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ABSTRACT

Surviving Modern Agriculture in
Nebraska: Organizational Strength and
Sustainability

Capitalist development in agriculture has caused many social and ecological issues for
rural communities and for small- and mid-sized producers in the United States. Rural
communities and agriculture-based organizations have responded to the challenges of modern
agriculture in distinct ways and with unique approaches. This thesis investigates the role that
civil society has played in contesting and transforming the modern agricultural paradigm and
highlights the need for political participation by local, grassroots organizations to influence and
change current development trends towards a model that is more socially and ecologically
sustainable. A neo-Gramscian perspective has been used to analyze grassroots organizations
working for change in Nebraska. This research focuses on current alternative approaches to
agricultural production in Nebraska and on two grassroots organizations in the state (Center for
Rural Affairs and Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture Society) that are contesting, confronting,

and attempting to transform the modern agricultural paradigm.

Key Words: Alternative Agriculture, Agrarian Social Structure, Sustainable Development,

Grassroots Participation, Political-Cultural Formation, Organized Resistance, Empowerment
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RESUMEN

Sobreviviendo Agricola Moderna en
Nebraska: Sostenible y la Fuerza
Originalizar

El desarrollo capitalista de la agricultura ha causado muchos problemas sociales y
ecologicos en las comunidades rurales y los productores de pequefias y medianas empresas en los
Estados Unidos. Las comunidades rurales y las organizaciones basadas en la agricultura han
respondido a los desafios de la agricultura moderna en formas distintas y con enfoques Unicos.
En esta tesis se investigara el papel que tiene la sociedad civil en el cuestionamiento y la
transformacion del paradigma de la agricultura moderna, y se pondréan de relieve la necesidad de
la participacion politica de las organizaciones de base locales, para influir y cambiar las
tendencias actuales de desarrollo hacia un modelo maés social y ecoldégicamente sostenible. Una
perspectiva neo-Gramsciano se aplica al analisis de las organizaciones de base que trabajan para
el cambio en Nebraska. Esta investigacion se centra en los enfoques alternativos de la
produccidn agricola actual en Nebraska y en dos organizaciones de base contra-hegemaonicos en
el estado que estan disputando, enfrentandose, y tratando de transformar el paradigma de la

agricultura moderna.

Palabras Claves: Agricultura Alternativa, Estructura Social Agraria, EI Desarrollo Sostenible,

La Formacién Politico-Cultural, La Resistencia Organizada, Empoderamiento
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Chapter |

SURVIVING MODERN AGRICULTURE IN NEBRASKA

The U.S. Supreme Court declined to review a lower court’s ruling in 2007 that Initiative 300 (I-
300) was unconstitutional and violated the commerce clause of the U.S. Constitution. In doing
so, the U.S. Supreme Court effectively overturned a 25 year-old law in Nebraska that prohibited
non-family farm corporations from owning farmland or livestock in the state. Initiative 300
allowed unrelated farmers and ranchers to own up to 49 percent of an agricultural entity in
Nebraska before that arrangement was no longer considered a ‘family farm.” The Initiative was
originally designed for the easy transition of beginning farmers and ranchers into production
agriculture and to protect the state’s family farms and agribusinesses from being taken over by
large, out-of-state corporations (Mabin, 2007; Center for Rural Affairs [CFRA], 2011b).
Initiative 300 helped restrict corporate interests that had no connection to the land or
communities affected by rural agricultural practices of Nebraska, and it allowed producers to

have more control and freedom over what they produced and how they produced it.

The partial success of 1-300 is apparent by looking at Nebraska’s beef-producing
industry. Between 1982 and 2005, Nebraska remained one of the nation’s top beef-producing
states while retaining the most independent producers of beef in the nation. Over the same period
in other states, increases in beef production came with a loss in the overall number of
independent producers (Heffernan, 2007). Initiative 300 also slowed irrigation development in
the Sandhills and helped keep large-scale, corporate hog operations out of the state (Aiken,
2007). Initiative 300 was challenged in federal court by six plaintiffs who argued that the law put
agribusiness in Nebraska at a competitive disadvantage with those in other states. In 2008,
organizations against market reforms, like the Nebraska Farm Bureau and the Nebraska
Cattlemen, opposed new legislation similar to 1-300 and helped defeat a Nebraska state corporate
farming ban (CFRA, 2012; Meyer, 2012). This victory in court demonstrates the power,
influence, and strength of big business, corporate interests or, in other words, the capitalist class
in agriculture. These interests are becoming stronger and more influential than the state and

stronger than the voting public in the state. The defeat of 1-300 is an example of removing
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protections for small- and mid-sized producers and of deeper integration into the U.S. modern
agriculture paradigm, and of a legal shift in the Federal Courts to a harder line on state
regulations that impact or interfere with interstate commerce and investments. This defeat signals
the predominance of the modern agricultural paradigm in the United States and reinforces the
legitimacy of using this type of production even when it goes against the will of the voting
majority. The defeat of 1-300 is also an example of how the capitalist class is able to exercise
power and enhance its control of production through the state apparatus, and it may have set the
legal conditions for the final demise of farmers as a subordinate class, despite the resilience they

have shown throughout previous decades.

The ‘Golden Age’ of U.S. agriculture (1900-1920) was the most prosperous time that
U.S. farmers had ever experienced; however, since that period rural populations have been
declining steadily and fewer producers have remained on the farm (Cochrane, 1979; Gardner,
2002; Hurt, 2002a; 2002b). This depopulation has had devastating effects, both directly and
indirectly, on rural communities and their inhabitants. Agriculture played an important role in the
development and establishment of the United States: at the beginning of the nineteenth century,
90 percent of families in North America farmed. Even though the percentage of families farming
had dropped to below two percent by the early twenty-first century (Wittman, 2010: 810), rural-
and agriculturally-based communities and families significantly contribute to the U.S. economy.
Despite the exodus from the U.S. countryside since the 1800’s, many rural communities remain
and are an important part of U.S. culture and tradition (Slama, 2004: 9-11). The communities,
families, and individuals that do remain should have the right to preserve and maintain their
culture and way of life equal to any other cultural group in the United States or abroad. Not only
do these people have the right to exist, but they also have the right to build and develop their
cultures as well (Desmarais, 2007: 72-73) Some rural families have lived on the same plot and
farmed the same ground for more than six generations, and their existence and lifestyles are
being threatened. To lose all of these rural communities would be an unfortunate tragedy and the
loss of an important part of U.S. culture and heritage. Although rural populations have been
declining since the 1800’s, changes in U.S. agricultural policy since the 1980’s and the
neoliberal restructuring of the agricultural sector have only sharpened and accentuated the
previously polarizing trends. Founded on the ideology of neoliberal globalism, these new
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policies and practices have had a devastating impact on many rural- and agriculturally-based

communities in the United States.

In addition to the loss of culture, the modern agricultural production model has ecological
and social implications. Hunger, food shortages, and the food crisis are all connected to modern
agricultural production, and labor sovereignty, immigration, and public health are also affected
by current agricultural practices. The entire food production model has changed and developed
with modern agriculture. Market exclusion developed along with the consolidation of power
among only a few corporations in the agricultural inputs and the processing and distribution
sectors, which has made it hard for smaller farm operations to compete. The ecological
degradation caused by modern agricultural production has been linked to global warming and to
an increase in the amount of greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere (Lappe, Collins, Rosset, &
Esparza, 1998). Soil nutrient depletion, water contamination, and ocean dead zones are all results
of current agricultural practices, and the increased use and production of genetically modified
(GE or GMO) seeds and plants has led to the loss of plant species. All of these factors, along
with rural and community development issues, are affected by agricultural policy and practices,

and modern agricultural production has consequences that are felt globally.

Starting in the 1980’s, the U.S. agriculture production model began to deepen the
domination of large capitalist interests, and now that model consists of neoliberal agricultural
practices and policies based on the ideology of the free market and on the alliances between
major capitalist farmers and ranchers and the agribusiness multinational corporations that control
international commodity trade, seed trade, and pesticide production. The neoliberal agricultural
model gives priority to large holdings that concentrate on monocultures of commodity crops for
export. This type of production involves using large amounts of agrochemicals, herbicides, and
pesticides, which promotes labor efficiency. Large producers are able to drive workers and small
producers off the countryside and, in turn, exploit the few people who remain in order to achieve
the highest profit margin (Storey, 2001: 194-195; Pritchard, 2005b: 5).

After examining the social and ecological effects of the modern agricultural paradigm,
the legitimacy, rationale, and sustainability of this paradigm come into serious question.
Proponents of neoliberalism and the modern agricultural paradigm point to the positive aspects

of this type of production, such as increased productivity, commodity specialization, expanded
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markets, and the increase in foreign trade that has occurred since the 1980°s (Dimitri, Effland, &
Conklin, 2005: 2, 7-9). Neoliberalism draws from neoclassic economic theory which assumes
that the present farming system is socially desirable, that individual behavior is guided by
rational-choice decision-making, and that the market will dictate decisions on how and what to
produce and on whether or not to continue farming (Labao & Meyer, 2001: 110). In general,
neoliberalism and neoliberal-guided policies and practices are not concerned with social costs,
income-distribution issues, or ecological degradation because, according to this ideology, the
self-correcting market mechanisms will ultimately address and correct the issues (Pritchard,
2005a: 5). However, the destructive social and ecological tendencies that accompany the
neoliberal model, such as land consolidation, forced migration, and food insecurity, as well as
the lack of attention and support that those issues receive, are exactly why the current
agricultural production model has come into question. The loss of family farms and rural
depopulation continues to occur as small operations are continually taken over by large and
corporate farming operations, leading to even more social and community-dislocation issues
(Page, 1996).

The question then becomes: Have big business, corporate interests, and the capitalist
class become too powerful to contest, or are there still ways to confront, challenge, and
effectively change the modern agricultural paradigm so that power is recovered by individuals,
small- and mid-sized producers, and the voting public? Rural communities and agriculturally-
based organizations have responded to the challenges of modern agriculture in a variety of ways
and on different levels of geographic organization. With varying degrees of success, local, state,
and regional organizations have used different approaches to respond to the ecological and social
problems associated with the modern agricultural paradigm. The success of these communities
and organizations often depends on organizational strength, community solidarity, leadership
types, and the level of awareness possessed by individuals in those rural communities. By raising
people’s awareness and increasing organizational strength, it is possible to contest, confront,

challenge, and change the modern agricultural paradigm (John, 1993; Castle, 1998).

This thesis will investigate the role that civil society has in contesting and transforming
the modern agricultural paradigm into a model that is more socially desirable and ecologically

sustainable. Initially, this research gives a historical account of U.S. agriculture, identifies the
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modern agricultural paradigm, explains its social and ecological consequences, and highlights
the class-structural process involved as it relates to direct agricultural producers. Next, this thesis
explores what alternative agriculture is and how alternative and sustainable agricultural practices
contest the negative impacts of the modern agricultural paradigm. Finally, this thesis examines
rural- and agriculturally-based grassroots organizations demonstrating how these organizations
are using alternatives in agriculture to contest agricultural hegemony and identifies the
organizational aspects and internal dynamics of these organizations. More specifically, this
research examines grassroots organizations in Nebraska and ‘bottom-up’ organizational
approaches to contesting the modern agricultural paradigm and evaluates how successful these
organizations have been in helping small- and mid-sized producers and the rural communities
they inhabit to ‘survive modern agriculture.” In order to show the effects of modern agricultural
production in Nebraska, two rural- and agriculturally-based grassroots organizations located

there have been chosen as the subjects of this research.

This research is not designed to create or suggest a new agricultural model, nor does it
offer ideas on innovative agricultural practices. Instead, it seeks to demonstrate how grassroots
organizations are able to influence and change current development trends in agriculture towards
what they conceive as an agricultural model that is more socially desirable and ecologically
sustainable. It will also focus on the strength of rural organizations, the possibilities for peaceful
and self-determined social change, and how change can be accomplished through grassroots

participation, consolidation of organizations, strategic alliances, and political action.

Justification and Significance

This research is relevant to the field of Development Studies in two ways: first, U.S.
agriculture has had a huge role in world trade and development; second, it examines the
possibility of progressive change in the United States, the core of the world economy.
Agricultural development has been an important part of U.S. economic development, and despite
the long history of international and global trade, the role of agriculture is becoming more
significant in the neoliberal era of globalized capitalism. Currently, the United States is one of

the largest producers and exporters of agricultural products and U.S. agricultural development is
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closely linked to the future of world agricultural development as its model has been transferred
to most irrigated areas of the world (Antle, 1988; Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations [FAOSTAT], 2008). Because of the role the United States plays in the global
agricultural system, examining ways to contest U.S. agricultural hegemony at the source is

important in providing methods of resistance that may prove effective and applicable in other
settings, both domestic and foreign.

Figure 1.1: Nebraska-Map

g

Source: (theclipartwizard.com, 2010)

Situated on the Great Plains in the middle of the United States, Nebraska is primarily an
agriculturally-driven state. Nebraska is a top producer of many commodities and it ranks in the
top ten nationally in the production of beef, corn, beans, millet, sorghum, soybeans, wheat, hogs,
and alfalfa (United States Department of Agriculture [USDA], 2010). In many ways Nebraska
represents, and is mirrored by, other Midwestern states, especially those where the majority of
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economic activity is related to agricultural production, such as Kansas, lowa, or the Dakotas.
Nebraska agricultural production epitomizes the modern agricultural paradigm, and it is an ideal
setting to illustrate the social and ecological effects of modern agriculture and to examine the
alternative approaches to the current production model. The way grassroots organizations in
Nebraska respond to the effects that accompany modern agriculture, how these organizations
challenge, confront, and contest the modern agricultural paradigm, and the effectiveness of these
organizations in transforming that paradigm will be explored and developed within the context of
this state. Politically, Nebraska is a conservative Republican stronghold where neoliberal policy
and practice and the interests of big business are well represented. Nebraska has strong ties to
many large corporations that are involved in agribusinesses, food production, food processing,
and commodity transportation and is home to ConAgra Foods, ConAgra Cattle Feeding, Tyson
Foods, Cargill Corn Milling, Kraft Foods, Union Pacific Corporation, and Berkshire Hathaway
which has holdings in Tyson, Coca-Cola, Anheuser-Busch, and Proctor and Gamble. Nebraska is
made up of many rural communities and a few urban centers, and agricultural production affects

virtually every individual and community in the state.

Agricultural production in Nebraska accounts for a large amount of total U.S. agricultural
production, and state agricultural exports have consistently ranked in the top five nationally since
1997 (USDA, 2011). Ninety-eight percent of cash receipts collected in the state in 2009 came
from the top ten agricultural commodities; agricultural-related economic activity contributed
more than $15 billion dollars to the state economy, and agricultural production represented five
percent of the total U.S. economy (USDA, 2012b). Over $4.8 billion dollars were earned by
Nebraska agricultural exports in 2007, with every dollar spent on those exports generating an
additional one dollar and 36 cents of economic activity in the state. In the same year, over 20
percent of Nebraskans were employed in the agricultural sector, property taxes from agricultural
activity contributed over $700 million dollars to the state, and U.S. Federal Government
payments to Nebraska farmers totaled over $387 million dollars. Nebraska farmers spend around
$14 billion dollars yearly on agricultural production expenses (USDA, 2010) and production
capabilities of the ethanol industry in the state continue to expand, and in 2010 Nebraska was the
number-two ranked producer of ethanol in the United States with over two billion gallons
produced (USDA, 2012c).
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Nebraska agriculture contributes significantly to both the state and the national
economies, its agricultural exports play an important role in world trade, and the social and
ecological impact of the modern agricultural paradigm is very apparent. Changes in Nebraska
agricultural production will inevitably affect the U.S. agricultural model, which in turn will have
a large effect on world agriculture because the United States is a dominant force in the neoliberal
capitalist production system. In this system, developing countries essentially become locked into
subordinate positions in global commodity production chains. Without change in the U.S. model,
change in the rest of the system will be difficult due to the dependency relationship that
developing countries have with the United States. Understanding how grassroots organizations
contest the modern agricultural paradigm at the source and recognizing how change is
accomplished from within the U.S. system might help in developing a model and methods that
can be replicated and contribute to the realization of social change on a regional, national, and
global scale. By understanding how change is possible with participation and coordinated action
from subordinate groups, communities, and classes that are attempting to resist, contest, and
transform the current structural relations controlling agricultural production in the United States,
it is possible to apply a similar approach in other countries where comparable organizations are

attempting to contest structural relations created by neoliberal capitalism.

This research is also relevant to the field of Development Studies in terms of social
development. Bottom-up organization within civil society that effectively contests, confronts,
challenges, and changes bourgeois-hegemony indicates that there is a political space where
peaceful social change is possible through transformative politics. Social change through
political participation is not limited to agriculturally-based organizations, and bottom-up
organizational strategies for accomplishing change can be applied by any type of organized
resistance: grassroots organization, community groups, and social movement in developing
countries and in developed capitalist countries. Local organization and participation are
important because the nation-state continues to be a critical sphere for the imposition of ruling
capitalist interests, and any substantial modification in the economic, political, and cultural
conditions of subordinate groups, communities, and classes will have to be fought and won at
this level (Otero, 2004). Democratic development and the deepening of democracy are forms of
social development that occur when civil society is strengthened through grassroots

organizations and coalition building. If change in the current agricultural model can be achieved
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in Nebraska by grassroots organizations, collective action, transformative politics, and political
participation, then the possibility for change in the international agriculture production model

may become a reality.

This research is significant and empirically original in the application of theory, and it is
a contribution to the overall body of knowledge in the field of Development Studies. In
theoretical terms, it is significant and original in two ways. Using a neo-Marxist approach to
analyze civil society’s role in transforming the modern agricultural paradigm with a Gramscian
view of the state is unique. The phrase, ‘civil society,” does not appear in most basic U.S.
dictionaries, and an introduction of Gramsci into U.S. thought could help individuals recognize
the importance of civil society (Buttigieg, 1995). Civil society is the realm of consent, and it is
also considered everything non-government or the private sphere (Gramsci, 1971). Furthermore,
a critical understanding of civil society is beneficial while creating and developing alternatives to
current power structures, and a Gramscian-based analysis provides a unique approach to
understanding social change in the United States. The second original theoretical aspect of this
research is that it uses Political-Cultural Formation (PCF) Theory to analyze grassroots
organizations in the United States. Political-Cultural Formation Theory has mostly been applied
to organizations and social movements in Latin America (Otero, 2004) and in the analysis of
social movements in developed countries like Canada (Grove, 2006), but PCF Theory has not yet
been used in the analysis of grassroots organizations within the United States. Empirically, this
research is also significant and original because of the specific grassroots organizations explored.
It examines two rural- and agriculturally-based grassroots organizations in Nebraska, the Center
for Rural Affairs (CFRA) and the Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture Society (NSAS), and how
these organizations are helping producers ‘survive modern agriculture’ by contesting bourgeois-

hegemony.

