact ory per cep tion
and not on that of the an im als.
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Al though many farm ers ac know ledge that their senses are con stantly
en gaged in the course of their work, they most often refer to sight,
touch and hear ing. How ever, their sense of smell also plays a sig ni fic‐ 
ant role. The odours emit ted by an im als and by other bio lo gical ma‐ 
ter i als (an imal products and feed) provide cru cial in form a tion to
farm ers who are able to in ter pret them. Through pro cesses of de tec‐ 
tion, iden ti fic a tion and in ter pret a tion, odours prompt farm ers to re‐ 
spond to farm ing situ ations that may re quire their in ter ven tion. Most
com monly, the nose serves to de tect ol fact ory an om alies that en able
farm ers to re cog nise un usual odours or smells in dic at ive of phys ical
or physiolo gical changes in their an im als. Farm ers also rely on their
abil ity to es tab lish ol fact ory ref er ence points against which they can
as sess whether their farm ing activ it ies are pro ceed ing nor mally. They
be come fa mil iar with re cur ring odours whose pres ence in dic ates a
par tic u lar state of an imal health or provides an in dic a tion of fu ture
pro duc tion out comes. In this way, ol fact ory in form a tion helps guide
their decision- making.

9

1.1. Odours in an imal care routines and
health pro to cols
As part of their live stock man age ment prac tices, farm ers es tab lish
routines and health pro to cols to safe guard the health of their an im‐ 
als. These en com pass every as pect of an imal care, from feed ing and
main tain ing an imal hous ing to health mon it or ing and the pro vi sion of
routine care. Al though some farm ers carry out ad di tional in spec tions
of their an im als out side these more or less reg u lar routines, these
sched uled activ it ies nev er the less provide priv ileged op por tun it ies for
mon it or ing herd health. The same ap plies to production- related tasks
such as milk ing. Live stock farm ing there fore of fers nu mer ous op por‐ 
tun it ies for farm ers to pay close at ten tion to the health status of their
an im als.

10

Whether form al ised or more in formal, mon it or ing re lies primar ily on
farm ers' ob ser va tion of the an im als' phys ical con di tion and be ha viour.
Sight is un doubtedly the main sense in volved, as re flec ted in the fre‐ 
quent use of ex pres sions such as "the farmer's eye" when farm ers de‐ 
scribe how they mon itor the health of their live stock. Nev er the less,
some farm ers also draw on their sense of smell.

11
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Com pared with vis ion, the use of ol fac tion as a tool for health mon it‐ 
or ing oc cu pies a much less prom in ent place in farm ers' ac counts.
This ob ser va tion is con sist ent with pre vi ous re search show ing that
smell is often un der es tim ated and its role poorly re cog nised. In deed,
ol fac tion is fre quently sub or din ated to sight and hear ing (Tran Bah
Huy, 2000). Ac cord ing to some au thors, this lower po s i tion in the
hier archy of the senses re flects the pro gress ive stig mat isa tion of cer‐ 
tain odours—par tic u larly those as so ci ated with waste and working- 
class en vir on ments—which has con trib uted to the de valu ation of ol‐ 
fac tion in bour geois cul ture (Corbin, 1982). Oth ers argue that smell
has been mar gin al ised be cause it is as sumed to offer only lim ited
per cep tual in form a tion and be cause odours are con sidered in her‐ 
ently dif fi cult to de scribe (Candau, 2016). Nev er the less, for many
farm ers, smell rep res ents a valu able source of in form a tion.

12

"When one of them ur in ates, the oth ers come and put their heads
un der neath—but not to drink. (...) And they do it at any age. They're
not drink ing it, they're... they just put their heads under like this and
end up with urine all over the tops of their heads (laughs). I think
they do it to build im munity, or maybe to cre ate a par tic u lar smell.
Urine is already a marker... of im munity, of ter rit ory... (...) Cows do
some times drink urine, but that's be cause they're suf fer ing from
min eral de fi ciency. Mine don't drink it—they just stick their heads
un der neath and let it run over them. Then they come over and give
you a cuddle. No, hon estly! (laughs). If I can smell urine on the tops of
their heads, then I know they haven't been drink ing it—they've just
been play ing in it." (Dairy farmer, al tern at ive farm ing sys tem.)

