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S E C T I O N  

These incentives contribute to a market environment in which 
agribusiness corporations find the techniques of industrialization 
irresistible. One example is a growing reliance on "contract 
production" - arrangements in which corporations not only provide 
many of the inputs but also make many of the on-farm decisions. 
Tyson, Gold Kist, Pilgrim's Pride, and ConAgra rely on the contract 
system for their control of half the U.S. market for broiler chickens.8 
Another example is an enthusiasm for Genetic Engineering (GE). 
Monsanto now enjoys, through its GE patents, exclusive ownership of 
all GE varieties of soybeans, totaling over half the planted soybean 
acreage worldwide.9 With GE patents, the traditional agricultural 
practices of saving seeds from year to year or trading them among 
neighbors become illegal: farmers must buy the seeds anew with each 
planting. In fact, hundreds of American farmers have been harassed 
by Monsanto with lawsuits for "theft" of its property - the saving of 
seeds.10 
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Factors Leading to Industrialization 
Some analysts point to economies of scale, saying that consolidation 
of farmland allows for increased productivity and therefore higher 
profitability. But while remarkable increases in productivity have led 
to a doubling of agricultural output since 1930, this rise may be 
attributed to a host of factors – chemical fertilizers, irrigation, etc. 
Meanwhile, measures of profitability can be very slippery. On a 
market value of crops per acre basis for example, USDA statistics 
clearly show that farms of, say, 50 to 70 acres in size are twice as 
profitable as those of 500 to 1000 acres.3 And, citing the decreasing 
value of farm outputs relative to the rising cost of inputs, Harvard 
agricultural economist C. Peter Timmer points to "an unrelenting 
drop in the agricultural terms of trade," and calls the growth in 
productivity "an increasingly hollow victory."4 Is this the American 
success story after all? 

"Get big or get out," declared U.S. Secretaries of Agriculture from the 
1950s to the 1970s.5 Their words reflect a federal bias towards large 
farms that persists to the present day. One example is highlighted in 
the 2001 USDA Food and Agricultural Policy admission that federal 
subsidies benefit absentee landlords far more than the 42 percent of 
professional farmers who are renting land.6 In fact, Chevron, DuPont, 
International Paper and other Fortune 500 companies receive annual 
farm subsidies as high as 60 times the average payment to the 
bottom 80 percent of recipients.7 Other de facto government supports 
for the industrial system include oil subsidies, research dollars 
directed to the needs of agribusiness, and extensions to patent law 
that allow companies to own strains of crops. 

 
“The only measure by which the large 
farms are better is that of productivity 
of labor. On these large farms enormous 
quantities of energy are substituted for 
labor.” 

-- Herman Daly, 
Former Senior Economist at the World 
Bank 
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 Finding Our Way Back Home 
  

The consequences of industrialization are highlighted in our Tale of 
Two Tomatoes. Economist Herman Daly describes three kinds: 
increased labor productivity depopulates rural areas; prices skewed 
by the non-inclusion of social and ecological costs lead to an 
unsustainable use of the land; and "free trade" leads to specialized 
export production and, especially in less-developed countries, to the 
inability of rural peoples to feed themselves.11   

 
 
 
 

 

 
Another group of consequences has risen to prominence since Daly's 
1994 assessment: geographic concentrations of production and 
distribution lead to a decline in "food security." Urban areas often 
have a minimum of food on hand at any given time. And low-income 
neighborhoods may be left without any nearby food sources 
whatsoever - for example after WalMart, the largest food retailer in 
the nation, moves near to town.12  
 
"The industrialized, conventional way of farming is not necessary - or 
inevitable" concludes the Funders Agriculture Working Group in their 
report Roots of Change. Not necessary, not inevitable, and certainly, 
as we are learning, not desirable.  
 
There is no denying that there was a time in American history when 
we were fascinated by industrialization and the conveniences that it 
promised. Our preferences were shaped through advertising and as 
part of the larger cultural landscape. Tang, for example, was 
introduced to the market in 1959 but didn't become a household 
staple until years later when a barrage of commercials told children 
to emulate the astronauts. And the popular space-age cartoon The 
Jetsons depicted the future of food as manufactured pills - the apex of 
industrialization. Now in the opening years of the 21st century, as we 
journey to the future of food, we look around to find that something 
has been lost along the way.  

 
“Eating is an agricultural act. Eating 
ends the annual drama of the food 
economy that begins with planting and 
birth.” 

-- Wendell Berry 
Farmer and Essayist 

  
Food products, after all, are not widgets. There's more to the value of 
food than "least possible cost." On a bodily level, we enjoy the flavor 
and crave the nutrition. Taking a moment to connect the food to the 
field, we find that our food choices can also help build strong 
communities and maintain a healthy environment. For despite 
government confusion and corporate dominance, the power of 
realizing a return to honest food lies with us - the eaters. In our 
modern economy, the choices we make as consumers can be as 
important as the choices that we make as citizens in a democracy. As 
Wendell Berry reminds us, "One reason to eat responsibly is to live 
free." 

Source:  
“The Pleasures of Eating” 
http://www.stjoan.com/ecosp/docs/pleasur
es_of_eating_by_wendell_b.htm 
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