Research Design

The chief goal of this thesis is to investigate the extent to which U.S. small- and mid-
sized farmers have survived the modern agricultural paradigm and under what organizational

conditions they have been able to do so. The research is structured around three main objectives,
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subsequent research questions, and a proposed hypothesis. The first objective is to identify and
define the modern agricultural paradigm and explain its related social and ecological
consequences in the United States. The second objective is to explore the key components of
alternative agriculture, the social forces behind it, and the culture that binds the sustainable
agriculture movement together. The final objective is to identify grassroots organizations, their
responses to the modern agricultural paradigm, and their internal and external modes of
participation. Answering the following questions will help provide the necessary background
information needed for the research and help fulfill the research objectives. How do political-
cultural factors affect the success or failure of counter-hegemonic organizations in Nebraska
attempting to transform the modern agricultural paradigm? How has the class-structural process
affected the agrarian class structure from which these organizations emerged? What are these
organizations working for: complete structural change, ideological transformation, or a political
space to work within the current system? What are the results of these organizations’ actions at

the local, national, and international levels?

The research hypothesis is: Grassroots organizations are transforming the modern
agricultural paradigm by organizing themselves into political-cultural actors, shaping unified
demands, and generating democratic leadership. Through these grassroots organizations, a

paradigm shift has begun and an alternative, parallel system of agriculture is emerging.

Methodology

The research tools, techniques, and methods used to obtain the necessary data for this
research included participant observation and semi-structured, open-ended, in-depth interviews
with farmers and farm-organization leaders, and primary sources. Initially, primary and
secondary source historical and contemporary documents were used to provide the structural and
contextual background information needed to set the stage. This information helped identify the
current state of U.S. agriculture, the hegemony of the modern agricultural paradigm, and social
and ecological effects associated with this type of production. The data on alternative agriculture,
the sustainable agriculture movement, and grassroots organizations in Nebraska was obtained by

participant observation and through semi-structured, open-ended, in-depth interviews. Farm
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tours, agricultural conferences, state and grassroots sponsored events, political rallies, farmers
markets, organic supermarkets, health food restaurants, public hearings, group protests, keynote
addresses, and interviews provided the primary data for the research. Surveys and questionnaires
were used to identify possible interview participants and to get a general idea about producers’
availability and willingness to be interviewed. They were also used to see how questions would
be received by producers and to develop actual interview questions. The surveys and
questionnaires were not used for statistical purposes and their results are in no way represented
in this thesis. The surveys and questionnaires were used as a way to make initial contact with
producers and other possible participants and as a preparation tool for the actual in-depth

interview process.

Snowballing and participant observation were used to access the population of study,
small- and mid-sized family farmers in Nebraska. The methodological goal was to integrate into
the community, understand how this group lives and thinks, and to identify the group’s
worldview. A written record of the experience was kept in a research journal and audio
recordings were created as notes. These methods were used throughout the research process to
understand how such organizations function internally and externally, namely in relation to state
institutions, transnational corporations, and other grassroots organizations. With a snowballing
technique, a large network of possible interview participants for the research was developed
(Clifford, French, & Valentine, 2010). Then, interviews and focal group discussions were used to
identify these organizations’ views, understand how they interact, and experience their internal
group dynamics (Flowerdew & Martin, 1997). A broad spectrum of people was incorporated for
this research, including individuals from conventional and alternative agricultural production and
members of grassroots organizations and other activist groups. These individuals included
farmers, community organizers, activists, agribusiness employees, government officials, and
grassroots organization representatives. Observations were kept in a field journal and all
interviews and focal groups discussions were recorded, notes were taken, and conversations were
transcribed. This process provided the data necessary to evaluate these organizations, determine
their level of solidarity, and evaluate their efforts. The specific organizations researched were the
Center for Rural Affairs (CFRA) and the Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture Society (NSAS).
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The data obtained helped develop an understanding of the regional culture, the level and
type of state intervention experienced, and the leadership types and modes of participation
developed by direct producers to contest bourgeois-hegemony. The data also provided the salient
features of the two groups, explained the social conditions where they exist, and exposed the
organizations’ group dynamics. Interviews were conducted with the leadership of these
organizations to highlight their composition, the main goals and stances, and the tactics used to
achieve their goals. Participant observation at conferences, organization-sponsored meetings, and
other sponsored and unsponsored organizational activities took place. After investigating
alternative agricultural practices, individuals were identified from the list of people that had been
created throughout the snowballing process and field research began. Once the initial
information had been collected and partially analyzed, a second round of fieldwork followed.
The research presented in this thesis is both quantitative and qualitative in nature, as a series of
official statistics on United States, and Nebraska agriculture was also used to set the social-class

structural context.

In August of 2010, | started talking with farmers and activists from my hometown area in
southwestern Nebraska who were involved in agricultural production and associated with
grassroots organizations. Using a snowballing technique, a network of possible participants was
developed and then the participants with the most potential were chosen to be key informants
(Blee et al., 2002). Participants were selected based on their specific knowledge, extensive
experience, position within an organization, relationship to the subject, and/or physical
geography. The participant’s ability to communicate cultural issues, comment on organizational
aspects, and explain the role of the organization’s leadership was also taken into account while
selecting participants. Data was obtained using overt participant observation techniques and

through interviews.

The first round of interviews was conducted in person between August and December
2010, and a second round began in October 2011 and lasted until February 2012, with four
follow-up interviews conducted in April and May of 2012. In the end, 35 interviews were
conducted with 37 participants. Four interviews were with couples, and one interview was with
four activists who were part of a coalition effort, and two participants were interviewed twice.

All participants signed a consent form and/or agreed to the use of their interview in this thesis.
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Anonymity was offered for all participants and will be respected throughout this thesis. Most
interviews were conducted face-to-face, while eight were conducted over the phone. The
conversations were recorded with a digital recorder and when appropriate, pictures were taken
with a digital camera. Interviews were conducted with producers from three different regions in
the state of Nebraska (Eastern, Western, and the Sandhills), and they lasted between 15 and 90
minutes, depending on the individual and the situation. Some of the interviews were rushed or

cut short due to unforeseen circumstances.

Figure 1.2: Nebraska Reference Map
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Overall, the interviews and participant observation aspects of the research were an
amazing and eye-opening experience. | found that most participants that | spoke with were eager
and ready to talk about their situation. Only once or twice did | feel that the participants were
skeptical of me or my ambitions; however, everyone | spoke with was very polite, respectful, and
helpful. That is not to say that the experiences with the CFRA and the NSAS were the same.

Each organization has a different leadership hierarchy, and it took a different amount of time to
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establish rapport with the organizations’ members and be trusted enough to conduct interviews.
As it turned out, most of the participants were members of both organizations | was investigating
and were currently holding or had previously held a leadership role in the other organization at
some time. The scope of the interviews was not limited by adhering to a specific set of questions,
and subsequent questions were developed during the interview process to follow the natural flow
of conversation. | initiated the theme or topic and then let the interview process run its natural
course. Interviews were directed, but many times it seemed that the participants took the
conversation in whatever direction they wanted to go. | did not try to limit the conversations, but

| did attempt to keep to certain themes and focus throughout the entire interview process.

Chapter Outlines

Chapter outlines are provided here to highlight the focus of each chapter and give the
general direction of the thesis. Chapter | has introduced the topic of research and identified the
research design of the study: Nebraska agriculture and grassroots organizations contesting the
modern agricultural paradigm and the current agricultural production model. It has justified the
importance of this research and shown how this work is a contribution to the field of
Development Studies that is significant and original. Chapter Il examines the literature relevant
to the research and addresses the necessary theoretical, conceptual, and contextual elements,
including Gramscian concepts like civil society, the state, and the theorem of fixed proportions.
An overview of Political-Cultural Formation (PCF) Theory, alternative agriculture, and
development, as well as a discussion on farm size and structure are also provided in this chapter.
Chapter Il initially develops the historical background of U.S. agriculture by looking at changes
and trends in population, technology, and agriculturally related legislation. The modern
agricultural paradigm is defined, and associated social and ecological consequences caused by
the U.S. agricultural production model are indentified. The chapter ends with an examination of
class-structural process by sociologically re-interpreting quantitative information generated by
the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). Specifically, a breakdown of the class
differentiation within the U.S. agrarian class is provided. The questions here are whether farmers
are able to sustain themselves as such, are they facing a process of becoming semi-

proletarianized, or are they becoming part of the small, but increasingly concentrated agrarian
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bourgeoisie? Chapter IV explores alternative and sustainable agriculture and shows how
alternatives are being used to contest the modern agricultural paradigm. This chapter identifies
resistance groups and grassroots organizations in Nebraska that are part of the sustainable
agriculture movement and how the movement is being organized. Chapter V provides an analysis
and evaluation of the Center for Rural Affairs (CFRA) and the Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture
Society (NSAS) through PCF Theory. It also examines how these organizations are working with
other resistance groups, like the Nebraska Farmers Union (NFU) and BOLD Nebraska, to form
alliances and build coalitions. Chapter V1 offers a recapitulation of the research findings, a short
discussion on the challenges facing grassroots organizations, and some suggestions for
enhancing the success of these organizations. Finally, the chapter concludes with ideas and

thoughts on the possibilities for future research.
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Chapter I1

THEORY AND CONCEPTS

Certain theoretical elements need to be addressed in order to properly explain how subordinate
organizations, communities, and classes are contesting the modern agricultural paradigm. This
chapter develops the necessary theoretical, conceptual, and contextual elements of this research
through a review of the literature relevant to the subject, including historical and contemporary
writings from sociology, geography, economics, and political science. In order to provide the
base and give a starting point to this research, the ‘Agrarian Question’ and class structure are
discussed, followed by an explanation of Gramscian terms. The concept of development is
explored next, and John Ikerd and the Missouri School of Rural Sociology have been very
influential on the subject. Many of the terms and concepts tied to development and sustainability
came from this school or were expanded upon by this school. The importance of community,
sustainable development, and alternative agricultural structures and systems have all been topics
of writing for Ikerd as well. The modern agriculture paradigm and alternative agriculture are also
defined and differentiated by the Missouri School of Rural Sociology and scholars like Miguel
Altieri. Finally, Gerardo Otero lays out the framework for the analysis of resistance groups and
social movements through Political-Cultural Formation (PCF) Theory.

This research is based on a Marxist, historical-materialist conception of society, with a
Gramscian view of the state. This approach provides a way to understand the structural
impediments to change, the role of civil society in contesting hegemony, and the possibilities for
change through collective action within U.S. capitalism. Based on the analysis of class relations
and struggles which are shaped by the relations of production and the state, this approach can be
used to explain the historical and contemporary structures of development in different regions
and states on a global level (Berberoglu, 2009: 173). This analytical approach also allows for the
realization of the potential for transformative politics of solidarity in a world where capitalist
relations are extending and deepening (Rupert, 2005: 483). The CFRA, the NSAS, the NFU, and
BOLD Nebraska all exist within the capitalist realm and are fighting for change by contesting the

modern agricultural paradigm and capitalist agriculture. In Chapter I11, farmers and agricultural
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producers are differentiated and a class stratum classification for the agrarian class in Nebraska is
developed, and Chapters 1V and V look at alternatives to the modern agricultural paradigm and
the grassroots organizations in Nebraska working on organizing the agrarian class, while this
chapter gives a brief overview on the literature relevant to this thesis.

The Agrarian Question, Class, and Structure

The ‘Agrarian Question’ has long been a topic of debate in political and economic theory
and in agricultural development and is a good starting point for research based on agriculture.
For Marx, capitalist development in agriculture would lead to polarization and marginalization of
the agrarian classes and, as farms grew larger, the peasantry would disappear or become
incorporated into urban industry as part of the endless surplus labor force that was needed for
industrialization (1974). Building on Marx’s theory, Lenin further expanded upon the Agrarian
Question by proposing the idea of peasant differentiation and suggested that the agricultural
sector could provide the necessary resources for industrialization in different ways (1908). Both
Marx and Lenin were concerned with the specification of structures in the transitional phase
between classic modes of production, such as feudalism and capitalism; however, some scholars
argue that, at the time, classic modes of production analysis did not necessarily apply to U.S.
agriculture because of the debate as to whether U.S. agriculture is completely integrated into the
capitalist mode of production because of the large number of family farms still in production
(Chayanov, 1966; Djurfeldt, 1981; Kautsky, 1988).

Today, many aspects of these classic social and economic theories do apply to U.S.
agriculture and, to some degree, Marx and Lenin’s vision actually fits very well with the U.S.
agricultural production system, in the sense that farming has gone from primarily subsistence
production to an almost exclusive market orientation, with the relative number of farmers
dropping from about 90 percent of the population to only two percent. Even if farmers are fully
integrated into the capitalist market system, though, the question remains as to whether farmers
have survived as a distinct class, or if they have been fully differentiated into a proletariat and a
bourgeois, capitalist class. As discussed below, some farmers have been able to survive modern

agriculture and are struggling to continue existing as a class in their own right. Some of these
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survivors are even contesting the modern agricultural paradigm with alternative, sustainable
practices, and these survivors are creating a new agricultural production system and shifting the

current paradigm.

The debate over how to specifically define U.S. agriculture and differentiate the
agricultural producer class is ongoing, and this debate applies to the class-structural process and
class differentiation which are discussed in the next chapter. North American farmers conceived
as a form of simple commodity production articulated to the dominant capitalist mode has been
articulated (Friedmann, 1978; 1980); therefore, the theoretical framework to analyze U.S.
agriculture within the classic modes of production does exist. The idea of peasantry as a unique
mode of production or as a different type of economy within the structure of capitalist agriculture
has been debated by some scholars, while others have emphasized the importance in
differentiating between the class variations in the capitalist mode of production with relation to
agriculture (Ennew, Hirst, & Tribe, 1977; Friedmann, 1980).

According to Marxist theory, society is divided into social classes according to their
relationships with the means of production constrained at the structural level, and individual
action is limited by strong relations imposed by underlying economic relationships. Marxist
theory provides critical leverage for understanding the structures and dynamics of capitalism,
capitalism in relation to the state, and the class-based powers and resistances it enables, while at
the same time giving insight into social power relations which are dynamic, contradictory, and
contestable (Rupert, 2005: 484). Contesting the modern agricultural paradigm is critical for
farmers and agricultural producers if change is to be realized. The fundamental dynamic for real
change in Marxist theory is class conflict. The class struggle that develops from the unequal
distribution in wealth and from the inequalities of power and privilege that stem from the
ownership of the means of production creates this conflict. Analysis based on this theory
provides a description of social change in a specific time and place, and it also provides a
prescription for social change that enables a move towards a social structure that functions more
justly and is egalitarian in social life and action (O'Malley, 2009: 255). Two chapters of this
thesis address class issues, as well as social power relations directly related to politics and social
reproduction, social movement formation and its relationship with the state, and the class-

structural process. While this general conceptualization of class sets the objective structural
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limits in which political struggle takes place, I will argue that the political-cultural formation of
subordinate groups, communities, and classes is mediated by three determinations: culture, state
intervention, and leadership types. In order to address this argument, Gramsci’s view of the state

is briefly described.

The State, Hegemony, and Civil Society

Gramsci provides many of the essential conceptual elements necessary for the
interpretation and understanding of grassroots organizations and their leadership in relation to the
state and civil society. Gramsci’s view of the state differs from mainstream liberal economic
thought because of the emphasis and importance given to social classes and class relations, social
classes and power relations within society, and class struggles within the state (Berberoglu,
2009: 170-171). When applied to the analysis of the U.S. agricultural model and its relation to
civil society, this approach allows for the examination of organized resistance and grassroots
organizations and the possibilities for social change through political mechanisms. This type of
approach allows for the analysis of power structures, and it provides an understanding of how
social change is made possible from within those structures, and on how organized resistance
and grassroots organizations are responses by subordinate groups, classes, and cultures from civil
society that organize to contest bourgeois-hegemony. This kind of approach provides a multi-
dimensional focus where collective action, class consequences, and the overall impact of a
resistance group can be examined (Kebede, 2005: 82). This research focuses on Nebraska
grassroots organizations and their leadership and on how they are trying to organize the agrarian

class.

Gramscian conceptual elements incorporated in this research are: the state, civil society,
hegemony, and the political party. Gramsci views the state as the complex entirety of political
and theoretical activity that the ruling class uses to justify, maintain, and obtain active consent of
its dominance over those who are governed (Gramsci, 1971: 12-13; Femia, 1981). The idea of
the ‘state’ is very important, especially when dealing with a developed, liberal democratic nation
such as the United States. As defined by Max Weber (1978), the ‘state’ can be thought of as

possessing the legitimate claim to the monopoly over the use of physical force over a given
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territory. This generally-accepted definition of the state roughly coincides with Gramsci’s
‘political society,” or the ‘state’ in a strict sense. For Gramsci, however, the state is to be
understood more broadly as the totality of political society and civil society. Political society, as
in Weber, is the realm of force and domination, whereas hegemony of the dominant social group
is exercised through civil society private organizations (Gramsci, 1971: 244-245). Hegemony,
then, is rule not simply by the force of the state, but actually through the moral and intellectual
leadership of the ruling class. The interests of this ruling class then become accepted as valid and
universal; therefore, hegemony refers to the cultural leadership exercised by ruling groups
(Gramsci, 1971; Femia, 1981; Kebede, 2005). This leadership is expressed by organizations from
civil society that act to support the hegemonic project, and thus are representative of bourgeois-

hegemony to the extent that they accept the development project of the bourgeoisie.

At the same time, grassroots organizations and subordinate groups, communities, and
classes that do not accept bourgeois-hegemony exist in civil society as well, at least potentially.
In developed capitalist nations, an armed uprising against the ruling class and the government is
not a feasible option, not least because these countries are usually democracies. Power must be
attained through consent and not through violent struggle. For this reason, hegemony must be
obtained peacefully by opposition and resistance groups in order to be legitimately recognized by
society and the state. In the United States, the pervasive influence of liberal economic tradition
identifies the state with government, and the government poses a threat to freedom (Buttigieg,
1995), but Gramsci sees a democratic state and the control of hegemony as freedom. Democracy
means that the people take control of the state by consent, and as the state, the people are then

able to contest, challenge, and change hegemony and achieve freedom.