This farmer as so ci ates the smell of urine on the tops of his cows'
heads with the ab sence of min eral de fi cien cies. In this case, the
odour is not in ter preted as an in dic a tion of an ab nor mal ity. Quite the
con trary, it leads him to con clude that the urine has not been in ges‐ 
ted but has in stead been used for what he be lieves are im mun o lo gical
and ter rit orial pur poses. In his view, the pres ence of this odour
there fore in dic ates that the nu tri tional bal ance within the herd is sat‐ 
is fact ory.

13

This farmer was already aware of the widely held be lief that urine
con sump tion in cattle can in dic ate min eral de fi ciency. Nev er the less,
it should be noted that al though farm ers some times in ter pret uro ‐

14
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pha gia as a sign of nu tri tional or min eral im bal ance, there is no sci‐ 
entific evid ence to sup port this in ter pret a tion. The farmer's reas on‐ 
ing is there fore de duct ive: be cause his an im als smear them selves
with urine rather than drink ing it, he con cludes that they are not suf‐ 
fer ing from min eral de fi ciency. Al though smelling the an im als' heads
is not part of his routine health checks, the re peated de tec tion of this
loc al ised urine odour is in ter preted as a pos it ive in dic ator.

Be fore con clud ing that a situ ation re quires in ter ven tion, ol fact ory in‐ 
form a tion is most often com bined with other sens ory in dic at ors.

15

"Yes, but she was in jured, like that little bull over there. (...) The vet had
to stitch her up be cause an artery had been severed. (...) She got her leg
trapped between the feed trough and the ground and it got ripped open.
(...) It was wide open—it wasn't a clean cut. So we stitched it up, but
then... well... she got an in fec tion. I could tell some thing wasn't right... I
could smell the wound, and it smelled bad... Then she be came really
thin" (ges ture in dic at ing an ema ci ated an imal) "...and she even tu ally
couldn't even stand up any more. At one point it got so bad that I
thought we'd prob ably have to eu th an ise her." (Dairy and beef farmer,
al tern at ive farm ing sys tem.)

16

Here, a farmer ex plains that one of her an im als sus tained an in jury
that re quired su tur ing, but the wound sub sequently be came in fec ted,
ne ces sit at ing fur ther veter in ary treat ment. Basic an imal sci ence and
veter in ary train ing teaches farm ers to re cog nise sev eral clin ical signs
of wound in fec tion, in clud ing the de vel op ment of a foul odour. This
par tic u lar farmer, how ever, had re ceived no formal train ing. In stead,
she learned "on the job" along side her farm ing par ents.

17

She first de tec ted the in fec tion through smell. She de scribed first no‐ 
ti cing an un usual odour em an at ing from the wound be fore ob serving
a more gen eral de teri or a tion in the an imal's con di tion, in clud ing
weight loss and im mob il ity. She there fore re lied on ol fac tion to as‐ 
sess the situ ation, while also using visual ob ser va tion to con firm her
dia gnosis that the wound had be come in fec ted. Ac cus tomed to the
nor mal smells of an imal bod ies, she per ceived the odour as so ci ated
with the in fec ted wound as ab nor mal, and this ol fact ory cue promp‐ 
ted her to con sider the pos sib il ity of in fec tion.

18
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Whether used as a stan dalone in dic ator or in com bin a tion with other
sens ory cues, odours emit ted by an imal bod ies are in ter preted by
farm ers through forms of know ledge groun ded in prac tical ex per i‐ 
ence. Con sequently, their abil ity to make use of such in form a tion de‐ 
pends largely on their fa mili ar ity with the char ac ter istic smells of
live stock. Ul ti mately, ol fac tion proves to be a power ful in dic ator of
an imal health, with some farm ers fully in teg rat ing their sense of smell
into their routine health mon it or ing and an imal care prac tices.

