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Industrial Agriculture

This lecture is based partly on the work of 

Wendell Berry, the Kentucky 

conservationist who most fully illustrates 

the impact of industrialization on the 

natural environment, communities, and 

individuals in his 1977 book, The 

Unsettling of America.



Industrial Agriculture

While the focus of this lecture is on agriculture, 

the industrialization of the American farm is 

but a part of the larger industrialization 

process, a process that has similar effects 

within other sectors of society.



Industrial Agriculture

The industrialization (or 

intensification) of 

American agriculture has 

dramatically increased 

the productivity of the 

land but at the expense of 

depleting topsoil, water, 

and other natural 

resources.



Industrial Agriculture

In order to increase production, farmers have relied on 

mechanization, chemical fertilizers, herbicides, 

fungicides, and pesticides--all of which pollute the 

environment and poison soil and underground water 

supplies.



Industrial Agriculture

"The so-called ógreen revolutionô is an oil 

revolution in which higher crop yields 

per acre have been made possible by 

continuous injections of fossil fuel 

energy into the production of plant 

varieties specially bred for their ability to 

respond to petrochemical inputs"  

(Harris, 1977: 284)



Intensification of Agriculture

Traditional agriculture used about 1 

calorie of energy (usually in the form of 

human or animal labor) to produce 10 

calories of food.



Intensification of Agriculture

With industrial 

agriculture, it takes 

10 calories of 

energy (usually in 

the form of fossil 

fuels) to produce 

one calorie of 

food.



Intensification of Agriculture

David Pimental of Cornell University has 

shown that in the U.S. 2,790 calories of 

energy are now being used to produce 

and deliver one can of corn containing 

270 calories of food.



Intensification of Agriculture

The production of beef now requires even larger 

energy deficits:  22,000 calories to produce 

100 grams of beef (containing the same 270 

calories as in a can of corn).



Intensification of Agriculture

Berry calls this type of agriculture 

exploitive, an extractive industry in 

which maintenance and care of the land 

has given way to short-term production 

goals.  Another name for it is the 

dominance of zweckrational, goal 

oriented behavior intended to maximize 

productivity, ignoring traditions, 

emotions, and values.



Intensification of Agriculture

This type of agriculture causes serious 

problems in the form of depletion of critical 

agricultural resources and pollution of the 

environment upon which agriculture is based.



Intensification of Agriculture

Based on huge capital outlays this type of 

agriculture is sustainable only so long 

as supplies of oil remain plentiful.



Bureaucratization

Along with the 

industrialization of 

agriculture has 

come the decline 

of farm families 

and communities.



Bureaucratization

Based on huge capital outlays, this type of 

agriculture promotes the growing 

concentration of farmland in order to achieve 

economies of scale.



The Family Farm

ÂEach year farm holdings have become 

larger, owners fewer.  

ÂEach year more and more small 

businesses that used to serve the family 

farm go under.

ÂEach year former agricultural 

communities become a little poorer.



Corporate Farming

Berry contrasts the 

industrialization of 

American farms 

with the forced 

collectivization of 

peasants in the 

Soviet Union.



Corporate Farming

"I remember, during the fifties, the outrage 

with which our political leaders spoke of 

the forced removal of the populations of 

villages in communist countries...



Corporate Farming

"I also remember that at the same time, in 

Washington, the word on farming was 

'Get big or get out'--a policy which is still 

in effect and which has taken an 

enormous toll...



Corporate Farming

"The only difference is that of method; the 

force used by the communists was 

military; with us, it has been economic--

a 'free market' in which the freest were 

the richest" (Berry, 1977:  41).



Corporate Farming

The people moved 

off the land often 

gravitate to large 

urban areas, many 

to become a 

permanent 

underclass, 

excluded from 

participation in 

modern society.



Corporate Farming

Many southern Blacks, for example, came 

north with the invention of the 

mechanical cotton picker in the 1920s 

and 30s.



Corporate Farming

Industrial farming has 

not only destroyed 

rural communities, 

but has contributed 

to the disintegration 

of urban life as well.



Corporate Farming

Many of these people are steeped in 

outmoded rural tradition, unprepared for 

work in a bureaucratic industrial society.  

Nor do we have comparable jobs for 

them.



Concentration of Land

Between 1960 and 1974, the number of 

American farms decreased by 25%, 

while larger units went up by 80%.



Concentration of Land

Further, in 1971 only about 20% of the 

largest farms received about 80% of all 

farm income.  This centralization of 

American agriculture has continued to 

the present day.



Feedback Loops

Berry argues that the intensification of 

American agriculture has been 

promoted by a collaboration of 

"agribusinessmen" within corporations, 

"agriscientists" within the universities, 

and bureaucrats within government 

agricultural agencies.



Feedback Loops

It is their interests their ambitions and 

goals that have determined the direction 

of agricultural development.



Role of Elites

As such, it has been the interests of 

merchants and industrialists, academic 

careerists and bureaucrats that have 

guided the industrialization of the farm 

(all of whom represent the interests of 

secondary organizations).