The goal of these counter-hegemonic social groups is to gain consensus for a popular-
democratic, participatory system with the goal of betterment for the whole of society as its
ideological base and foundation, as opposed to exploitation within a repressive system that is
only nominally democratic. Gramsci’s concepts of civil society and hegemony help explain the
structure and power relations within capitalist states claiming to be democratic (Buttigieg, 1995).
The CFRA and the NSAS both exist within the democratic United States which is a leader of
neoliberal globalized capitalist development. These grassroots organizations operate as counter-

hegemonic organizations from civil society that are contesting hegemony as a response to the

Richter-Tate 20



social, ecological, and economic issues that have developed along with modern agricultural

production.

The question then becomes whether or not these counter-hegemonic social groups can
develop sufficient awareness and organization to contest bourgeois-hegemony. Organizations
from these subordinate groups, communities, and classes may attempt to develop and promote a
popular-democratic hegemonic project contesting bourgeois-hegemony. Struggling for a
popular-democratic project is more likely and more easily achieved when more organizations of
this kind exist. In turn, civil society is strengthened when more of these types of organizations
exist and form coalitions and alliances. Hegemony is legitimized, strengthened, and reproduced
in the social, political, academic, and cultural realms of life (Gramsci, 1971; Kebede, 2005).
Organized resistance, grassroots organizations, and social movements may become the critical
part of civil society that form around different ideologies to contest bourgeois-hegemony, but
still have a similar goal.

Other Gramscian concepts are also incorporated in this thesis and they relate to the
intellectuals, leadership, and leadership formation in social groups and political parties. All
social groups naturally develop one or more categories of intellectuals within their ranks, and
these intellectuals help bring awareness to the group in political, social, and economic fields
(Gramsci, 1971: 5). When subordinate groups and classes struggle for dominance or hegemony
within civil society, intellectuals play a pivotal role. Subordinate classes and cultures must work
to assimilate and conquer the intellectuals of the opposing class by defeating their ideology.
Conquering and assimilating ideology is more easily achieved if the ‘organic intellectuals’ of the
subordinate group are articulated and elaborated. The formation and recognition of these organic
intellectuals is essential to class organization and in the battle against bourgeois-hegemony.
Hegemony is exercised by the dominant group throughout civil society, and their intellectuals are
the ‘deputies’ exercising these subaltern functions of social hegemony and political government

which are mostly connective and organizational by nature.

Traditional and organic intellectuals are two types of intellectuals that Gramsci refers to,
and they are necessary pieces for any social group trying to unite behind a political party
(Gramsci, 1971: 7-15). Traditional intellectuals are those formally trained in educational

institutions, whereas an organic intellectual is formed through life and the development of the
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social group (Gramsci, 1971: 15). Subordinate groups articulate their intellectuals through the
political party. Gramsci sees that political parties are composed of three essential parts: a mass
element, a principal cohesive force, and an intermediate element, and the party functions most
efficiently when these three elements exist in the proper or fixed proportions (Gramsci, 1971:
152). When political parties, social groups, or movements achieve their specific fixed
proportions, the organization and the movement become much harder to put down. That is not to
say that subordinate groups will be more likely to succeed in achieving hegemony if these
proportions are met, but defeating the group as a whole becomes much more difficult (Gramsci,
1971: 153).

At the same time, subordinate organizations must always be prepared for defeat by
bourgeois-hegemony and, therefore, must prepare for the future of the organization. Preparation
for defeat means developing the successors of the movement and providing them with the
necessary tools to continue in the struggle. That is why the development of leadership is an
important aspect for grassroots organizations that are contesting hegemony. One speaks of
generals without an army, but in reality it is easier to form an army than to form generals
(Gramsci, 1971: 152-153). Thus, if an organization is not to rely on charismatic-authoritarian
leaders who can be easily eliminated or bought out, it must have a concerted policy of leadership
formation and rotation. Gramsci’s concept of civil society, which is intertwined with his theory
of hegemony, is important because it exposes the mechanisms and modulations of power in
capitalist states that purport to be democratic (Buttigieg, 1995), and democratic development and
the deepening of democracy are critical elements in social and political development (Dryzek,
1996).

Development and Sustainability

The concept of development can be approached and interpreted in various ways. One
interpretation of development is: providing improvements in the human condition, and the
changes needed to achieve those improvements (Parpart & Veltmeyer, 2003: 2-3). Many
approaches to development have been proposed based on different theoretical perspectives, and

depending on time and place, the process of development has taken on many different forms. In
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the contemporary world, the idea of development as a project was created after World War Il by
the U.S. government in an attempt to improve the quality of life for the majority of the world and
to prevent the global south from being attracted to the communist project expanding in the Soviet
Block and China (Parpart & Veltmeyer, 2003: 2). In all reality, the notion of development can be
traced back much further than World War II; however, the idea of development as a world

project is relatively new (Escobar, 1995; McMichael, 2009).

The U.S.-led development project was founded on liberal economic beliefs around the
free market, and its focus and measure of success are based on economic growth. However, after
decades of this type of development, it has become clear that development focused only on
economic growth has failed to encompass all aspects of the social world and failed to provide
any type of equal or even world development (Nixson, 2006: 971-973). This type of
development has shaped the modern agricultural paradigm and U.S. agricultural hegemony, but
as John Ikerd points out, many rural and agricultural communities have become “the dumping
grounds for the rest of society” as a consequence (2001b). Agricultural development has proven
to be economically beneficial to the United States and transnational agribusiness corporations;
however, development measured in purely economic terms has led to many social and ecological
issues. In development guided by economic value productivity, profitability, and capital
accumulation, the value of human life and the environment are overlooked because people and
places are reduced to a quantifiable dollar amount (Ikerd, 2011a). Due to the failure of economic
growth driven development, at least in human, environmental, and social terms, new approaches
to development have been pursued. This new development paradigm being introduced is more
human-centered and it consists of a locally driven model that is not completely based on

economic parameters.

‘Development’ has been used by many authors in various contexts to explain past events
and to guide new advancements. The idea of ‘development’ is influenced and based on Otero’s
conceptualization of ‘desirable development,” and Ikerd’s explanation of ‘sustainable
development.” Desirable development, as Otero discusses, is an approach to development where
success is measured and understood as more than just a numeric function of economic growth
(1996), and desirable development is how development will be conceptualized within this thesis.

More specifically, desirable development implies a human-centered type of development based
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on social and ecological sustainability with an economic-growth component, or as Ikerd calls it,
‘sustainable development’ (lkerd, 2001b; 2007a; 2007b; 2011a). Sustainable development
implies a change from the current mechanistic worldview to an alternative organismic worldview
in which the world is viewed as a living entity (lkerd, 2010b; 2010a). In this paradigm shift,
development is seen as a renewable and regenerative process in nature, as are all social,
ecological, and economic systems (lkerd, 2007a; 2010b; 2011a). Sustainable development
applied to community translates to meeting the needs of all in the present while leaving equal or
better opportunity for those in the future (Ikerd, 2001b).

When applied to agriculture, sustainable development means a new sustainable
agricultural paradigm in which the common farming philosophy is creating a sustainable living
system that is diverse, holistic, and interdependent. Sustainable development means creating a
society guided by the principles of sustainability in all aspects of life (Ikerd, 2011a). Establishing
new markets, developing an alternative economic system, and changing the current agricultural
production model are steps towards sustainable development (lkerd, 2010a). Sustainable
development addresses the long-term goals and needs of the local community and this process
starts with local dialogue and community organization (lkerd, 2001b). Through organization,
grassroots organizations, and resistance group alliances, individuals working together for the
common and collective goal are represented, and in turn, have the ability to affect change in the
political, social, cultural, and economic aspects of development (Griesgraber & Gunter, 1996:
91-95).

If this is the case, the issue then becomes changing the current system into something that
will facilitate desirable development based on the tenets of sustainability, and shifting science,
economics, and development paradigms to alternative paradigms based on sustainability (Ikerd,
2001b; 2005). Alternative development paths often center on food production and food systems,
and the creation of an alternative, parallel economic system that is not controlled by profit
margins and accumulation is one step towards sustainable development, sustainable ecology, and
a sustainable society. Alternatives are being used to contest the modern agricultural paradigm,
and alternative agricultural producers using these alternatives are being organized and becoming
part of the sustainable agriculture movement. The sustainable agriculture movement and the fight

for class interests are discussed later in this chapter, as well as in Chapter 1V.
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Modern Agricultural Paradigm

Conventional and industrial agriculture and their connection to the modern agricultural
paradigm need to be explained and the modern agricultural paradigm defined in order to
contextualize this thesis. Briefly for now, though, and elaborated in the next chapter, the modern
agriculture paradigm is to be understood as more than just industrial and conventional
agriculture, but also as the transnational corporations and businesses outside of the United States
that are not directly involved in agricultural production. Transnational corporations that are part
of final food production and distribution processes, and companies involved in the production of
agricultural inputs are included as well (Otero, 2012). The international nature of agriculture and
the increasing trend toward globalization have resulted in a high number of transnational
corporations entering into the agricultural sector, and even finance capital is now invested in
futures commodities markets. This speculation in futures has been pointed to as a key factor in
the food-price crisis that was set off in 2007 (Bello, 2009). Many of the largest players in world
agricultural production, international commodity trading, and food processing and retail are
headquartered in the United States and are influential economic players in the modern
agricultural paradigm. The U.S. agricultural model and capitalist agricultural production are
exported and promoted in international development, and this exportation and promotion are

some of the elements that define the modern agriculture paradigm.

Historical analyses and descriptions of the development of U.S. agriculture are numerous
(Cochrane, 1979; Fink, 1992; Stanton, 1993; Danbom, 1995; Gardner, 2002; Hurt, 2002a; 2002b;
Dixon & Hapke, 2003), and they provide the background information for this research from the
establishment of the United States and Jeffersonian agrarianism in the 1770’s, to the 1980°s and
neoliberal restructuring. Descriptions, explanations, and analyses of the current state of U.S.
agriculture and the social and ecological issues associated with modern agricultural production
are numerous and wide ranging. Social aspects of agricultural and food production like labor
sovereignty issues created by modern agricultural production are also numerous and wide
ranging. Social effects of agricultural production (Buttel, 2003; Jackson-Smith & Buttel, 2003),
labor sovereignty issues and the relation to food production (Otero, 2011), and the socio-
economic impact of agriculture and food production in the Great Plains (Funk & Bailey, 2000;
Bailey & Preston, 2003; Henderson & Akers, 2008; Bailey & Preston, 2011) have all been
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developed, discussed, and related to migration, systemic poverty, and social mobility. The effects
of conventional agriculture and agriculture’s relation to climate change (Johnson, 2009;
Gomiero, Paoletti, & Pimentel, 2011a) have also been detailed, as well as neoliberalism in

agriculture.

The influences of neoliberalism and globalization have affected the direction and style of
U.S. agriculture in many ways (Barkley, 1988; Goetz & Debertin, 1996; Foladori & Wise, 2009),
and these influences have provided the rationale for the international institutional framework that
guides world agricultural production today (Foladori & Wise, 2009; Petras & Veltmeyer, 2010).
This new framework for agriculture now includes more technology-related issues and an
increased international regulatory component (Gibbon, 2008; Otero, 2008; Pechlaner & Otero,
2008; 2010), both of which are directly linked to biotechnology. The effects of biotechnology in
agriculture (Kloppenburg, 2004), the monopolization of genetic resources (Otero, 2008), and the
establishment and enforcement of intellectual property rights (Buttel, 2000; Busch & Bain, 2004;
Pechlaner & Otero, 2008; Pechlaner & Otero, 2010) all have social and ecological implications.
They have affected the direction of change in U.S. agricultural production, as well as encouraged
new players such as pharmaceutical companies and investment firms to enter into the agriculture

game.

The current agricultural development goals of the World Trade Organization (WTO), the
World Bank (WB), and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) continue to promote the
integration of small farmers into the global commodity market, and the U.S. failure to recognize
legitimate alternatives to the current food and agriculture crisis shows that no real alternatives are
being discussed. Alternatives in development policy and strategy are needed to create a new
agricultural paradigm which is democratically grounded and attentive to cultural and biological
diversity (McMichael, 2009; McMichael & Schenider, 2011). Alternative energy sources,
environmentally friendly and sustainable farm practices, and an end to subsidies in developed
countries have all been suggested as ways to begin addressing the agricultural development
crisis, but some think that actual change depends on organizing small- and mid-sized producers
in the United States and across the world (Bird & Ikerd, 1993; John, 1993).
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Alternative Agriculture

Multiple alternatives to the current agricultural production model have been proposed,
and defining alternative agriculture is an important part in differentiating between producers.
Various approaches to production, processing, practice, marketing, and distribution have all been
considered alternative, and these alternatives are discussed in-depth in Chapter IV in terms of
people, perceptions, production, and markets. From crop selections and in-field farming practices
to operation management techniques and green energy production, alternatives to conventional
agricultural production have manifested themselves in diverse ways, and the organizations that
have formed to contest the modern agricultural paradigm have united behind unique motives.
Some research on alternative agriculture has focused on the producer and alternative methods for
production (Vandermeer, 1995). The ecological basis of sustainable and organic agricultural
production has also been explored (Ingram, 2007; Pearson, 2007; Patzek, 2008). The beliefs,
values, and motivations behind alternative agriculture, the development of the sustainable
agriculture movement, and differences between sustainable and conventional agriculture have
also been indentified and analyzed (Berry, 1977; Beus & Dunlap, 1990; Bird & lkerd, 1993;
Jackson, 1996; lkerd, 2001b; Jackson-Smith & Buttel, 2003).

Developing the subject of alternative agriculture even further is Miguel Altieri with his
work on agroecosystems (1994; 1999). Altieri explains how agroecology is a self-sustaining,
low-input, diversified, and energy efficient system of agriculture where the restoration of
biodiversity in the landscape is the goal (1994). Agroecology is one approach to alternative
agriculture that is sustainable and designed not only to meet current ecological challenges, but
also to meet socioeconomic challenges present in the agricultural production model. These
systems stress conservation and regeneration of biodiversity, soil, water, and other natural
resources (Altieri, 1999). Each agroecosystem will be different because the producer works with
the natural landscape and tries to mimic the natural ecological process in the geographic location.
The main components of agroecosystems are discussed by Altieri, and he highlights the role and
importance of productive, resource, and destructive biota (Altieri, 1999). Productive biota
consists of chosen crops, trees, and animals; resource biota help with biological control,
pollination, and decomposition; and destructive biota consist of weeds, pests, and insects, and the

main strategy of agroecology is to exploit the complementary relationships that exist in

Richter-Tate 27



polycultures of plants and in mixed crop-livestock systems (Altieri, 1999). Knowledge and
management are necessary elements in designing and maintaining an agroecosystem, and factors
like crop arrangement, non-crop vegetation, soil type, and the surrounding environment all need
to be taken into consideration. When managed correctly, agroecosystems are a sustainable
alternative to the current agricultural production model and to conventional and industrial

agriculture.

Alternative supply chains, distribution networks, and food systems have been the main
focus of other recent studies (Rosset, 2008; 2009; Andree, Dibden, Higgins, & Cocklin, 2010),
and recent literature in agrifood studies has also developed the consumption/consumer aspect of
agricultural production and explored the importance of the relationship between consumers and
producers in the creation of alternative and local food systems (Goodman, 1999; Goodman &
DuPuis, 2002; Guthman, 2002; Hendrickson, 2009). Local and alternative food systems and the
creation of a parallel economic system are seen by some as important steps in contesting
hegemony and reestablishing democracy (lkerd, 2001a; 2010a). The role and effect of consumers
in food production and the producer-consumer link are further developed with literature
regarding the corporate takeover of alternative and organic markets (Johnston, 2008; Johnston,
Biro, & MacKendrick, 2009b; Johnston & Baumann, 2009a). These focuses help shed light on
alternative agriculture and the wide span of applications and interpretations it carries. These
perspectives help develop the context in which alternative agriculture is used in this research;
however, the role and analysis of rural- and agriculturally-based organizations in the United
States and their influence on alternative agriculture and the sustainable agriculture movement are

still underdeveloped.

Resistance and the Sustainable Agriculture Movement

Social, agrarian, and farm movements and the organizations behind these movements are
also related to this thesis. The formation of international peasant and farm movements and their
response to the globalization of the industrialized and U.S. led neoliberal agricultural production
model have been analyzed, and the importance of international political alliances has been
highlighted (Desmarais, 2002; 2007; Borras, 2008; McMichael, 2008). The ideas of food
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sovereignty, food vulnerability, and food dependency, as well as rural autonomy in a globalized
world, have been addressed and advanced by other scholars (Rosset, 2008; 2009; 2009 ;
Wittman, 2010; McMichael & Schenider, 2011). These authors address the relationship between
globalized modern agricultural production and international food prices, supplies, and
distribution articulated by the food crisis. Facing this crisis, foreign peasant movements and
other agrarian movements have responded by challenging U.S. dominance and agricultural
hegemony from outside the United States; however, confronting U.S. hegemony at the source is
underdeveloped.

Traditional methods and approaches used in contesting and challenging the hegemony
that controls these forces must be expanded, explored, and developed and these efforts organized
at the local, regional, national, and international levels. This thesis will offer an internal approach
to contesting U.S. agricultural hegemony at the source through political participation and class
and community organization. Approaches to political change by grassroots organizations differ
greatly between the United States and developing countries, but many of the goals are the same;
namely, creating an agricultural model that is socially and ecologically sustainable, returning the
power of choice back to small- and mid-sized producers, and offering an alternative to current
development and production trends (Desmarais, 2002; Ikerd, 2004; 2005; Desmarais, 2007;
McMichael, 2008; Ikerd, 2011b).