19

1.2. Odours in pro duc tion man age ment
Farm ers do not limit their use of ol fac tion to an imal care. They also
rely on their sense of smell to gather in form a tion that is es sen tial for
man aging the pro duc tion of mar ket able products, whether meat or
milk. Pro duc tion man age ment en com passes all the tasks in volved in
the pro duc tion of an im als or animal- derived products through out the
pro duc tion pro cess. In meat pro duc tion sys tems, this in cludes activ‐ 
it ies aimed at im prov ing both the quant ity and qual ity of pro duc tion,
from breed ing and ge netic se lec tion strategies to the im ple ment a tion
of fat ten ing pro grammes. In dairy pro duc tion, the em phasis is placed
on op tim ising both milk yield and milk qual ity. Con sequently, pro duc‐ 
tion man age ment also en com passes work re lat ing to an imal ge net ics,
as well as the de vel op ment of feed ing strategies and milk ing prac tices
de signed to achieve the de sired char ac ter ist ics of the milk pro duced.
As such, pro duc tion man age ment provides nu mer ous op por tun it ies
for farm ers to draw on their sense of smell.

20

De pend ing on the breed of cattle or the type of cheese being pro‐ 
duced, milk pro duc tion is some times re garded as par tic u larly sens it‐ 
ive. Al though some farm ers have ac cess to in form a tion on milk qual‐ 
ity through auto mated milk ing sys tems or milk re cord ing ser vices,
those who have de veloped an ol fact ory ex pert ise in re la tion to their
pro duc tion place con sid er able value on this abil ity. Sev eral of the
farm ers in ter viewed had gradu ally ac quired, through ex per i ence, a
re fined ca pa city to in ter pret the ol fact ory cues as so ci ated with their
pro duc tion, and fully in teg rated this skill into their every day work.
Most often, these ol fact ory as sess ments are made be fore milk ing and
en able farm ers to pre vent the pro duc tion of milk they con sider to be
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of un sat is fact ory qual ity. The fol low ing in ter view il lus trates how one
farmer uses smell to ad just the feed ra tion of his an im als.

"I might have to add some more straw—I don't know. Right now I
think it smells quite strong. (...) Yes, I'll add a bit more straw be cause
this mix smells really, really strong. And hon estly, I'm al ways wor ried
about the taste of the milk... (...) Be cause they're going to be eat ing
this feed all the time, so it really has to be right... (...) I'm glad I did it,
be cause as soon as I walked out I could already smell that... it
wouldn't have been right... you can smell it from here... (...) That's
really what stresses me now... that's the most stress ful part, be cause
once it starts... if the milk turns out bad, that's a real prob lem." (Dairy
farmer, al tern at ive farm ing sys tem.)

This farmer is able to re cog nise, by smell alone, a feed ra tion likely to
pro duce what he de scribes as "bad" milk. He char ac ter ises the odour
simply as "strong", without qual i fy ing it fur ther. Ac cord ing to sev eral
farm ers, "bad" milk has a bit ter and acrid taste, which can be cor rec‐ 
ted by adding straw to the ra tion in order to pro duce milk of ac cept‐ 
able qual ity 1.

22

Through ex per i ence, this farmer has learned to as sess the feed ra tion
so as to en sure that all the milk pro duced can be used in his on- farm
pro cessing en ter prise. The smell of the feed ra tion there fore func‐ 
tions as an in dic ator of the ex pec ted qual ity of the final product.

23

Farm ers also rely on other ol fact ory cues that help mon itor the qual‐ 
ity of dairy pro duc tion. These, too, are de tec ted be fore milk ing and
may ori gin ate from the an im als them selves.

24

"I rely enorm ously on my sense of smell. (...) You'll laugh at me, but
even the smell of the [an im als'] burps tells me some thing. It gives me
an idea of what the milk is going to taste like. If they smell really,
really strong... if their burps smell too strong, then the milk will have
a very strong fla vour. Mind you... a [cow's] burp al ways smells bad,
but there are dif fer ent de grees." (laughs) "(...) The good thing is that
I've got the calves right op pos ite, so..." (Dairy farmer, al tern at ive
farm ing sys tem.)

Some farm ers there fore rely on the smell of the gases emit ted by
their an im als to an ti cip ate the qual ity of the milk they are about to
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pro duce. If the an im als' belches sug gest that the milk may be of poor
qual ity, the farmer be comes es pe cially vi gil ant. After tast ing the milk
when milk ing has been com pleted, he de cides whether it is suit able
for stor age in the bulk tank or should in stead be fed to the calves.
Un like the pre vi ous ex ample con cern ing the feed ra tion, the ol fact ory
cue is not the only in dic ator on which the farmer bases his de cision.
It nev er the less con sti tutes the prin cipal in dic ator and serves as the
first warn ing sig nal. Through ex per i ence, the farmer has de veloped
genu ine ex pert ise in in ter pret ing the smell of his an im als' belches,
be com ing cap able of dis tin guish ing subtle dif fer ences in their in tens‐ 
ity and an ti cip at ing their con sequences for milk qual ity.

Ol fac tion thus con sti tutes a major in dic ator in en sur ing product
qual ity. Whether the rel ev ant odours ori gin ate from the an im als or
the feed, ol fact ory as sess ment be fore pro duc tion provides farm ers
with an im port ant means of mon it or ing and con trolling the qual ity of
their out put.

26

2. Mo bil ising An imal Ol fac tion as a
Means of So cial and Re la tional Reg u la ‐
tion

Whereas the pre ced ing sec tion fo cused on the use of the human
sense of smell to sup port live stock man age ment, this sec tion is de‐ 
voted spe cific ally to the use of an im als' ol fact ory abil it ies. The focus
there fore shifts from the act of smelling to that of mak ing use of the
an im als’ sense of smell—an ap proach based on an im als' ca pa city to
de tect ol fact ory in form a tion and re spond to it in spe cific ways.

27

Al though odours con tinue to be in stru ment al ised in the ser vice of
live stock man age ment, the un der ly ing logic dif fers from that de‐ 
scribed above. The em phasis is no longer on ex per i en tial know ledge
de rived from the farmer's de tec tion and in ter pret a tion of odours. In‐ 
stead, it con cerns em pir ical know ledge based on the ob ser va tion and
in ter pret a tion of an imal be ha viours eli cited by the odours to which
an im als are ex posed. Con sequently, the farmer's ana lysis no longer
re lies on ol fact ory in form a tion per ceived dir ectly, but rather on the
in ter pret a tion of the be ha vi oural re sponses that those odours trig ger
in the an im als.

28
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Fur ther more, odours are no longer simply by- products of farm ing
situ ations. De pend ing on the con text, they are de lib er ately in tro‐ 
duced or gen er ated to en cour age an im als to be have in ways that
agree with the farmer's ob ject ives. Act ing as genu ine cata lysts of an‐ 
imal be ha viour, odours be come a man age ment tool through which
farm ers can in flu ence both in ter spe cific and in traspe cific re la tion‐ 
ships within the farm. Rather than func tion ing solely as in dic at ors,
they be come act ive trig gers cap able of ad dress ing a vari ety of re la‐ 
tional chal lenges.