Resistance to modern agricultural production has taken different forms, and one form of
resistance is through grassroots organizations. Grassroots organizations constitute organized
resistance that contests the modern agricultural paradigm and challenge bourgeois-hegemony.
These organizations mobilize behind similar ideology and use various methods and tactics to
confront the different aspects of hegemony. In the United States, the sustainable agriculture
movement is organizing the agrarian class, like-minded grassroots organizations, and other
groups and individuals to contest the modern agricultural paradigm. The sustainable agriculture
movement is similar to other historical agrarian movements except it contains a greater
ecological element, and the environment, sustainability, local control, and reconnecting the
producer and consumer are key issues (Beus & Dunlap, 1990; Bird & lkerd, 1993; Ikerd, 2001b;
2004; 2005; Altieri, 2008; lkerd, 2011b).
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The sustainable agriculture movement has been around since the early 1980’s and Ikerd
identifies three distinct streams of thought and agricultural-related movements (2004; 2005).
Traditional family farmers, rural communities, and organic farmers originally came together
behind sustainable production, protecting their lifestyles, and being able to earn an acceptable
living. Sustainable agriculture is a form of sustainable development that promotes a more
socially just, economically viable, and environmentally sound type of agricultural production
where the alliance between producer and consumer is of strategic importance (Altieri, 2008).
Strategically, buying locally has become more important than buying organic within the
movement, and establishing a personal connection and understanding between consumers and
producers is strengthening the movement. The sustainable agriculture movement supports many
aspects of alternative agriculture as well, such as alternative farming methods, direct markets,
rural community development, and healthy food systems (lkerd, 2004; 2005). The potential for
growth of the movement and the need to organize the movement has been pointed out by Ikerd
(2004). Ikerd argues that the best avenue for the growth and success of the movement is through

a focus on and a coming together around local, sustainably-produced foods.

Organizing the movement is the other key to success, and building coalitions between
different grassroots organizations and establishing new alliances between producers and
consumers has raised public awareness and strengthened the sustainable agriculture movement.
This thesis explores grassroots organizations in Nebraska that are part of the sustainable
agriculture movement and examines their efforts in consolidating the movement and contesting
the modern agriculture paradigm. Politically, economically, intellectually, and culturally, these
organizations are contesting the complete modern agricultural paradigm and confronting the
social and ecological challenges associated with the current agricultural production model in an
attempt to create a new, popular-democratic, hegemonic project. All along the commodity chain,
from production methods and market strategies to consumer involvement and public opinion,
these organizations and the sustainable agriculture movement are challenging the power that

guides and directs agricultural production in the United States and abroad.
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Political-Cultural Formation and Civil Society

The strengthening of civil society and the level of success in contesting the hegemony of
modern agriculture can be analyzed through the application of Political-Cultural Formation
(PCF) Theory, which has previously been referred to as political-class formation. Given that the
theory can and has been applied more broadly to include groups and communities, it has been re-
labeled as political-cultural formation. This renaming also corresponds to the fact that both
political and cultural factors are central to the analysis beyond the economic-structural positions
of groups, communities, and classes. What this approach attempts to do is overcome the
economism and class-reductionism of earlier Marxist analyses (Laclau, 1977).

The deepening and development of democracy involves strengthening civil society, and
PCF offers a way to understand how subordinate groups, classes, and communities become
organized to fight for their own interests. Political-Cultural Formation is defined as the process
through which direct producers and other exploited and/or oppressed social groups shape
demands, form organizations to pursue them, and generate a leadership to represent them before
the state and other organizations with which alliances are built (Otero, 2004: 332). It has been
applied to peasant and indigenous groups in Mexico and Bolivia (Otero, 1999; 2004; 2012;
Gilbreth & Otero, 2001; Otero & Jugenitz, 2003; Salt & Otero, 2011b), and to the gay and
lesbian movement that led to same-sex marriages in Canada (Grove, 2006).

Agricultural producers and rural communities in the United States are recognized as a
cultural group with distinct traditions and a unique historical past (Ikerd, 2001b; Slama, 2004;
Ikerd, 2007b). Rural communities and agriculturally-based counties on the rural Great Plains saw
the greatest population decline, experienced the greatest and most wide-spread poverty, had
persistent low earnings and income, and the highest reliance on unearned income from 1970-
2000 (Bailey & Preston, 2003; Bailey & Preston, 2011). From 1988-1997, the three poorest
counties in the United States were in Nebraska, and 18 of the 50 poorest counties in the nation
were also rural Nebraska counties (Funk & Bailey, 2000).These producers and rural communities
continue to be one of the most marginalized and exploited groups in the United States and they
represent subordinate groups, communities, and classes. Organization among them is a factor in
strengthening civil society, developing a participatory democracy, and obtaining favorable

intervention by the state that supports their interests (Otero, 2004: 325-327). The self-awareness
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and organizational capacity of grassroots organizations and other subordinate groups are also key
factors in creating class capacity to fight for common interests and contest bourgeois-hegemony.
Political-Cultural Formation is the process by which subordinate groups, communities, and
classes form organizations to struggle for their interests. Political-Cultural Formation analysis
explores the class-structural process from which subordinate organizations emerge along with
three mediating factors, and PCF Theory proposes that regional cultures, state intervention, and
leadership types and modes of grassroots participation are the mediating determinants between
the class structural processes and political-cultural-formation outcomes. Regional culture forms
the basis on which the group shapes its demands, state intervention shapes the character of the
class organization, and leadership types, along with modes of participation, shape the group’s
independence from, or dependence on, the state; their autonomy for self-management; and the
types of alliances formed with other groups, communities, and/or classes (Otero, 2004: 332).

The class-structural process addresses the fact that not all agricultural direct producers
have the same size farms or the same relative power. There is, in fact, a strong process of class
differentiation within farming communities, and this differentiation has an impact on the
potential for political-cultural formation. Class differentiation also generates a distinction of class
interests and, therefore, diverse potential for awareness, organization and contestation. The class
structural process is thus defined as the larger socioeconomic context into which direct
agricultural producers are inserted. It is causally linked with regional culture, state intervention,
and leadership type. Yet, the specific causal links between class structure and political-cultural
formation are hard to specify. This is why PCF proposes to focus on the three mediating
determinants mentioned (and discussed below). The PCF perspective will be used in this
research to analyze grassroots organizations in Nebraska contributing to the sustainable
agriculture movement and rural development by organizing agricultural producers, rural

communities, and urban consumers and activists.

Regional culture forms the collective identity of the subordinate group, community
and/or class, shapes local demands by the people, and identifies who they target as their objects
of struggle (e.g., the state and/or corporations) (Otero, 1999). How the class wants its culture to
be reproduced, how it relates to the dominant form of production and its relation with the

dominant culture are aspects that affect the collective identity of the group (Otero & Jugenitz,
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2003). Regional culture is also the common or shared experience of the individuals in the group
or class with the outside world, as well as the interaction among group members within the
organization. It is the localized experience in relations between the exploited, i.e., the relations of
reproduction; and in the relations with the exploiter, i.e., the relations of reproduction.

State intervention affects the capacity to defend the interests of the class and influences
the character of the class as well (Otero, 1999). State intervention includes both state and federal
responses to an organization or class, how the government has expanded or shrunk political
openings, and how the government portrays the class or organization. State intervention usually
responds to hegemonic interests and values, but in advanced capitalist society it must also
respond to the interest of ascending subordinate classes if it is to guarantee its legitimacy. The
character of state intervention from the perspective of the subordinate class, community, or
group interests is either favorable or unfavorable, and it will affect and influence the character of
the class. Political-Cultural Formation Theory presupposes three main types of state intervention:
first, there can be interventions favorable to subordinate groups but that result in their co-
optation by the state. Co-optation means that while receiving concessions from the state, the
group loses a major degree of independence and, therefore, reinforces bourgeois-hegemony.
Second, there is the negative or repressive state intervention: this is the state’s declining to meet
the organization’s demands, or even represses its mobilization. If repressive state intervention is
severe, it may lead to demobilization of the class; however, it may also aid in generating more
oppositional organizations, strength and determination. Finally, there can be favorable
intervention which is the result of organized pressure from below. In this case, state intervention
can be labeled popular-democratic in that policy is favorable to subordinate groups or classes.
Popular-democratic intervention strengthens civil society, and it signifies that the mobilized
organizations retain their independence from the state, yet are still successful in influencing state

policy in their favor (Otero, 2004).

Leadership types and modes of grassroots participation are the final mediating factor, and
they directly affect organizational strength, its level of independence from the state, as well as its
autonomy from other political organizations for its internal governance or self-management, and
also the kinds of alliances established with other groups or classes (Otero, 1999; Otero, 2003;

Otero, 2004). Leadership is a vital aspect of mobilization and it is important in generating,
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maintaining and expanding the leadership of the organization, gaining public support, and
working with other organizations to build relevant and effective coalitions. Mobilization equals
the leadership and internal communication of an organization in addition to the use of
connections outside the organization’s membership. Accountability, the creation of alliances, the
ability to represent constituents, and the promotion of grassroots participation also fall under the

mediation of leadership types and grassroots modes of participation.

These political-cultural factors directly relate to how grassroots organizations mobilize,
as well as the political approaches organizations use to contest bourgeois-hegemony and
accomplish their goals. Three ideal types of leadership have been proposed for the Mexican case
(Otero 2004), and these leadership types, as well as other leadership type classifications, will be
used in this research specifically for the U.S. case. Based on Max Weber’s (1978) initial and
general characterization, the charismatic-authoritarian, the corrupt-opportunist, and the
democratic-participatory leader are used to describe leadership styles in Mexico. The
charismatic-authoritarian type involves a leader that may retain more independence from the
state, but may be less accountable to the constituency. The corrupt-opportunist may be more
accountable to the people he or she represents, but is less likely to have the group’s best long-
term interest in mind, so could compromise for short-term concessions. This action may lead to
the organization’s loss of independence from the state and final co-optation into bourgeois-
hegemony. Finally, there is the democratic-participatory leadership which insures that both
independence and autonomy are preserved, and the group’s best long-term or historical interest

will be the main focus of action.

A deeper, participatory democracy means organized voter participation, public debate,
and political involvement by the people, and people must exercise their democracy in order for
an alternative economy to emerge (Lipietz, 1992). At the same time, individuals are not the
agents of social change in a representative electoral democracy and, therefore, organizations
from civil society representing those individuals are essential and the real agents of change. The
U.S. political system is set up in such a way that elected officials represent the constituents that
voted them into office, and there are mechanisms to remove officials who are not representing
their constituents. Initiative, referendum, recall, and term limits are all examples of those

mechanisms, and the U.S. political structure is set up in such a way that the demands of the
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people are represented if they participate in the political process. Grassroots organizations and
their ability to build coalitions and partnerships are directly related to the organizations’
leadership, effectiveness in the political arena, and how demands are received by the government
(Flora & Flora, 2008). Cooperation between grassroots organizations and other groups from the
subordinate classes is a key element and an essential part of a functioning democracy, and inter-

organizational cooperation is necessary to establish a popular-democratic hegemonic project.

Despite the extensive body of literature applying to agricultural development and social
movements, there is little written about grassroots organizations in Nebraska that are contesting
the modern agricultural paradigm. These organizations’ internal organizational strength and
capacity, approach to contesting the modern agricultural paradigm’s hegemony, and their degree
of success in transforming it are factors that need to be addressed. This research addresses these
and other issues related to sustainable agriculture and class organization. It does not try to
identify the most effective method for accomplishing structural change; instead, it examines the
regional culture of sustainable agriculture practitioners in Nebraska, how the agrarian class is
organizing, the response to these organizations by the state, and the leadership and modes of
participation of organizations that are part of the sustainable agricultural movement.
Additionally, the level of success these organizations have had in helping small- and mid-sized
producers survive modern agriculture will be assessed. An examination of these organizations
through PCF will provide a unique perspective and original analytical approach to their

understanding, as well as an attempt to fill part of the gap in the literature that exists in this area.
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Chapter 11

MODERN U.S. AGRICULTURE AND THE CLASS-STRUCTURAL PROCESS

In order to understand the origins of rural- and agriculture-based grassroots organizations like the
Center for Rural Affairs (CFRA) and the Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture Society (NSAS), an
examination of the historical configuration of the agrarian class-structural processes is necessary.
The agrarian class-structural processes constitute the larger socioeconomic context into which
direct agricultural producers are inserted and have evolved as social classes. It addresses the fact
that not all direct agricultural producers share the same size farms or the same relative power. In
fact, farming in the United States has become sharply differentiated between a decreasing
number of ever larger, mostly capitalist corporate farmers on one hand, and a semi-
proletarianized class of farmers with farm sizes that are so small that they are no longer viable or
sustainable in the economic environment provided by the modern agricultural paradigm. In
between these two extremes, there is a diminishing number of small- and mid-sized family
farmers who have been able to sustain themselves as such. Many of these farmers, along with a
growing number of small, under-subsistence, semi-proletarianized farmers, are increasingly
unable to generate economic incomes from agriculture alone. For small- and mid-sized
producers, income has increasingly come more and more from non-farm incomes since the
1970s, a process which has been heightened by the neoliberal reformation of capitalism since the
1980s. In addition to providing the historical background of U.S. agriculture and discussing some
of the ecological and social consequences associated with modern agricultural production, this
chapter also explores the class differentiation that has occurred among agricultural producers in
Nebraska. It provides a region-specific contemporary examination of the class-structural
situation in the state.

Classes and Agrarian Structure

For this chapter, | am re-categorizing the USDA’s several classifications of the U.S. farm

structure to offer a sociological understanding of the agrarian class structure in Nebraska. While
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the USDA’s classifications are all gradational, along several categories such as hiring labor, total
sales, acreage, etc.; my goal here is rather to cluster the various categories along class lines.
Classes are not merely gradational, but relational categories; they denote the relation of classes to
the means of production, their control over labor power (their own and/or that of others), their
possibilities of appropriating portions of the surplus product and, therefore, the types of social
relations in which classes are immersed (Wright, 2002). For instance, there is a huge difference
between farmers who systematically must sell their labor power to subsidize their farm
operations and those who systematically hire labor to operate their otherwise highly mechanized
operations (Friedmann, 1978). The first case, systematic sale of their own labor power, is likely
about an infra-subsistence, semi-proletarianized farmer; while the second case, systematic

buying of labor power, relates to a capitalist family farmer or a corporate farm.

In order to assess whether Nebraska farmers can survive modern agriculture or not, one
must first have a clear idea of their location within the broader agrarian class structure. To this
end, the various class locations of direct agricultural producers will be broken down into a five-
tier class categorization: the lower three are different strata of simple commodity producers (and
sellers of labor power) and the top two are both capitalist, family or corporate. Each of these
categories responds to the question of the extent to which farmers are able to at least sustain the
simple reproduction of the farm operation; that is to say, to not sustain losses that would make
them unviable as farmers, nor gains or profits that would put them in the situation of hiring labor
beyond the family household or intensifying their operation on the basis of more capital
investments. Below simple reproduction are infra-subsistence or semi-proletarianized farms;

above simple reproduction exist the conditions for farmers to become capitalist.

The bottom direct-producer class in U.S. farming is infra-subsistence, a semi-proletariat,
precisely in the sense that farmers in this class cannot sustain a scale of simple reproduction.
Rather, they must rely on non-farm incomes to make a living. In class terms, therefore, they can
be labeled semi-proletarian farmers in that they are torn between farm production and wage
incomes to make a living. These are farms that receive around half or more of their income from

off-farm sources, including the sale of labor power.

Subsistence family farms make up the second category. In class terms, these farms can be

labeled simple commodity producers, family farmers, or peasants. These farmers are not working
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for profits in the strict sense of the word, but rather they seek to reproduce their own labor
power, which does not entail a profit in capitalist terms. It is most likely that these farms are just
keeping their standard of living, not accumulating money, and not hiring wage laborers or only
hiring a few seasonal workers, a practice which is offset by the occasional sale of labor power by
family household members to generate off-farm income. This occasional sale and purchase of
labor power could simply be the monetized version of former reciprocity relations among
farming neighbors, which may have previously involved some food and drinks for a day’s labor,
but no monetary payment as such. Self-exploiting household labor power makes these farms
simple commodity producers but not capitalist farms. These farms sustain a scale of simple
reproduction, which allows them to both replace their agricultural implements, including raw
materials, and reproduce their labor power. The farm, however, does not produce a fund for
accumulation, which could be the basis for hiring labor power or otherwise expanding the

operation based on additional investments in machinery.

Transitional family farms constitute the third class stratum. These farms are in a
transitional stage in the sense that they are producing in an unstable situation; they can either fall
back into the subsistence farming situation or move up to the position of capitalist family farmer.
In the latter case, the transitional farm will be producing beyond the needs for simple
reproduction. What the farmer does with the surplus is critical in class terms; he or she can use
the surplus product either to increase the standard of living and thus stay in a subsistence
situation, but at a higher level, or use the surplus product to expand the operation and set the
basis for capital accumulation. The latter situation leads to the fourth category of farming.

Capitalist farms, the fourth class category, generate enough product to go beyond simple
reproduction and accumulate capital, i.e., to extend the wage labor-capital relationship. The
surplus product is used to hire labor power beyond the family labor power to keep production
going, turning it into a capitalist farm. Notice that capitalized farms must also invest in additional
machinery as well to enhance their productivity levels and be competitive within the modern
agricultural paradigm. Finally, corporate capitalist farms make up the final class of agricultural
producers. The direct producers in this case are all hired wage laborers. Corporate farms, then,
base their production on hired labor power and a high level of mechanization. One is no longer

talking about family farms here, whether subsistence or transitional: capitalist and corporate
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farms function on the basis of hired farm operators and workers, as well as on heavy investments

in machinery, equipment, seeds, and other forms of agricultural technology.

From the five categories mentioned above, semi-proletarian farmers are clearly on the
way out of farming. These are the farmers that have not been able to survive modern agriculture.
It is just a matter of time before they become clearly incorporated into another class, whether
working class or some position in the so-called middle classes, like professional wageworkers.
The next two categories constitute the farming class proper, subsistence and transitional farmers.
Although they occasionally rely on hiring wage labor, the main thrust of the farming operation
continues to rely on family household labor to sustain it. The last two strata constitute the

capitalist farming class in agriculture, capitalist farmers and corporate farms.

How are these class categories related to the USDA data? With regard to labor, infra-
subsistence farms, subsistence farms, and transitional farms are roughly equivalent to small- and
mid-sized farms, while the two types of capitalist farms would be those that are large or very
large. However, in some cases, a farm might be larger in physical size or in economic class, yet
employ less labor making the larger farm a mid-sized producer and the smaller farm a large
producer. This labeling depends on the extent to which farms invest in machinery and
equipment, or the “capital intensity” in conventional economics terms. An example of this type
of small, but capital intensive farm would be in the case of greenhouse operations: the land size
may be small but the capital intensity and number of hired wage laborers is high. If class
boundaries are determined by economic class, acreage categories, or by other economic assets,
these boundaries may shift at different times in history. That is to say, survival in the farming
class, dropping out of farming, or becoming a capitalist farm may take different compositions of

land and investments in other means of production and labor power.

In the quantitative exercise presented below, tables were designed to help illustrate the
different strata within the Nebraska agrarian class structure, show changes that have occurred in
the concentration of farms in each of the strata, indicate which farming class receives
government support and at what levels, and identify which farming class has the most market
share since the introduction of neoliberalism in agriculture. Starting in the late 1970’s, a constant

level of endowments was assumed while determining the various class boundaries.
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Table 3.1 was derived from U.S. Agriculture Census data. It shows farm concentration
within each class and gives the percentage of farms that occupy each stratum. Calculations from
census data, historical factors, and empirical realities, such as farm incomes and expenses, were
taken into account to determine the stratum breaks. Once the class stratum breaks were
established, the percentage of farms falling into each sub-class was calculated for each time
period. The calculations give a rough estimate of the percentage of farms in Nebraska that fall
into each class. Although the actual percentage of farms in each class may vary slightly from the
table, these percentages are very representative of agricultural producers in Nebraska and the

Nebraska agrarian class structure.

Table 3.1: Percentage of Nebraska Farms in each Agrarian Sub-Class

Class/Yr 1977 1982 1987 1992 1997 2002 2007
Capitalist Farms

Corporate 4% 5% 6% 7% 9% 7% 7%

Family 14% 15% 15% 16% 17% 16% 14%
Simple-Commodity Producing Family Farms

Transitional 11% 18% 17% 21% 22% 19% 17%
Subsistence 27% 26% 18% 16% 13% 12% 8%

Infra-subsistence 63% 55% 59% 70% 65% 69% 76%

Source: (USDA, 1978; 1982; 1987; 1992; 1997; 2002; 2007)

This table shows a clear pattern that has emerged in the agrarian class structure since
1978. The summed percentages of each sub-class in this table equal more than 100 percent
because these numbers were calculated as an upper limit for each class because not all farms
were mutually exclusive with regard to the variables used in the calculation. For example, the
corporate capitalist farm sub-class was determined by farms with non-family corporate
ownership and/or by farms that have a hired a manager running the operation. Capitalist farmers
were calculated by the number of farms that hired at least one laborer for more than 150 days of

the year. Transitional farms were derived by looking at sales class of farms, and depending on
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the time period, different dollar amounts were used to establish the division line. Subsistence
farms were considered farms with roughly $50,000 to $99,999 dollars in sales where the primary
operator claimed farming as his or her occupation. Finally, infra-subsistance farms were
determined by the farm’s percentage of household income that was derived from off-farm
activity, by the number of off-farm days worked by primary operator, and by the sales class of

the farm.

Table 3.1 shows that the agrarian class structure in Nebraska has been polarizing toward
both top and bottom strata, with the bottom strata increasing the most and middle farmers facing
imminent disappearance. That is to say, since the 1970’s, more farmers are becoming either
capitalist or infra-subsistance producers, and at the same time, the transitional and subsistence
classes are diminishing. The overall majority of farms are still simple-commodity producing
farms, but instead of the majority of those farms being transitional and/or subsistance farms, the
majority of producers are now infra-subsistence. This change signifies that a growing number of
farms can no longer remain economically viable without off-farm income. Also, it highlights the
fact that most Nebraska direct producers have basically passed the point where farming as a
livelihood is no longer an option unless an operation is of a certain acreage or economic-sales
class (in USDA terms). Subsistence farming is no longer an actual option, nor has it been since
the late 1990’s. Furthermore, the bulk of agricultural production has been concentrated in the
hands of capitalist farmers with profits, rather than simple reproduction or subsistence, as the
main driver of production. The exact enumeration of each agrarian sub-class is not the purpose of
this thesis, and such work goes beyond the scope of this research. The main purpose for this class
breakdown is to provide a rough percentage of farms that make up each stratum in the agrarian
class structure, and to show how this structure has evolved over the years since the neoliberal

turn in agriculture began.

In sum, the amount of labor power that comes from outside the family farm and the
amount of income needed from off-farm sources for the subsistence of the family farm sets up
the economic boundary between infra-subsistence or semi-proletarian farms and subsistence or
sustainable family farms. Technological requirements are also paramount to staying competitive,
or at least significant in order to remain economically viable in modern agriculture, and the

classifications provided above give us a basis to determine which farms are at greater risk of not
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being able to survive modern agriculture, which farms stand a chance, and which farms are the
technological drivers of the modern agricultural paradigm. It is possible that large and
increasingly-large farm size somehow guarantees continued profitability and capital
accumulation for capitalist (family and corporate) farms. If this is the case, it is more likely that
these large farms are shielded by the production model itself and there may not be any type of
challenge from those farmers to modern agriculture. This lack of resistance may indicate that
large farms actually thrive within the current production system, and that these large farms are
most likely the key social and economic agents.

After the percentage of farms in each sub-class was determined, the percentage of
government subsidy funds received by each of the sub-classes was also calculated. These
calculations indicate which sub-class of direct agricultural producer is more likely shielded by
the agricultural production model through state funding, protection, and support. A clear pattern
of inequitable subsidy distribution becomes apparent, and the social polarization trend is further
enhanced. Once again, the percentage of government funds received by each sub-class varies
depending on what criteria are used, but the next tables are representative of the Nebraska
situation and the United States. Table 3.2 uses acreage or operation size to determine the class
breaks. In the following tables, the first number represents the percentage of total government
funds the class receives in a year, and the second number, which is in parenthesis, indicates the

percentage of farms within that particular class in each given year.
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Table 3.2: Percentage of Government Subsidies Received by Nebraska Agrarian Classes by
Acreage (% of Total Nebraska Farms)

Class/Yr 1977 | 1982 | 1987 1992 1997 2002 2007
Capitalist Farms

Corporate NA | NA | 15% (6) 22% (7) 20% (9) 30% (7) | 31% (7)
Family NA | NA |[60%(15) |57% (16) |51% (17) |45% (16) | 47% (14)
Simple-Commodity Producing Family Farms

Transitional NA | NA [20%(17) |14% (21) |13% (22) |11% (19) | 10% (17)
Subsistence NA |[NA | 1% (18) 2% (16) 2% (13) 1% (12) 2% (8)
Infra-subsistence NA |[NA | 4% (59) 5% (70) 8% (65) 14% (69) | 10% (76)

Source: (USDA, 1978; 1982; 1987; 1992; 1997; 2002; 2007)

Government support heavily favors and encourages large producers while support for small- and

mid-sized producers continues to dwindle. In table 3.3 below, class breaks are established by the

value of total sales of an operation or the economic-sales class of the farm, and the number in

parenthesis is again the percentage of farms in the class.

Table 3.3: Percentage of Government Subsidies Received by Nebraska Agrarian Classes by Sales
Class (% of Total Nebraska Farms)

Class/Yr 1977 | 1982 | 1987 1992 1997 2002 2007
Capitalist Farms

Corporate NA NA 20% (6) 34% (7) 43% (9) 46% (7) 25% (7)
Family NA NA 37% (15) 35% (16) 29% (17) 26% (16) 48% (14)
Simple-Commodity Producing Family Farms

Transitional NA NA 23% (17) 16% (21) 11% (22) 10% (19) 10% (17)
Subsistence NA | NA |12%(18) |9%(16) |6% (13) |7%(12) |7% (8)
Infra-subsistence NA NA 8% (59) 6% (70) 8% (65) 11% (69) | 11% (76)

Richter-Tate
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These tables show that, typically, over 70 percent of government subsidies go to capitalist
farms. The majority of capitalist farms tend to be over 500 acres, and many of them over 1,000
acres in size, and capable of producing at least $250,000 dollars of agricultural product per year.
The federal and state government’s support of large scale farms with subsidies make it almost
impossible to fail at farming if an operation is of a certain minimum (but very large) size. No
matter what the final production output, these large farms receive enough government support to

continue production and perpetuate the modern agricultural paradigm.

The market share of each class is affected and has an effect on the class-structural
process. Similar to the trends and patterns in subsidy distribution, concentration and control of
the market is firmly with the capitalist farms. Table 3.4 uses acreage or operation size to
determine the class breaks, and in the following tables, the first number represents the percentage
of total sales by the class in that year, and the second number which is in parenthesis, indicates
the percentage of farms within that particular class in each given year.

Table 3.4: Percentage of Total Sales for Nebraska Agrarian Classes by Acreage (%o of Total
Nebraska Farms)

Class/Yr 1978 1982 1987 1992 1997 2002 2007

Capitalist Farms

Corporate 18% (4) |21% () |20%@) |23% () |21%©9) |30% () | 36%(7)

Family 22% (14) | 22% (15) | 21% (15) | 24% (16) | 23% (17) | 23% (16) | 24% (14)

Simple-Commodity Producing Family Farms

Transitional 26% (12) | 26% (18) | 27% (17) | 25% (21) | 25% (22) | 22% (19) | 19% (17)

Subsistence 24% (27) | 22% (26) | 19% (18) | 17% (16) | 14% (13) | 13% (12) | 11% (8)

Infra-subsistence 10% (63) | 9% (55) 13% (59) | 11% (70) | 11% (65) | 12% (69) | 10% (76)

Source: (USDA, 1978; 1982; 1987; 1992; 1997; 2002; 2007)

In economic sales class size, the trend remains the same. In Table 3.5, class breaks are
established by the value of total sales of an operation or the economic sales class of the farm (in

USDA terms), and the number in parenthesis is still the percentage of farms for the class.
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Table 3.5: Percentage of Total Sales for Nebraska Agrarian Classes by Economic Sales Class (% of
Total Nebraska Farms)

Class/Yr 1978 1982 1987 1992 1997 2002 2007

Capitalist Farms

Corporate 33% (4) |39%(5) |55%(6) |52%(7) |56%(9) |50% (7) |60%(7)

Family 16% (14) | 14% (15) | 23% (15) | 16% (16) | 18% (17) | 28% (16) | 16% (14)

Simple-Commodity Producing Family Farms

Transitional 19% (12) | 25% (18) | 13% (17) | 21% (21) | 18% (22) | 15% (19) | 13% (17)

Subsistence 23% (27) | 17% (26) | 6% (18) | 8% (16) | 6% (13) | 4% (12) | 9% (8)

Infra-subsistence | 9% (63) | 5% (55) | 3% (59) | 3% (70) | 8% (65) | 3% (69) | 2% (76)

Source: (USDA, 1978; 1982; 1987; 1992; 1997; 2002; 2007)

Although the figures that were derived from the class stratification calculations represent
the upper possible limits of concentration, government payments, and sales and not the actual
exact numbers, these numbers show trends and patterns that have persisted since at least the early
1980s. These class distinctions also help identify direct agricultural producers who have an
interest in contesting the modern agricultural paradigm. It should be said from the outset,
however, that | do not see a direct causal link going from class position to political-cultural
formation. As shown in later chapters, this process depends on how direct producers articulate
rural struggles by the mediation of regional cultures, state intervention, and leadership types. For
now, however, a description of the class-structural processes has been given, and through an
examination of the historical development of U.S. agriculture, the associated social consequences
of modern agricultural production, and the current situation direct agricultural producers in
Nebraska are facing, the context for the political-cultural formation of the Nebraska agrarian
class will be established. The history of U.S. agriculture is explained in the next section and it
links the historical development of U.S. agriculture to the contemporary class-structural issues

discussed in this section.
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Historical Background

The face of the rural United States has undergone many dramatic changes since the
1930’s and the advent of modern agriculture. Over the next 80 years it would see technological,
mechanical, biological, and commercial revolutions, as well as experience changes in
government policy regarding agricultural producers and see changes in the type and strength of
rural- and agriculturally-based organizations. These changes have had a profound effect on the
structure of U.S. agriculture, agricultural producers, and rural communities and populations.
Although many differences exist in agriculture with regard to farm size, type of operation,
farming practices, and crops produced due to differences in regional ecology, identity, and
culture, this section provides a structural and historical overview of U.S. agriculture, identifies its

production model, and explains the modern agricultural paradigm.

Agrarianism and U.S. Agriculture: 1776-1930’s

Since the establishment of the United States as an independent nation state, the role and
place of agriculture has been debated, and this debate has usually been driven by the idea of
agrarianism. The concept, definition, and interpretation of agrarianism has changed over the
centuries, and it has been used at different times and by different organizations to promote the
idealized character of farming as an activity and to understand the appropriate place of farming
as an economic, political, and cultural activity within American society (Dixon & Hapke, 2003:
144-145). Initially defined in terms by Thomas Jefferson’s conception of agrarianism, U.S.
agriculture was originally based on the belief of the virtue and independence of the yeoman
farmer, the concept of the natural right to private property, land ownership without any
restrictions, the use of land to promote social justice in the city, and on the idea that with hard
work, anyone could succeed in farming. For Jefferson, independent, land-owning farmers were
necessary elements for the establishment and maintenance of a democratic society, and this
belief stands as the basis for Americans’ collective ideological framework of U.S. agriculture
(Fink, 1992; Danbom, 1995; Hurt, 2002a; Dixon & Hapke, 2003). By 1862, these beliefs helped
define the place, role, and future for the development of U.S. agriculture, and these beliefs were

also the force behind the passage of new, agriculturally-focused legislation.

Richter-Tate 46



The Homestead Act of 1862 was the first piece of agrarianist legislation. Enacted during
the Civil War, this legislation threatened the interests of export-oriented capitalist agriculture
based on the monoculture plantation model and slave labor in the South (Kloppenburg, 2004: 57-
61). This act was popular and supported by both urban workers in the Northeast and by political
groups such as the National Reform Movement. These individuals and organizations felt that the
opportunity and availability of free land would help balance out the exploitation of labor in the
cities. Although the Homestead Act did provide opportunity for some individuals, it also
provided big business, corporate interests, and land speculators with the chance to further
immerse themselves into the agricultural sector and to become more economically powerful and
politically influential. The same year also saw the passage of the Morrill Act which established
land grant colleges and universities for the advancement of agricultural and mechanical research,
the Pacific Railroad Act which funded the construction of the railroad from lowa to California
for better access to markets for agricultural products, and the establishment of the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA). Even though these acts and departments showed
congressional support for independent, land-owning farmer households, they also promoted a
new form of commercial agrarianism (Dixon & Hapke, 2003: 143-146). These actions by the
government helped develop and establish a dynamic, rapidly expanding, increasingly
commercial, scientifically-based, technologically-complex form of agricultural production. This
type of production would drive U.S. agriculture in the future and would come to dominate U.S.
agriculture in the twenty-first century (Danbom, 1995: 145). During this same time period,
strong support for the family farm began to emerge that presented the family farm not only as an

economically viable unit, but also as the center and base of U.S. society.

During this period, industrialization and urbanization in both the United States and
Europe also had an effect on U.S. agriculture and helped it expand until the end of the nineteenth
century. This rapid expansion sparked debates about the need for government intervention in the
agricultural sector to help protect farmers from the volatility of markets and from the control of
merchants, railroads, land speculators, and loan brokers entering the sector (Morgan, 1979).
From 1870-1900, many popular agrarian, rural, and agriculture-based organizations began to
emerge, such as the Patrons of Husbandry, the Farmers Alliance, and the Populist Party. These
organizations all called for economic reforms aimed at protecting farmers from big business and

corporate interests, on the claim that farmers were the most virtuous and worthy members of
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society. The popular support base of these organizations was found in small- and mid-sized
family farmers who believed that farming was more than just business. For these producers,
farming was a cultural issue as well as a way of life (Fink, 1992: 23; Dixon & Hapke, 2003:
145).

The early 1900’s set the stage for what was to come in U.S. agriculture over the next
century and beyond, and during this time period the framework for the U.S. agricultural model
was established. The split between family farmers who saw their way of life being threatened
and big business that was further integrating into the agricultural sector solely for profit was
extended and grew deeper. Small- and mid-sized farmers influenced by the Populist Movement
of the late 1800’s pushed for government intervention to help with the economic difficulties
associated with farming, while business and conservative interests pushed for a more laissez-
faire approach by the government and for the development of a better business-oriented farmer
(Danbom, 1995: 160; Dixon & Hapke, 2003: 146). At the same time, the U.S. government began
to integrate the agricultural sector into national economic policy, and increased agricultural

productivity was seen as a way to facilitate urban industrialization and increase national wealth.

In the United States, numerous changes occurred in agriculture from 1900-1920, and
those changes were accompanied by great prosperity that U.S. farmers had not seen since the
1870’s. Industrialization in the United States and Europe, a rapidly increasing domestic
population, and food demands caused by World War | helped farmers and rural communities
experience unparalleled growth and wealth. New technology, machinery, and in-field practices
were introduced and disseminated by the land-grant universities, and new legislation elevated the
level of the federal government’s involvement and the role of the USDA in agriculture to an all-
time high. Rural- and agriculture-based organizations also increased in size and numbers as they
became more organized, unified, and specific with their interests and demands. Farmer
cooperatives were created behind specific commodities in the form of grain elevators, shipping
associations, and warehouse storage, and these co-ops became the most common form of
organization among agricultural direct producers in the first decades of the century. The
American Society of Equity and the Farmers Union also grew in membership and influence
during this period, and the Nebraska Farmers Union was established in 1913. Cooperatives and

farm associations like these pushed for new farm legislation, easier access to credit, lower
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transportation rates for commaodities, improved rural infrastructure, fair prices for their goods,
and for the overall expansion and involvement of the federal government in agriculture in order
to economically and socially protect and regulate agrarian life. Despite their many differences,
farmers had enough unity, collective purpose, and organization to achieve positive state
intervention and force political action that would help create a more producer-friendly,
regulatory state by the early 1920’s (Cochrane, 1979; Danbom, 1995; Gardner, 2002; Hurt,
2002a; 2002b; Dixon & Hapke, 2003).