29

2.1. Odours in the cul tiv a tion of do cil ity
Farm ers also draw on their an im als' sense of smell to es tab lish re la‐ 
tion ships with them, thereby con trib ut ing to what can be de scribed
as the cul tiv a tion of do cil ity within the herd. This pro cess, whether
form al ised or in formal, is un der taken to en cour age in ter ac tions
between farm ers and their an im als. Its prin cipal ob ject ive is to re duce
an im als' fear of hu mans while en cour aging them to ac cept hand ling,
thereby fa cil it at ing every day live stock man age ment. Here, hand ling
refers to all pro ced ures that re quire phys ical in ter ven tion with the
an im als, in clud ing veter in ary care, mov ing the an im als around and
other routine op er a tions. As with the health routines dis cussed
earlier, the cul tiv a tion of do cil ity may in volve ded ic ated ses sions or
may be in cor por ated into the dif fer ent tasks farm ers per form with
their an im als each day. Sev eral of the farm ers in ter viewed de scribed
de lib er ately in cor por at ing an im als' sense of smell into this pro cess as
a means of fos ter ing fa mili ar ity and trust.

30

"...when they first ar rive on the farm, dur ing quar ant ine, you've got to
spend time with them so they learn your smell, so they real ise you're
not only there to vac cin ate them or things like that. (...) I don't need
to stay in each pen for half an hour—three, four or five minutes is
enough. I squat down in the middle of the pen and just let them
come to me. (...) You mustn't move; you just sit there. That's what I do
—I sit in the middle of the pen, keep still, and let them come. (...)
They'll al ways come over, they'll smell you, then they'll give you little
nudges with their snouts to see how you react. (...) Little by little
they'll get used to your smell. So I do that whenever I've got the time
—as often as I can. (...) And I enjoy it as well. I stroke them, they come
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over and smell me, and I really like that..." (Pig farmer, farrow- to-
finish sys tem, con ven tional farm ing.)

This farmer de scribes how he be gins the pro cess of cul tiv at ing do cil‐ 
ity with newly ar rived gilts 2.

31

He routinely in cor por ates peri ods dur ing which he al lows the an im als
to smell him freely, thereby en abling them to ex press their nat ural in‐ 
vest ig at ory sniffi ng be ha viour. It is primar ily through ol fac tion that
this pig farmer seeks to earn his an im als' trust. This con sti tutes the
first stage in a pro cess that may even tu ally allow phys ical con tact
such as strok ing, and above all, the tech nical hand ling re quired in
every day farm ing. Sniffi ng there fore oc cu pies a cent ral place both in
the an im als' in teg ra tion into the farm en vir on ment and in the re la‐ 
tion ship es tab lished between farmer and an imal.

32

The farmer thus makes stra tegic use of the an im als' sense of smell by
de lib er ately cre at ing situ ations that en cour age sniffi ng be ha viour and
thereby pro mote the de vel op ment of the human–an imal re la tion ship.
By al low ing him self to be smelled, he eli cits be ha vi oural re sponses
that make the an im als more will ing to ac cept close phys ical con tact
with their stock per son.

33

How ever, bey ond fos ter ing fa mili ar ity, ol fac tion also helps pre vent
be ha viours that may place the farmer at risk.

34

"Here" (show ing his torch), "I switched the torch on quite early as I
was walk ing over be cause it's one of the things that tells them I'm
com ing. Be fore the last bend, as soon as they can see the light, I
switch it on. It's one of the ways... some of them can de tect me from
quite a dis tance. My smell, the dog's smell, the sounds, talk ing to the
dog, even talk ing to my self... all of that is part of it. I try to let them
know I'm com ing as soon as pos sible." (Dairy farmer, al tern at ive
farm ing sys tem.)

This farmer de scribes the pre cau tions he takes when fetch ing his
cows for milk ing. Still af fected by a re cent at tack from one of his an‐
im als, he con siders en ter ing the field in dark ness, par tic u larly dur ing
the calv ing sea son, to be a po ten tially haz ard ous situ ation. He con‐ 
sequently seeks to make his pres ence known as early as pos sible. To
achieve this, he re lies not only on his vis ib il ity but also on the an im‐
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als' hear ing and sense of smell, al low ing them to de tect his ap proach
well in ad vance. Once again, ol fac tion is not the only sens ory mod al‐ 
ity in volved, but is nev er the less an im port ant ele ment of the strategy.