By 1920, the United States had the highest yielding, best quality, and most desired
agricultural products in the world, and close to 32 million Americans were involved in
agricultural production on 6.4 million farms nationwide (Hurt, 2002b). The first two decades of
the twentieth century, also known as the ‘Golden Age’ of farming, were the most prosperous
time that U.S. farmers had ever experienced; however, the following decade would not be as
accommodating. After World War I, commodity prices dropped and stayed low until the mid-
1930’s. The Stock Market Crash of 1929 only worsened the problem, and hundreds of thousands
of families and farmers were pushed off their land, and the U.S. agricultural sector experienced a
major structural transformation that still persists today; that is, a dual model of agriculture with
the majority of farmers being poor and the minority of farmers rich (Dixon & Hapke, 2003: 146).

The establishment of the first food regime, as well as major changes in agricultural
production and food processing, also took place during this time. In the United States, an agro-
food complex began to emerge in the late nineteenth century and would come to form the basis
of U.S. agricultural hegemony in the second food regime of the following decades until the age
of neoliberalism (Friedmann & McMichael, 1989: 141; McMichael, 2009: 94). Grain exports
and food aid form the United States, coupled with the transition of agriculture into an industrial
sector, helped develop a new type of export-oriented, commercial agriculture that would be the
foundation of the new, independently governed, state-centered national economies that were
emerging from the new settler-states and other former British colonies (Friedmann &
McMichael, 1989: 93-96). As capitalism and capitalist production grew, wage-labor increased,
consumer relations changed, capitalist accumulation expanded, the trajectory of U.S. agricultural

development was set and the foundations of the modern agricultural paradigm were laid.
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The United States led the process of transnational capital accumulation from 1870-1914
which changed as international trade overtook the old system of colonial specialization in
agriculture. Commodity production based on the family farm, mechanized harvesters, specialized
commodity production, and pastoral estates aided by steamships and the railroad, led to the
expansion of U.S. agricultural hegemony and the establishment of the first distinct international
trade system (Friedmann, 1978: 547-551). This new system was based on the exchange of
agricultural products for capital goods, and a new international division of labor replaced the old
colonial division of labor. A new world economy emerged that now linked capital goods and
wage labor regions of Europe to agricultural commodity production by family labor in the
settler-states, all within a price regulated world market (Friedmann & McMichael, 1989: 100-
101).

The new agricultural production model that was developed at the end of the century
would be the basis of the second food regime’s relation to industrial agriculture and food
production in the decades to come, after a transitional stage between the two world wars. World
agriculture and its increasing ties to industry were based on comparative advantage, the
replacement of labor with industrial inputs, and the expanding commercial sector (Friedmann &
McMichael, 1989: 102-103). The integration of food and input markets, as well as the
transportation of food over long distances, only helped to begin a pattern of unsustainable
development, strengthen the relationship between agriculture and industry, and reinforce the U.S.

agricultural production model which is the core of the modern agricultural paradigm.

As the U.S. agricultural sector underwent many changes during the first few decades of
the twentieth century, the U.S. modern agricultural production model began to emerge. The
United States experienced changes in almost every aspect of agricultural production as advances
in technology and machinery, changes in government agricultural policy, and the introduction of
new, in-field farming practices brought U.S. agricultural production to an all time high and
helped extend U. S. hegemonic influence on world agriculture. The U.S. agricultural production
model began to take shape from 1900-1930 and, although it is almost unrecognizable today, the
biggest changes of that time laid the foundation for what was to come over the next century as
the modern agricultural paradigm. The start of a new, scientific age in farming had begun that

was composed of three essential parts: the discovery of new scientific relationships, the
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development of new technologies based on those relationships, and the adoption of technologies
in agriculture. The technology and science that would spark the Green Revolution was also
developed during this time and the eventual results would solidify and reinforce public belief in
the benefits of technology in agriculture. Even though the development and implementation of
these technologies was seen only to a small extent at the time, these factors would eventually

come to dominate U.S. agriculture for the rest of the twentieth century (Cochrane, 1979: 101).

Modern Agriculture and Social Differentiation: 1930°s-1980°s

Hard times and a mass exodus from the countryside prompted the U.S. Federal
Government to actively intervene in the market in 1933, and a comprehensive agricultural policy
was created and introduced. The crux of the matter was that modern agricultural technologies
had contributed to the creation of overproduction. This, in turn, led to collapsing farm prices and
massive farmer bankruptcies. New-Deal policies tried to soften this process for farmers. Over the
next decade, different types of New Deal agricultural policies were enacted in an attempt to
increase farm prices by limiting supply and production. The Federal Government made direct
payments to producers of the seven main commodities in exchange for a reduction in acres put
into production. The effectiveness of New Deal agricultural policy in reducing surplus is hard to
determine, and it is possible that the droughts of the 1930’s did more to limit production than
government programs (Cochrane, 1979: 287). Although New Deal policies did have some
success in alleviating economic and ecological burdens for farmers, the number of farms
decreased, and over five hundred thousand people left the Great Plains during this time period
(Hurt, 2002a; 2002b). In general, the agricultural programs and policies of the 1930’s included
direct payments to farmers for reductions in commodity production, price supports, and loans for
conservation efforts. These programs, however, favored the largest producers who could afford
to put land aside and remain idle. Government payments became the main source of income for
many farm families. The most significant thing about this period was the massive intervention by
the Federal Government, which substantially changed the relationship between direct producers
and the state. These changes established the foundation for all farm programs in the future, and
they marked a new era of state intervention in U.S. agriculture that still endures into the twenty-
first century (Hurt, 2002a; 2002b; Dixon & Hapke, 2003).
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Entry into World War 11 solved the problem of overproduction and low prices and U.S.
farmers experienced prosperity once again. The war years had a major effect on the agricultural
sector and dramatically helped bring about the industrialization of agriculture. With an increase
in profits from strong domestic and international markets and the loss of almost five million
people from farms during the war, the use and application of agricultural technology expanded
significantly. Although the integrated technology had been developed decades earlier, the use of
tractors, combines, hybrid seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, insecticides, and irrigation all increased
greatly and agricultural productivity rose again. The adaptation and implementation of
technology started the second technological revolution in farming and signaled the end of
subsistence family farming as the economically viable norm and ushered in the beginning of
industrial farming and the corporate takeover of agriculture (Hurt, 2002b). Industrial inputs
increased the need for capital and land, and thus gave large land-holding producers the advantage

and forced more and more small- and medium-sized farmers off the land.

After World War 11, demand for agricultural commodities fell again and pressure from
urban consumers and agribusiness for low-cost food and high-production agriculture rose. A
decrease in rural population, the lack of solidarity among agricultural direct producers, and the
lack of coordination between rural- and agriculture-based organizations allowed the U.S.
government to ignore the farm vote. Large corporate farmers, usually represented by the Farm
Bureau, pushed for a reduced role in agriculture by the government and for a move towards a
more laissez-faire, free-market economy. This push for a free-market economy, coupled with the
emergence of a new technology regime and the rise of agribusiness interests, forced more and
more small- and mid-sized producers out of agriculture and off the countryside. Between 1950
and 1969, the number of farms in the United States was cut in half from around 5.4 million to
about 2.7 million; the average size of farms increased dramatically from 216 acres to 389 acres,
and the number of large farm operations (farms over 1,000 acres) almost doubled from just over
12,000 acres to over 20,000 acres (USDA, 1982; Stanton, 1993: 50).

The 1950°s are associated with the rise of the second food regime. This food regime
ushered in changes in food production, consumption relations, and in the world food economy.
Surplus food from the United States was sent to Third World countries, which were now part of

its informal, postcolonial empire, and U.S. hegemony expanded with the use of food aid, which
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was used to encourage selective industrialization and to reinforce loyalty against communism
from developing countries. Green-Revolution technologies were used for national agro-
industrialization, market relations were extended, and linkages between farm sectors were
elaborated through global commodity and supply chains. Subsidized agricultural commodities
oriented for export were used by the United States to structure international trade with
production relations in its favor, and national focus shifted from rural development to commaodity
programs. United States influence and power affected international agricultural development as
well. Internationally, agricultural production shifted focus from national production geared
towards domestic markets to export-oriented specialized agricultural production, and these
changes would have international implications in the future for these countries with regard to

food dependency and food sovereignty (Friedmann & McMichael, 1989; McMichael, 2009).

By the 1960’s, technological advancements in agriculture made reducing agricultural
overproduction all but impossible. New congressional districts created in 1964 dramatically
changed farmers’ political representation and influence and, by the 1970’s, new agricultural
legislation was only discussed every four years (Hurt, 2002a; 2002b). U.S. agricultural markets
also shifted in the 1970’s and U.S. agricultural products were now increasingly being produced
for an export-oriented world market. The U.S. government also started using its position in the
global grain trade for leverage in establishing trade policies and as a bilateral bargaining chip
along with U.S. food aid (Cochrane, 1979: 150-151). Unstable world grain markets in the 1970’s
contributed to more U.S. farmers leaving the agricultural sector and the countryside, and food
dependency on the United States by international trade partners continued to grow. The 1970’s
also gave birth to rural- and agriculture-based organizations that were emerging from civil
society as President Richard Nixon dismantled many of the social programs set up in the 1960’s.
During this time, both the Center for Rural Affairs and the Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture
Society were established, and the first wave of resistance to industrial agriculture was getting
started by activists who were involved with some of the social movements of the 1960’s. These
activists began to organize around environmental issues, anti-nuclear sentiment, women’s rights,

and local and neighborhood development projects (McAdam, 1988).

Between the end of World War Il and the beginning of the 1980’s, technology and

mechanization became inseparable from U.S. agriculture. Tractors, combines, and trucks became
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the most common tools for farmers, and the use of fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides was seen
as necessary, productive, and safe. The cost of and reliance on these new farm inputs put
producers into a price-cost squeeze, and when the price of the commodities did not cover the cost
of the inputs, farmers went further into debt, and many small- and mid-sized producers had no
choice but to abandon farming all together. By 1980, farming was almost completely specialized,
commercialized, and capitalized. Small producers had steadily been moved or forced out of
agriculture during the 1960’s and 1970’s, causing the average farm size in the United States to
increase and helping the largest producers consolidate their market power. Large agribusinesses
and other corporate interests started to dominate the agricultural sector, in both its inputs
producing side and its processing and distribution side, and the role of science and technology in
agriculture continued to expand. By the 1980’s, the foundations of the modern agricultural
paradigm were well established and this paradigm would continue to be strengthened and

reinforced throughout the following decades, namely through biotechnology (Otero, 2012).

Rise of the Neoliberal Food Regime: 1980’s-Present

An obvious and important change in the relationship between agricultural producers and
the state occurred in the early 1980’s, and it involved the move from a producer-friendly,
regulatory state to a neoliberal state. Neoliberalism in this context denotes a national policy, or
rather, reform of the then-existing policy, of state-led development justified by the neoclassic
theory of economic growth and development and an ideology of globalization (Petras &
Veltmeyer, 2010: 71). In practice, neoliberalism is an economic doctrine based on the ideology
of the free market and the belief that the market freed from government interference is the most
efficient mechanism for allocating resources across the system and for ensuring that each factor
of production receives an economic return commensurate to its contribution. When applied to
agriculture, the neoliberal model translates to agricultural practices and policies based on the
ideology of the free market and on the alliance between major capitalist farmers and ranchers
and transnational agribusiness corporations that control the international commodity trade, the
seed trade, pesticide production, and agro-industry. This neoliberal model for agriculture gives

priority to large holdings that extensively use agrochemicals and concentrate production on
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monocultures of commodity crops for export. This model is said to promote higher labor
productivity and efficiency, but it also contributes to large producers driving small- and mid-
sized producers off the land (Storey, 2001; Pritchard, 2005b).

The policy prescriptions for neoliberalism include balancing national payments and fiscal
accounts and controlling inflation; reduction of government interference in the market;
privatization of state enterprises and of the means of production; deregulation of capital, product,
and labor markets; liberalized trade and movement of investment capital; and a democratized
state-civil society relation and a decentralized government. Together, neoliberalism and
globalization constitute the fundamental policy dynamics of capitalist development in the 1980°s
and the 1990’s providing for development and a facilitating environment and institutional
framework. This change of national policy had a tremendous effect on U.S. farmers and rural
communities, as well as on the modern agricultural production model and paradigm (Foladori &
Wise, 2009: 111-112). One of the major aspects of neoliberal reorganization involves the
agricultural sector, biotechnology, and the subsequent neoregulation designed to protect
corporate interests. All of these aspects are also characteristic of a newly emerging, third food
regime. Central to this neoliberal food regime are biotechnologies which enhance and support the
current agricultural production model and state enforced neoregulation that has been established
through a series of international agreements and national legislation designed to protect

agribusiness transnational corporations and promote the neoliberal agenda (Otero, 2012).

By the mid-1990’s, agricultural biotechnology and genetically engineered (GE) crops
became commercialized, and since the inception of this new technology, the United States has
been the leader in its development and adoption. The United States is also the top producer of
GE crops, accounting for over 50 percent of the global GE crop production with more than seven
different types of crops being grown (Pechlaner & Otero, 2008: 356-358). Most of the GE crops
being produced have two major traits: herbicide tolerance (HT) and insect resistance (IR), or a
combination of the two. Although HT and IR characteristics are most common, freeze-resistant
crops and terminating seed crops have also been produced (Pechlaner & Otero, 2008: 353-358).
The United States has a huge vested interest in agricultural biotechnologies and GE crops. As of
the early twenty-first century, 75 percent of all publically-traded biotechnology companies were

U.S. based, and the United States far outspent all other countries in biotechnology research and

Richter-Tate 55



development each year (Pechlaner & Otero, 2008: 356). Because of the high level of investment
and involvement in agricultural biotechnology, the United States as a nation and U.S. firms have
a large economic stake in the industry and act to protect that stake. In order to protect their
interests, investments, and dominance in the field, new legal and regulatory frameworks have
been established on both the national and supranational levels. This neoregulation is based on
intellectual property rights (IPR) that protect and reward the developers of new biotechnology, a
regulatory body that oversees GE crops, and on facilitating the predominance of transnational

agribusiness corporations.

The U.S. push to capture the biotechnology market has spurred a neoregulatory approach
that is both pro-private sector and pro-IPR protection. The United States was very vocal in the
establishment and implementation of global IPR protection through the Trade-Related Aspects of
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) agreement overseen by the World Trade Organization
(WTO), which established a minimum level of IPR protection for all its members. The United
States not only supports IRP agreements, but it also supports a globally homogenous system of
IPR protection as well (Pechlaner & Otero, 2010: 12). Much of the success of the U.S.
agricultural sector can be attributed to high subsidies and to the highly favorable international
trade policies and regulations that protect it. Additionally, the U.S. agricultural biotechnology
sector has been successful with the TRIPS agreement in securing worldwide patent protection.
Under the TRIPS agreement, the United States has adopted the most stringent IPR protection
available, and on the national level, strong IPR protections have led to patents on seeds,
drastically changing the legality of traditional seed-saving procedures. Now, in the United States
where patented agricultural biotechnology has been applied, farmers can no longer reuse their

own seed and they must repurchase new crop seed each year (Pechlaner & Otero, 2008: 357).

The U.S.’s strong stance on IPR, coupled with the lack of adequate regulation of
agriculture biotechnologies, has led to the industry’s rapid growth. The quick adoption, strong
intellectual property rights, and weak regulatory oversight of agricultural biotechnology in the
United States have had the desired effect for U.S. biotechnology firms. Since agricultural
biotechnology is one of the fastest adopted agricultural technologies, the United States has a
significant share of the global adoption profits (Pechlaner & Otero, 2008: 358). There have been

some challenges to the agricultural biotechnology industry by farmers in the United States,
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mostly in the legal forum over IPR, seed-saving, and contamination issues; however, organized,
mass resistance on a popular front against GE crops and agricultural biotechnology in the United

States does not exist.

With a move towards GE crops and a more mechanized form of agriculture that is
herbicide, pesticide, petroleum, and water intensive, the input costs associated with farming and
agricultural production have risen, and pests, fungi, bacteria, and weeds are all becoming more
chemical resistant. The U.S. agricultural production model makes survival for small- and mid-
sized producers difficult. Farmers need to make enough money to sustain their farming
operations, support their families, and not be taken over by large industrial, corporate farms or
lose their farms to the bank in foreclosure. In order to survive, farmers must face many
challenges, challenges that are directly related to the social aspects of rural communities as well
as ecological issues. Production decisions and farming methods ultimately determine the type of
agricultural production practices used. Conforming to the modern agricultural paradigm means
following the trend that consists of highly mechanized, large-scale farming operations
specializing in mono-crop production that is high in herbicide, pesticide, and petroleum usage.
These methods further separate the producer from the land, inevitably contributing to
environmental stress. In order to survive economically, small- and mid-sized producers are
losing the freedom to choose what and how they produce, as they are further integrated and
pulled deeper into the modern agricultural paradigm (Gonzalez, 2004). To some degree, even the
most capitalized corporate farms are now ‘working for Monsanto,” so to speak, meaning that
they can hardly retain or expand their profitability because of mounting costs and diminishing
returns from their purchased inputs, and subsequently, they are in fact becoming a sort of
contract farmer who has been ‘subsumed’ under the capital of transnational agribusiness. If this
is the case, the basis for resistance against the modern agricultural paradigm could include
farmers and producers of all types because all producers are dealing with the same consequences
of modern agriculture, either directly or indirectly.
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Social Consequences

The modern agricultural paradigm played a major part in U.S. development and has been
efficient in producing surplus commodity grains. Unfortunately, this productivity has a cost, and
social issues and ecological concerns have surfaced as the result of capitalist agriculture and the
U.S. production model. Capitalism in its neoliberal stage is associated with several forms of
crises: economic crisis, which is not new; plus energy crisis, financial crisis and most
importantly in this case, the food crisis. The global food crisis that began in late 2007 and lasted
until at least 2008 is the clearest example and manifestation of the negative effects of modern
industrial agriculture. The crisis helped swell the ranks of the hungry in the world to over one

billion in 2009, despite record harvests and grain surpluses (Holt-Gimenez & Patel, 2009: 6-7).

Transnational agribusiness corporations, international banking and financial institutions,
and a handful of national governments have helped turn agriculture and food production into a
mode of corporate accumulation that has led to vulnerable food systems, environmental
degradation, and forced migration of workers (Bello, 2009; Rosset, 2009b). Hunger and food
vulnerability affect more people and communities than ever before, while corporate agribusiness
profits continue to grow. There are over 35 million food insecure people living in the United
States alone, and many of those facing food insecurity are the people producing the food crops
(Holt-Gimenez & Patel, 2009: 7-8). A combination of speculation in commodity markets, the
displacement of food crops for fuel crops, food dumping by developed nations, structural
adjustment programs, oil dependency and price fluctuation, increased meat consumption, and
climate change, have all contributed to the food crisis. Those factors, along with the highly
controlled and consolidated market power of transnational agribusiness monopolies, have led to
the destruction of local and national food systems and producer polarization. International trade
agreements that favor developed countries, protective tariffs, and high subsidies have helped
these corporations profit at the expense of the worker and consumer health. The food crisis and
the increased food vulnerability highlight the inequalities and weakness of the current industrial
agricultural model and global food system that have displaced millions of small farmers and left

close to one sixth of the world’s population hungry (Bello, 2009; Holt-Gimenez & Patel, 2009).

Demographic trends related to modern agricultural production have social implications as

well. The government support of large-scale corporate farming helps to destabilize rural
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communities by minimizing the number of producers in the countryside, which leads to
production polarization. The largest five percent of producers’ market share was over 54 percent
in 1987 and it continues to grow. In 1997, small farms made up almost 75 percent of total U.S.
farms but only accounted for seven percent of total sales, and the top three percent of producers
made up over half of total sales (Labao & Meyer, 2001: 106-109). With a decrease in population,
services, and the tax base, the stability of rural communities begins to erode. The U.S. policy of
cheap domestic food and export-oriented agriculture forces farmers to increase operation size
and intensity in order to survive. Operations that cannot grow in size and compete are forced to
find other income sources. By the turn of the twenty-first century, almost 90 percent of small-
farm income came from a non-farm source, and farms that produce less than $250,000 dollars
(94 percent of U.S. farms) cannot adequately support a family (Labao & Meyer, 2001: 109).
Those farms that cannot find outside income sources fail, and the population declines even more.
In addition to water and energy overuse, large operations must hire wage-labor. The hiring of
cheap labor in some agricultural sectors is used in order to cut production costs. This practice
usually means the hiring of migrant labor that is neither paid properly nor integrated into the
community, adding to the further unraveling of the social fabric.

Rural populations continue to decline and rural communities are disappearing all across
the United States. In turn, the rural tax base is declining and these rural communities are losing
amenities and services. Rural flight, less access to healthcare, the consolidation of school
districts, and the loss of local clubs and organizations is occurring in virtually all rural
communities across the United States. As fewer and fewer small- and mid-sized producers
remain, there is a further separation between producer and land. In corporate industrial farming,
land is no longer seen as a family farm or ranch that will provide a place to live and a livelihood
for the next generation. Land is only seen as an asset or as capital to be used for extracting
maximum profits without any regard for future generations. As producers become less attached
to the land, more social and ecological problems occur for the communities and people that
remain (Castle, 1998; Labao & Meyer, 2001).
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Nebraska Situation

Compared to the rest of the United States, Nebraska is a sparsely populated state and the
average Nebraska farm size is more than twice the national average. In 2009, Nebraska, as a
whole, was comparable to the U.S. national average in per capita income, percent of high school
graduates, and individuals with a college education, and the poverty rate and level of food
insecurity in the state were lower than the national average (USDA, 2012c). Nebraska ranked
first nationally in red meat, great northern beans, and popcorn production in 2011; and from
2006-2010, the average farm income in the state was over $68,000 dollars per farm. In 2009,
Nebraska farms had over $14 billion dollars in agricultural production expenses with close to $3
billion dollars spent in seed and feed costs, $3.5 billion dollars in fertilizers, pesticides, fuel,
energy, labor, and maintenance costs, and another $3 billion dollars in taxes, rent, interest, and
equipment depreciation (USDA, 2012d). By the numbers, it would seem that most rural
Nebraskans are truly living the state slogan and that Nebraska farmers really are living ‘the good
life.” These numbers, however, are slightly deceiving and they do not tell the whole story, nor do
they paint an accurate picture when it comes to rural Nebraska, its people, or the rural- and

agriculturally-based organizations working from within the state.

Nebraska exists in the advanced capitalist society of the United States and is one of the
leading states in the nation in agricultural production. Politically, the state has historically been a
conservative Republican stronghold. The last time Nebraska voted for a Democratic candidate in
a presidential election was in 1964. In fact, the state has only voted for the Democratic candidate
seven times since it became a state in 1867. Today, there are more than 1.8 million people living
in the state, and over 20 percent of the population is employed in agriculture or agriculture-
related jobs (USDA, 2010). In 2010, Nebraska agriculture contributed over $17 billion dollars to
the state economy, and Nebraska agriculture accounted for 5.5 percent of the U.S. total economy
(USDA, 2012b). Each dollar from Nebraska agricultural exports generates an additional one
dollar and thirty-one cents in economic activity in the state, and Nebraska exports were $5.3
billion dollars in 2010, with soybean and soybean products, feed grain, and live animals and
meat as the top three agricultural exports (USDA, 2011; USDA, 2012c; USDA, 2012b). In 2010,
93 percent of the state, over 45.6 million acres, was dedicated to agricultural use by the 47,200

farm and ranch operations in the state which have an average size of 966 acres (USDA, 2012a).
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Average farm size has slowly increased since the 1980’s and the number of farms has dropped.
Corn production has dramatically increased in the state and 40 percent of the 2008 corn crop

went into bio-fuel production.

Adhering to the U.S. agricultural production model puts stress on producers, rural
communities, and the environment, and many Nebraska farmers and rural communities have
been affected by the neoliberal influence on capitalist agriculture in the United States. Dwindling
populations and economic decline, along with ecological problems and resource depletion have
taken their toll on many rural communities. Nebraska is mostly a white, middle-class state, and
many residents have Czech, Irish, Danish, German, and Swedish ancestry. The state has an
educated population, with close to 90 percent of the people completing high school and almost
28 percent finishing college. Despite an educated population, Nebraska still has a 12.6 percent
poverty rate and a 4.7 percent unemployment rate with 17.9 percent of all households
experiencing some degree of food insecurity (USDA, 2012c). Close to 85 percent of Nebraska
farms are individually or family owned, and the largest number of farms is small- and mid-sized
operations. Large and very large farms are fewest in number, but account for close to 65 percent
of total agriculturally related income. Those large and very large farms also receive the most
money in government subsidies and credit. Nebraska is also home to many nationally and
internationally recognized agribusiness firms, food production, meat processing, commodity
trading, and commodity transportation. Access to markets and freedom to decide whether or not
to participate in those markets is very limited. Nebraska is headquarters for many corporations at
both ends of various commodity chains, and numerous large branch sites of almost every top

food producer, commodity trader, and agricultural input supplier are located in the state.

Many of the problems facing Nebraska are the same as those that threaten the rest of the
rural United States, but Nebraska finds itself in a unique position because of the introduction of
the bio-fuel industry in combination with corn and livestock production. What makes this
situation unique is that Nebraska relies on deep-well irrigation for this kind of agricultural
production. Nebraska is located above the second largest aquifer in the world, and water rights
and water usage issues are already important points of discussion in rural development and
agricultural production. Nebraska finds itself in a precarious position with regard to the bio-fuel

industry. Nebraska has begun a cycle of production that is not socially or ecologically
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sustainable. Fueled by government policies and subsidies that encourage bio-fuel production,
Nebraska farming has shifted towards production for this industry. For example, in the U.S., corn
grown for fuel has one dollar and forty-three cents per bushel added value due to tax credits and
subsidies, and this policy has resulted in a rise in the price of corn and added to the trend of
farmers shifting land away from food crop production to bio-fuel production (Senauer, 2008:
1229). In Nebraska this increased price for corn has meant more land devoted to water-intense
corn production. Nebraska’s climate is not the most ideal for corn production because of the
semi-arid climate and, therefore, the amount of ground and surface water needed for irrigation
has increased. Not only has this increase in irrigation depleted the water table, but also Nebraska
has already been sued by Kansas and other states over water rights issues in the Republican
River Valley. Nebraska is currently ranked first in the nation for irrigated cropland and third in
corn production (USDA, 2010), but this trend is not ecologically sustainable for Nebraska.

To compound the water issues, bio-fuel production is a very water-intense process, taking
over two gallons of water to produce one gallon of bio-fuel. Nebraska ranked second in the
nation for ethanol production capacity, and 40 percent of the state’s corn crop went to ethanol
production in 2008 (USDA, 2010). This move toward bio-fuel production seems very
contradictory in Nebraska because ethanol production is not ecologically sustainable, yet the
reason behind the production of bio-fuels is energy independence and environmental protection.
Overall, the bio-fuel project represents a politically-orchestrated attempt to address the energy
and climate crisis, but with methods geared towards sustaining capital profitability which is
fundamentally at odds with social and ecological sustainability. Additionally, the bio-fuel project
adds to the food crisis and deepens the metabolic rift even further separating agriculture from its
biological base (McMichael, 2008: 2; 5).

In Nebraska, the consequences and trends of the modern agricultural paradigm are
apparent, and the Nebraska farmer is now put in a difficult position trying to balance economic
viability with ecological and social concerns. Rural populations continue to shrink, along with
the overall number of farms. Most large capitalist operations have complied with the current
trend of larger-scale operations that are heavily mechanized and petro-oriented. Government
subsidies supporting corporate and large-scale producers encourage farming operations to grow

in size in order to compete and protect their investments and their slim profit margins. Farm
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expenses for fuel and chemicals increase each year, as do the number of irrigated acres and acres
applied with chemicals, fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides. Government payments continue to
disproportionally reward and favor a small percentage of large producers who produce animal
feed, and/or bio-fuel fodder for domestic and foreign markets. The water table is being depleted
and subsidies and government supports continue to encourage water- and chemical-intense crop
production under the modern agricultural paradigm rhetoric of energy independence and feeding
the world. These issues all affect how individuals and communities respond to the U.S.
agricultural production model. Ultimately, the degree of successful integration or resistance to

the model depends on an organized collective response by society.

Nebraska producers have grown accustomed to the pressure to expand farm operations
and produce more in order to stay economically viable. State and federal policies encourage
producers to buy more, spend more, produce more, export more, and expand more. Government
incentives and subsidies encourage production for export-oriented markets, production on
marginal land, and the use of chemicals for pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers. The
‘technological fix’ like using GMO or GE crops for increased outputs is also characteristic of
Nebraska agriculture. The move by the United States to ‘go green’ and become energy
independent has encouraged Nebraska farmers to produce more corn, and tax breaks and
government subsidies have spurred the ethanol industry in the state. Under the guise of being
more energy efficient and more eco-friendly, ethanol production has increased, and the state is
now ranked second nationally in production capacity. Corn, one of the state’s top commodities,
is now mainly produced for cattle feed and ethanol production, with close to 80 percent of all
Nebraska corn going towards their production (USDA, 2012a). Subsidies for corn and tax
incentives for bio-fuel production are forcing more and more small- and mid-sized producers to
expand or shift production strategies in order to qualify for available support; these farmers are
forced out of agricultural production if they are unable to increase production enough. Subsides
for corn and other agricultural products from 1995-2010 equaled over $14.5 billion dollars
(Environmental Work Group [EWG], 2011), with 63 percent of the $8.7 billion dollars in corn

subsidies going to the top ten percent of subsidy recipients.

The distribution of these subsidies completely favors large, commercial agriculture

operations, and these government incentives make it next to impossible to fail if the operation is
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big enough. The economic-structural process has put many producers in a position with no real
choice but to follow the neoliberal model and continue with business as usual in order to stay
afloat. The neoliberal production model not only is keeping some producers afloat, but it is
actually helping some producers succeed and get rich without selling a single kernel of grain, if
they were inclined to do so. Hypothetically, if a producer is large enough, he or she could use
nothing more than government subsidies and payments to reinvest and buy land. Some of these
large operations are investing money in land purchases because such a strategy helps in keeping
them from showing too much of a profit at the end of the year, also allowing them to take
advantage of other tax breaks and government incentives. These large producers pay over market
value, sometimes as much as three times the market value (Meter, 2010) on land, thereby causing

land values and evaluations to be falsely inflated (Duffy, 2011).

These inflated prices on land cause tax evaluations to rise in the rest of the county, and
small- and mid-sized producers are forced to pay more in taxes than the piece of land they own is
even worth, and sometimes taxes coupled with high input expenses are more than the land has
ever, or will ever produce, even at its highest yield levels. These small- and mid-sized producers
are then forced to sell because they are unable to compete, produce, or finance their operations
while large farm operations continue to grow and force more farmers out once again, all without
ever even having to produce a single crop. This discussion of the modern agricultural paradigm
and U.S. state policies has helped develop the context and define the role and image of the U.S.
farmer, while helping to describe the polarization between the poor, small- and mid-sized
agricultural producers and the rich, large-scale industrial agricultural producers. It is from within
the context of the modern agricultural paradigm and contemporary U.S. agricultural production
that the stage has been set and a space created from which grassroots organizations like the

CFRA, the NSAS, and other forms of organized resistance have emerged.
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Figure 3.6 Number and Percentage of Government Subsidy Recipients and Percent of Total
Government Payments Received by Recipients

% of Recipients | % of Payments | # of Recipients | Total $ Payments 1995-2010 [ $/Recipient
Top 1% 14% 1,285 $1,415,009,801 $1,101,175
Top 2% 23% 2,571 $2,371,363,087 $922,350
Top 3% 31% 3,857 $3,157,309,755 $818,592
Top 4% 37% 5,143 $3,826,857,680 $744,091
Top 5% 43% 6,428 $4,408,746,760 $685,866
Top 6% 48% 7,714 $4,921,169,856 $637,953
Top 7% 53% 9,000 $5,375,597,307 $597,289
Top 8% 56% 10,286 $5,781,362,084 $562,061
Top 9% 60% 11,572 $6,144,982,171 $531,022
Top 10% 63% 12,857 $6,473,132,468 $503,471
Top 11% 66% 14,143 $6,770,942,482 $478,749
Top 12% 69% 15,429 $7,040,648,431 $456,326
Top 13% 71% 16,715 $7,285,413,297 $435,861
Top 14% 73% 18,000 $7,508,725,863 $417,151
Top 15% 75% 19,286 $7,712,406,205 $399,897
Top 16% 77% 20,572 $7,897,872,991 $383,914
Top 17% 79% 21,858 $8,066,963,733 $369,062
Top 18% 80% 23,144 $8,221,985,484 $355,253
Top 19% 82% 24,429 $8,364,057,106 $342,382
Top 20% 83% 25,715 $8,494,511,714 $330,333
Bottom80% 17% 102,863 $1,743,758,973 $16,952
Source: (EWG, 2011)
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Chapter IV

WHAT IS ALTERNATIVE AGRICULTURE IN NEBRASKA?

What is ‘alternative agriculture’ in Nebraska, and what exactly does it mean to be ‘alternative?’
If something is ‘alternative,” what is it an alternative to? These are all relevant and important
questions, and depending on the time, place, or person asked, the response is usually different.
The last chapter provided the historical background on U.S. agriculture, looked at the agrarian
class-structure and stratification of producers in Nebraska, and identified the contemporary U.S.
agricultural production model and its social and ecological impact. Chapter 111 identified small-
and mid-sized agricultural producers and classified them as infrasubsistance, substance, or
transitional producers. These sub-classes are subordinate to the dominant capitalist producer
classes in Nebraska, and a large portion of the membership that makes up the CFRA and the
NSAS comes from these subordinate classes. Political-Cultural Formation (PCF) is the process
by which subordinate groups, communities, and/or classes form organizations to struggle for
their interests. Self-awareness and organization among these subordinate groups are key factors
in building the class capacity to fight for its interests and contest hegemony. Political-Cultural
Formation presupposes that regional culture, state intervention, and leadership types are the

mediating determinants between the class-structural processes and political-formation outcomes.

This chapter examines alternative agriculture and the sustainable agriculture movement.
From the perspective of PCF, it explores the different forms, ideologies, and motivations behind
alternative agriculture, explains how alternatives constitute forms of resistance, details the
sustainable agriculture movement, and identifies organizations that are part of the movement.
This chapter also addresses various aspects of alternative agriculture and explores the culture
surrounding the sustainable agriculture movement in Nebraska. It examines the perceptions,
practices, and purposes of producers that differentiate alternative agricultural production and
producers from conventional agriculture. The shared experience of alternative agricultural
producers, interaction within the subordinate culture, and how the subordinate culture is received

by the dominant culture are also discussed.
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The data used in this chapter was collected using a combination of methods, techniques,
and sources, such as interviews, historical documents, and participant observation. Agricultural
conferences, farm tours, protests, rallies, and sponsored organization events were attended and
observed. A series of semi-structured, open-ended, and in-depth interviews was conducted with
individuals and focal groups from February 2011 to April 2012. Interviewees were chosen based
on their specific knowledge or intimate relationship with the subject, their personal connection to
a specific organization, or their overall insider experience with the organization and subject
matter. Interviewees ranged from new farmers and landowners interested in starting agricultural
production to veteran agricultural producers from both rural and urban settings. Local and state
activists, as well as individuals affiliated with local and grassroots organizations and producers
and consumers at local farmers markets also participated. Special attention has been given to
keeping the respondents’ privacy and identity secure. All respondents will remain anonymous,
but for citing and reference purposes they will be identified as (NebAlt#1, 2, 3, etc.). A
respondent list, which gives general background information on the interviewees, is provided at
the end of this paper. Anonymity was guaranteed in order to protect the respondents and
interviewees and to create an environment where participants could give the most open and
honest answers. Unless noted otherwise, the rest of this chapter reflects the content of the

research interviews.

Capitalism’s relationship with agriculture and the environment has been damaging, and
the contemporary capitalist production system and the current agricultural production model only
exacerbated the ecological crisis and social problems many rural communities face. Large
corporate and capitalist farmers following the modern agricultural paradigm engage in industrial
farming practices that use large volumes of chemicals and water to produce at the highest level
of output. In turn, these practices lead to ecological problems. Climate change, the depletion of
water resources, and water and air pollution have all been occurring at a faster rate than ever
before, and in the case of Nebraska, deep-well irrigation and the bio-fuel industry only
accentuate these problems. Currently, U.S. agricultural production accounts for one-fourth of
greenhouse gas emissions in the United States, and soil devastation and toxic runoff from
fertilizer all contribute to environmental damage (Foster, 2010: 3-5). In the United States,
industrial agriculture has taken over as the dominant form of agricultural production, and since

the advent of modern agriculture, the natural environment and the conditions needed for lasting
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soil fertility have been damaged. North America is the continent with the most severe
desertification problem, and since the eighteenth century, approximately 30 percent of U.S.
farmland has been abandoned due to salinization, erosion, and water logging. About 90 percent
of U.S. cropland is losing soil faster than it can be replaced, and over half of the U.S. pastureland

is overgrazed (Lappe et al., 1998: 45).