Whether used to foster fa mili ar ity or to reg u late po ten tially dan ger‐ 
ous be ha viours, it is the farmer's own body odour that the an im als
de tect and that the farmer de lib er ately in cor por ates into the re la‐ 
tion ship.

36

An imal ol fac tion is there fore re garded by farm ers as a genu ine tool
for man aging re la tion ships within the farm ing en vir on ment. They
make use of their an im als' ol fact ory abil it ies to es tab lish, main tain
and pa cify their in ter ac tions with them, thereby fa cil it at ing the
every day prac tice of live stock farm ing.

37

2.2. Odours in the sta bil isa tion of in ‐
traspe cific re la tion ships

An imal ol fac tion is not only used to im prove the re la tion ship between
farm ers and their an im als. It may also be used to es tab lish, main tain
and pa cify re la tion ships between an im als of the same spe cies.

38

Farm ers play a key role in reg u lat ing the so cial dy nam ics of their
herds. This as pect of live stock man age ment con sists of cre at ing con‐ 
di tions in which in traspe cific re la tion ships can de velop and evolve in
a stable and har mo ni ous way. Its ob ject ive is to main tain an op timal
so cial bal ance by min im ising con flict, re spect ing the group's nat ural
hier archy and pro mot ing peace ful in ter ac tions, thereby pre vent ing
ag on istic be ha viours that may com prom ise the an im als' phys ical and
psy cho lo gical well- being. This in volves a range of man age ment prac‐ 
tices, in clud ing the gradual in tro duc tion of new an im als, con tinu ous
mon it or ing of be ha viour and the equit able dis tri bu tion of re sources
in order to min im ise com pet i tion. In ad dress ing these chal lenges,
some farm ers also make use of their an im als' sense of smell.

39

For ex ample, farm ers may rely on an im als' ol fact ory abil it ies to sta bil‐ 
ise newly formed so cial group ings. This may in volve al low ing foster
cows and newly orphaned calves time to sniff one an other in order to
en cour age ma ter nal ac cept ance and en sure that the calf is ad op ted
and suckled by its sur rog ate mother. It may also in volve sup port ing
an im als through the loss of herd com pan ions.

40
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"The first thing I looked at wasn't calf sep ar a tion—it was grief, when
an an imal dies or has to be eu th an ised. I'd no ticed that if I left the
an imal in the middle of the herd... whenever it was pos sible, be cause
we've got a lot of people passing by here and I don't like leav ing a
car cass where the pub lic can see it... but if I leave the an imal there,
es pe cially a dead calf, a still born calf, or even a cow that was well in ‐
teg rated into the herd, if I leave it there for a day or two so the oth ‐
ers can come over, smell it, take their time..." (Dairy farmer, al tern at ‐
ive farm ing sys tem.)

This farmer ex plains that, whenever cir cum stances per mit, he al lows
his an im als to "grieve" by giv ing them ac cess to the body of the de‐ 
ceased an imal. He has ob served that when the car cass re mains with
the herd, the other an im als ap proach and smell it, which, in his view,
en ables them to cope bet ter with the sep ar a tion. Ac cord ing to the
farmer, this prac tice no tice ably re duces the stress that such losses
nor mally gen er ate within the herd. He bases this con clu sion not only
on ob ser va tions of an imal be ha viour but also on changes in milk pro‐ 
duc tion, not ing that the loss of an an imal without this op por tun ity for
sniffi ng is con sist ently fol lowed by a de cline in pro duc tion.

41

Al though this issue does not yet ap pear to have re ceived at ten tion in
an imal or ag ri cul tural sci ences, sev eral farm ers in ter viewed re por ted
mak ing the same ob ser va tion, once again at trib ut ing a cent ral role to
ol fac tion as a cata lyst of an imal be ha viour: "They'll come over and
smell it, and then after about three days... that's it. It's over." (Dairy
farmer, al tern at ive farm ing sys tem.)

42

An imal ol fac tion is there fore fully in teg rated into the man age ment of
re la tion ships within the herd. In the pre vi ous ex ample, the farmer
made use of a nat ur ally oc cur ring bio lo gical odour without al ter ing it.
In other situ ations, how ever, farm ers de lib er ately in tro duce par tic u‐ 
lar odours in order to in flu ence re la tion ships between an im als. They
may ex ploit odours that, through ex per i ence, they have found to re‐
duce con flict and lessen the ef fects of so cial hier archy.

43

"When we mix groups, we use vin egar to mask the smells. Hon estly,
it's a bril liant product—it costs next to noth ing and it works really,
really well. (...) I sprayed every one of them with vin egar. (...) We just
took a bottle of white vin egar, punched a few holes in the top and
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sprayed them all. (...) When they get bit ten it stings a bit, of course,
but be cause they all end up smelling the same... (...) it stops... be cause
with pigs—I don't know if you've ever seen it—but if you mix groups,
they'll fight to the death. Doing this really helps... We've even mixed
older an im als this way..." (Pig fin isher, con ven tional farm ing sys tem.)

Farm ers may there fore use products with odour- masking prop er ties
to sta bil ise so cial re la tion ships within groups of an im als. By dis rupt‐ 
ing the an im als' ol fact ory re cog ni tion pro cesses, these in tro duced
odours pro mote the es tab lish ment of more peace ful so cial in ter ac‐ 
tions and thereby re duce in jur ies res ult ing from ag gress ive en coun‐ 
ters. In ef fect, farm ers cre ate a shared ol fact ory iden tity that helps
pa cify re la tion ships, par tic u larly in situ ations known to present a
high risk of con flict, such as mix ing an im als that have pre vi ously been
housed in sep ar ate groups. Vin egar is one op tion, al though com mer‐ 
cially avail able odour- masking products are also used for the same
pur pose.

44

Be cause the so cial or gan isa tion of an imal groups can have sig ni fic ant
con sequences for live stock man age ment while re main ing only par‐ 
tially con trol lable by farm ers, for some farm ers, the stra tegic use of
an imal ol fac tion rep res ents an im port ant means of in flu en cing and
man aging their every day work.

45

***46

As this study has shown, ol fac tion plays an im port ant role in live stock
farm ers' prac tices, being mo bil ised in a vari ety of ways for live stock
man age ment. The sense of smell con sti tutes a valu able every day re‐ 
source, en abling farm ers not only to mon itor the health of their an‐ 
im als but also to op tim ise pro duc tion man age ment and to reg u late
both human–an imal and an imal–an imal re la tion ships. The use of ol‐ 
fac tion in live stock farm ing is groun ded primar ily in ex per i ence ac‐ 
quired over the course of farm ers' ca reers, giv ing rise to forms of
know ledge rooted in prac tice.

47

The func tions per formed by odours dif fer de pend ing on whether
they en gage the human’s or the an imal’s sense of smell. They may act
as in dic at ors, sig nalling rel ev ant in form a tion, or as trig gers, eli cit ing
spe cific be ha vi oural re sponses. As such, odours serve as in dic at ors of
an imal health, pro duc tion qual ity and so cial re la tion ships. Al though
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they may oc ca sion ally be used in isol a tion, they are usu ally in ter‐ 
preted in con junc tion with other sens ory cues. Ol fac tion there fore
con sti tutes an im port ant, al beit com ple ment ary, source of in form a‐ 
tion that helps farm ers con firm and re fine their as sess ments. The
odours mo bil ised by farm ers in the course of their dif fer ent live stock
man age ment activ it ies may be nat ural, arising spon tan eously within
the farm ing en vir on ment, or de lib er ately cre ated or in tro duced for
spe cific pur poses.

Ex per i en tial ag ri cul tural know ledge some times con verges with find‐ 
ings from sci entific re search presen ted in edu ca tional manu als, train‐ 
ing ma ter i als and ad vis ory doc u ment a tion in ten ded for cur rent and
fu ture live stock farm ers. As dis cussed above, cer tain an imal health
train ing pro grammes en cour age farm ers to use their sense of smell
to de tect in fec tions. Farm ers may like wise be ad vised to allow peri ods
of sniffi ng between young an im als and foster moth ers to fa cil it ate ad‐ 
op tion, or to em ploy tech niques such as the "py jama tech nique", par‐ 
tic u larly in sheep and goat farm ing 3.

49

It is dif fi cult to de term ine whether farm ing prac tices de rive primar ily
from aca demic and dis cip lin ary know ledge trans mit ted through ini‐ 
tial and con tinu ing edu ca tion, or whether they are mainly the
product of farm ers' own ex per i ence (Petit, 2018). Yet within the dia‐ 
lect ical re la tion ships through which the know ledge of farm ers, re‐ 
search ers and other ag ri cul tural and para- agricultural act ors in ter‐ 
acts, hy brid ises and is co- constructed (Com pagnone et al., 2018),
sens ory prac tices ap pear, more often than not, to stem from prac tical
and em pir ical forms of know ledge de veloped by farm ers them selves.

50

The at ten tion these farm ers de vote to mo bil ising their senses in their
every day work may per haps be in ter preted as an at tempt to re claim
agency and con trol over ag ri cul tural prac tice. Re li ance on forms of
know ledge that are only weakly in sti tu tion al ised—or not in sti tu tion‐ 
al ised at all—and that are not form ally le git im ised by ag ri cul tural or‐ 
gan isa tions and in sti tu tions is some times viewed as a way of dis tan‐ 
cing one self from the sci entific and ag ro nomic know ledge that has
largely shaped ag ri cul tural de vel op ment since the mid- twentieth
cen tury (Nizet, 2019). Be cause the know ledge con sidered here is
sens ory in nature, it ar gu ably re flects this pro cess even more clearly.
The senses, as fac ulties re fined only through daily prac tice and re ‐
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NOTES

1  For reas ons of an onymisa tion, and in re sponse to par ti cipants' re quests
for con fid en ti al ity con cern ing cer tain ag ri cul tural prac tices, it is not pos‐ 
sible to spe cify the dairy products in volved or to ex plain the factors that in‐ 
flu ence the fla vour char ac ter ist ics of the milk.

2  Gilts are young fe male pigs that have not yet far rowed.

3  The py jama tech nique con sists of cov er ing an orphaned new born with the
skin of an other off spring that has died in order to de ceive the mother's
sense of smell and en cour age her to ac cept and care for the orphan. Al‐ 
though ag ri cul tural or gan isa tions and ad vis ory bod ies now gen er ally re‐ 
com mend al tern at ive ap proaches—such as odour- masking sprays or
gradual in tro duc tion—this tech nique con tin ues to enjoy a de gree of re cog‐ 
ni tion. For ex ample, the French Live stock In sti tute (In sti tut de l'Élevage)
iden ti fies it as one pos sible method for avoid ing the need to rear orphaned
lambs by bottle- feeding.

RÉSUMÉ

English
This so ci olo gical study ex am ines the im port ance of ol fac tion in live stock
farm ing as per ceived by farm ers. The ob ject ive is to un der stand how farm‐ 
ers use both their own sense of smell and that of their an im als in their day- 
to-day work. It ex plores how ol fact ory per cep tion is in teg rated into four
broad cat egor ies of live stock farm ing activ it ies. The study also in vest ig ates
how these ex per i en tial and practice- based forms of know ledge in ter act
with the tech nical and aca demic know ledge that guides ag ri cul tural prac‐ 
tices. More broadly, this re search con trib utes to on go ing re flec tion on the
role of sens ory pro cesses in the form a tion and func tion ing of human–an‐ 
imal re la tion ships.
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peated ex per i ence, can emerge prin cip ally through the ac cu mu lated
prac tical ex per i ence of live stock farm ers (Bouil let, 1997).
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