The overuse of pesticides by industrial farming is another factor contributing to the
current ecological crisis in the U.S. Not only does the overuse of pesticides contribute to water
contamination and dead-zones in oceans, but it also contributes to the poisoning of agricultural
workers. In the United States alone, close to ten percent of all community water wells contain
some form of pesticide contamination, and over 300,000 farm workers suffer from pesticide
related sickness each year (Lappe et al., 1998: 51). The unfortunate aspect of all these statistics is
that the overuse of pesticides has no real effect or contribution to increased crop production.
Only 0.1 percent of the pesticides used actually reach the intended target pest, and despite huge
increases in the use of pesticides, crop losses due to insects have doubled since the 1940’s. Not
only are these pesticides ineffective in increasing productivity, but the majority of these
chemicals is used only for cosmetic reasons making the product more attractive to consumers
(Lappe et al., 1998: 53). With current farming practices, it takes between ten and fifteen energy
calories to produce one calorie of food, and that ration is neither energy efficient nor ecologically
sustainable (McMichael, 2009: 255-256).

All these facts signify that the current form of industrial agriculture and the U.S.
agricultural production model are not environmentally sustainable. United States agriculture
needs to cut carbon emissions, use better soil conservation practices, reduce water use and
pollution, and find a way to alter the producer’s relationship with the land. Furthermore,
agriculture must reduce its dependency on petroleum inputs because industrial agriculture and
petro-farming only perpetuate social and ecological problems. The increased use of inorganic
fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides, along with the mechanization of farming and the bio-fuel
industry add to carbon emissions, environmental stress, and the food crisis. All of these factors
indicate that alternative forms of agricultural production need to be introduced and implemented,
and the next sub-section examines alternative agriculture and the features that distinguish it from

conventional agriculture.

Richter-Tate 68



Conventional vs. Alternative

In the broadest sense of the word, alternative agriculture can be anything that differs from
conventional farming practices. Practices associated with the U.S. agricultural production model
are consistent with conventional agriculture and characteristic of the modern agricultural
paradigm. Alternatives are being introduced and used in almost every stage of agricultural
production including processing, marketing, and distribution. Large-scale, capital-intensive,
highly mechanized farms oriented towards commodity crop production are typical features of
conventional or industrial agriculture. Crops produced through conventional agriculture most
often become feed and bio-fuel, or are sold for food production for export markets and food aid.
This type of agricultural production uses a large amount of energy and relies on capital,
petroleum, and industrial inputs. This type of production is also very reliant on technology, and
technological fixes are the prescription for issues related to production. Technological fixes are
used on the production side in the form of GE crops, advanced equipment and machines, and
new farming practices. Technological fixes in processing have led to the development of new
foods and ingredients like high-fructose corn syrup, which has become a substitute for natural
ingredients in foods produced for wide-spread consumption. Mass consumption of these foods is
one of the major drivers of conventional agriculture. The centralization of production and
populations, as well as the consolidation of control and power, is also an element of conventional
agriculture (Beus & Dunlap, 1990; Bird & Ikerd, 1993; Vandermeer, 1995).

Conventional agriculture has been characterized by some as "the old way of doing
things” (NebAlt#5, interview, 2011), practiced by “old white guys” (NebAlt#12, interview,
2012) “pulling implements through the soil...with new technology, fertilizer, and equipment”
(NebAlt#7, interview, 2011). Even though this type of production has been called "more
efficient” by other producers (NebAlt#5, interview, 2011; NebAlt#7, interview, 2011) and some
scholars (Dimitri, Effland, & Conklin, 2005; Johnson, 2009), conventional agriculture
customarily relies on petroleum-based, capital inputs and technology for production issues and to
address the associated externalities that accompany it. As one producer sees it, conventional
agricultural practitioners “seem addicted to standard operating practices” with a reliance on
technology, and the addiction to the traditional goes against “the natural order methods”

(NebAlt#1, interview, 2011). Conventional agriculture is synonymous with the U.S. agricultural
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production model, and it has been described as production that produces large volume, bulk
commodities with narrow profit margins (NebAlt#4, interview, 2011), while other producers
have characterized conventional agriculture as an anonymous type of production that creates an
anonymous, generic product that gets dumped into a large system, a system run on petroleum-
based inputs (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012; NebAlt#13, interview, 2012). One producer described
conventional agricultural as being “devoured with the desire to be competitive and produce the
most at the sacrifice of the land and the environment” (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011). Overall,
conventional agriculture is based on competition, lack of cooperation among producers, and on
speed, quantity, and profit. It means crop specialization, a narrow genetic-base for seeds, reduced
human labor, and new regulations and rules for production. The exploitation of available
resources is also characteristic of conventional agriculture and the modern agricultural paradigm
(Berry, 1977; Beus & Dunlap, 1990; Bird & Ikerd, 1993; Vandermeer, 1995; Francis & Porter,
2011a; Gomiero, Pimentel, & Paoletti, 2011b).

Alternative agriculture, on the other hand, is harder to define because of the wide range
of activities that can be considered alternative. Definitions of alternative agriculture vary from
location because, as one producer explained it, "Alternative agriculture is like an onion," with
many levels and various layers that can be expressed in different ways. There are alternatives in
crops grown, farming methods and practices, and the refinement process, so there can be “a lot
of gray area” (NebAlt#7, interview, 2011) when it comes to defining who is involved in
alternative agriculture. Organic, sustainable, low-input, bio-dynamic, and regenerative
agriculture, as well as ecoagriculture, permaculture, agroecology, and holistic and natural
farming are all types of alternative agriculture, while low-input, organic weed management and
grass-based animal agriculture are considered alternative methods or practices (Beus & Dunlap,
1990: 593-595; Vandermeer, 1995: 201-201).

No-till, for example, is another farming practice that is considered alternative by many of
the producers who use the technique (NebAlt#5, interview, 2011; NebAlt#6, interview, 2011;
NebAlt#7, interview, 2011); however, this practice is still high in petroleum and chemical inputs.
Compared to some traditional farming methods, no-till is an ‘alternative’ method which is aimed
at stopping erosion, but no-till is still conventional and very much in-line with the modern

agricultural paradigm in terms of how it is produced, supplied, distributed, and applied. With no-
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till, large amounts of chemicals are applied by industrial sprayers or spray planes to promote soil
conservation by not disturbing the topsoil. No-till is an example of a conventional alternative in
the sense that using petroleum-based inputs and technology to confront environmental issues is
conventional, but the in-field practice of no-till is an alternative practice to working the land with
a tractor and plow. Other conventional alternatives include crop cover management, diversified
cropping methods, and distinct crop rotations (NebAlt#4, interview, 2011; NebAlt#6, interview,
2011), all of which are alternative practices. However, these practices are normally still petro-
intensive and, therefore, they are more aligned with industrial or conventional agriculture. The
wide-range of alternative responses to conventional agriculture exists because of the various
ways producers have tried to address the negative social, ecological, and economic effects that
accompany the contemporary agricultural production model and because of the different ways
‘alternative’ is defined. No matter how one defines alternative, it has become clear that
conventional agricultural production is unsustainable in many respects. Considering that
conventional agriculture is unsustainable in its current form, alternative agriculture implies a

sustainable form of agriculture.

The term ‘sustainable agriculture’ was first used to describe farming and farm systems
that were like natural ecosystems (Jackson, 1980), but the term has since grown to include social
and economic aspects of agricultural production as well (Gomiero, Pimentel, & Paoletti, 2011b:
13). Sustainable agriculture is an ecologically sound, economically viable, and socially
responsible type of agricultural production that crosses national boundaries and extends across
generations (lkerd, 2004). Sustainable agriculture is alternative agriculture, and according to

Mary V. Gold and Jane Potter Gates, sustainable agriculture is

A whole-systems approach to food, feed and other fiber production that balances

environmental soundness, social equity, and economic viability among all sectors of the

public, including international and intergenerational peoples. Inherent in this definition is

the idea that sustainability must be extended not only globally, but indefinitely in time,

and to all living organisms including humans. (2007: 1-2)
Sustainable agriculture includes farming practices, methods, and systems. Direct marketing and
value-added processing within local and community food systems are also part of sustainable
agriculture’s different moral and ethical approach to agricultural production (Bird & Ikerd, 1993:

98-100; Ikerd, 2001b: 4-7; 2004). Alternatives in agriculture are responses to the negative social,
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ecological, and economic effects of the contemporary agricultural production model and the
modern agricultural paradigm, and sustainability is the biggest factor that differentiates
conventional agriculture from alternative agriculture. Social, ecological, and economic aspects
and repercussions all must be considered when deciding what type of agriculture to pursue, and
at the same time, there is more to what differentiates alternative and conventional agricultural

producers than just their production methods.

One alternative producer explained that it is easy to differentiate conventional producers
from alternative producers by looking at the farms surrounding an alternative agricultural

producer. He explained,

There are a lot of things that differentiate us, our attitude...of transparency and

accountability. There's nothing that | don't do on my farm where | don't stop and think

‘How might this affect the environment, how might this affect the people across the

fence, how might it affect the people in the community, how might this affect the people

downwind, or the people downstream?’ I don't mean just downstream, I mean a mile

downstream, | mean to Mexico...What you do here can have far-reaching implications,

the dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico, for example. (NebAlt#9, interview, 2011)
“Conventional farmers, these guys they go out there and plant their field of corn and then they're
gone and don’t go back out until someone tells them when to water, when to fertilize, when to
take care of it.” He continued, “They don't go back in there and cultivate; they don't even turn
the soil over. Every conventional farmer today has just a very small choice as to what he plants,
what insecticides or herbicides he uses, what fertilizers he uses...every field of corn, every field
of beans; one looks like the other” (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011). Some producers attribute these
similarities to agribusiness and its takeover of production, which has essentially turned even the
biggest farmers into managers for agribusiness. “They (fields and crops) all look the same
because they're all done the exact same way” (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011). Commenting on
when he was a conventional producer, one interviewee stated, “We didn't think anything about
what we were doing; we didn't think about some of the practices that we were using, or some of
the things we are doing with our livestock, or how we may impose more humane methods of

keeping the livestock... Other practices use the best interest of the land and the people
(NebAlt#9, interview, 2011).
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One organic producer said that he saw the main difference between the conventional state
of mind and the alternative mind set while he was in a meeting with individuals representing one
of Nebraska’s Natural Resource Districts (NRD), the Nebraska State Game and Parks
Commission, and various other state agencies. The producer and state agency representatives
were together to discuss where they would like to see government conservation funds go, and to
evaluate where and how the money would be used most effectively. The NRD and Game and
Parks people were concerned about water runoff and wildlife, while other offices were concerned
about the negative impact of intrusive species. During the meeting the organic producer was
never asked for his opinion about what could be done to combat these environmental concerns. A
person from each of the state organizations spoke, and after the meeting was over, someone
asked the organic producer what he thought should be done. He said, “All of the above” meaning
that the organic farmer has to deal with runoff from neighbors’ fields, and organic producers
protect their fields with filter strips and buffer zones. These zones help prevent soil erosion, but
also help protect from conventional fields’ runoff and erosion. According to this organic

producer,

We protect our soil from erosion by managing cover crops just to help build the soil;
these cover crops will aid in the production of wildlife. We set our grounds aside
willingly on a percentage basis; basically it's a wildlife terrain right now. The poisoning
and contamination of the soils from herbicides and insecticides and the chemical
fertilizers being used; we use none of those. (NebAlt#10, interveiw, 2011)

Other differences exist between alternative and conventional agriculture in terms of the
producer, their personalities, and their mind set. “The alternative farmer is more innovative; he
has to think outside the box” (NebAlt#9, interview, 2011). Organic agriculture is more than just
the “right recipe” for raising crops. It also involves “looking into the future,” and thinking about
“How you are going to farm post-0il agriculture. How are you going to produce as much or more
than we do now with a lot less resources? Because the resources we’re using in conventional
agriculture are finite” (NebAlt#9, interview, 2011). Whereas with conventional agriculture,
decision making and innovative thinking are left to others and not done by the actual producer,
and today “The co-0ops are now out there monitoring crops and telling farmers that they need to
spray...The co-ops are changing their nature, changing their model, where the farmers are not
even doing it themselves” (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012; NebAlt#36, interview, 2012). “They
(farmers) are more a customer base for them (co-ops) and the futures that they are trading and
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selling on those crops. The ones who are in it to weather the storms, they’ve got to buy, sell, and
trade. They don't have the luxury of waiting for the market to pick up” (NebAlt#13, interview,
2012).

Another difference between conventional agriculture and alternative agriculture exists
between producers’ sources of information and how producers interact with consumers.
“Conventional farmers rely on the industry for their information, and that is more of a sales
effort than an accurate, unbiased source of information” (NebAlt#21, interview, 2011).
Conventional farmers use more of a “cookie cutter” type of production, instead of farmer-led,
hands-on type of advocacy, and there is no real face-to-face interaction between farmer and
consumer in conventional farming (NebAlt#21, interview, 2011). As one alternative producer put
it, speaking about conventional agricultural organizations and associations, “The American Beef
Council and Midwest Area Association say they’re all about connecting the farmer to the
consumer, but given the commodity market, the problem becomes reaching the consumer
because there are too many middlemen. Commodity production cannot replicate the relationship

that the small producer has with the consumer” (NebAlt#9, interview, 2011).

Entry obstacles and barriers exist that prevent people from transitioning into alternative
agricultural production. Attitudes like “physical labor is dirty work,” (NebAlt#7, interview,
2011) and not being interested in farming unless it can be done with “a modern, high-tech piece
of equipment or a machine” (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012) prevent some from entering.

Comparatively, an alternative producer explains his situation

A lot of what we do on a daily basis, like roll out wire fences and move animals across
the landscape, there's not a lot of glory in that. What we do out here takes a lot more
management, you have to be a lot more creative and keep track of land and soil and
animals, but a lot of modern day conventional agriculture is a cookbook, a formula where
you raise a monoculture of crops, or you take animals and tightly control them in a
confinement facility where everything is automated and you really don't have to be a
master of animal husbandry as we do out here. You don't have to be a master at
understanding the intricacies of soil in a natural state like we do out here, [alternative
agriculture takes] a lot more management and a lot more physical labor generally, and
that makes a lot of people not interested. (NebAlt#9, interview, 2011)

Different ideas and characterizations of what it means to be alternative and what it means to be

conventional, as well as conflicting views of what alternative itself means, can lead to
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misunderstandings between producers. For some producers, misconceptions about the ease of
transitioning from conventional farming to alternative agricultural production or bad information
about the economic viability of alternative agriculture can be barriers that prevent entry into this
type of production as well. There are other issues like social pressures and negative connotations
associated with the “backwards” alternative farmer using animals and a hoe versus the
“sophisticated” conventional farmer farming with technology and the “latest and greatest”
equipment. Most alternative and conventional producers agree that the technology in modern,
conventional agriculture is “amazing” because of technology like “GPS farming, and tractors
that you don't have to drive”(NebAlt#12, interview, 2012). One of the biggest obstacles
preventing the switch from conventional to alternative production is physical labor. The trend in
conventional agricultural production is to replace the human labor component with new, huge,
satellite driven equipment that is basically hands-off. “No one young wants to stay on the farm
and work, so who's going to do it? ...Immigrant labor? American students don't have the work
ethic” (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012; NebAlt#13, interview, 2012).

The split between the dominant culture and the subordinate culture is apparent when
alternative producers talk about how they are treated or viewed by conventional producers and
society at large. Treatment from conventional producers is one reason some producers are
“turned off” by alternative production. “Most of these guys don't even consider us to be
farmers,” but at the same time, most alternative producers do not feel like outcasts or that they
are left out of their rural communities (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012; NebAlt#13, interview,
2012). Others producers feel that U.S. society has cast a negative light on manual and physical
labor and on any kind of physical work. “People in farming are treated like lower-class
individuals. If you're a farmer or if you’re a plumber or an electrician, you kinda' have second-
rate status" (NebAlt#7, interview, 2011). Clearly, there are some alternative agricultural
producers who feel marginalized by society due to their occupational choice or because of where
they live, but as one rural producer who had recently returned to the farm after living in the city
with his three children said, "I believe rural America offers a better standard of living" despite

social preconceptions (NebAlt#7, interview, 2011).
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Organic Agriculture

Organic crop production is one of the most recognized forms of alternative agriculture
that has been around since the 1970’s (Monk, 2011). Organic agriculture reduces all inorganic
inputs like fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides and then replaces them with natural sources or
systems like manure, compost, and integrated pest management. These practices help reduce
environmental stress, cut petroleum usage, and reduce carbon emissions while lessening the
producer’s dependency on traditional industrial inputs. Historically, organic production has been
about purpose (Ikerd, 2005); however, one contention with organic agriculture is that, in some
cases, organic crop production can be equally, if not more, detrimental to the environment than
conventional agriculture. For example, some large scale organic operations still employ more
machine power than man power; others continue using conventional crop cultivation methods as
opposed to controlled grazing management; some practice high-intensity irrigation instead of
planting more climate-appropriate crops, and some operations fail to implement any type of crop
cover or soil conservation practices. These producers are usually driven by profit, which in some
ways perverts and distorts the original principles, ideals, and rationale behind organic
production, alternative agriculture, and sustainability. As one organic producer put it, "Just
because you are organic doesn’t necessarily mean you're more sustainable or that you are
automatically better for the environment. Certainly, it needs to be that way, and it can be that
way...but | hate to categorize all organic farming as ecologically sound; there are still problem
areas” (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011). In general though, organic crops and organic crop
production are seen as the healthiest practice that produces quality products for consumers while
at the same time having less impact on the environment (Gibson, Pearce, Morris, Symondson, &
Memmott, 2007). For some farmers, the motivation for switching to alternative or organic
agriculture is strictly economical, while others make the switch because of social, ecological, and
even the moral aspects of agricultural production. When asked about the reasons for switching to

organic farming, one producer said,

Conventional farmers were told it was their responsibility to feed the world, but
conventional farmers can’t even feed themselves. The corn being produced is not fit for
human consumption, the overuse of chemicals has led to food allergies, and there is no
competition in the conventional market. In organic farming there are fewer inputs and
more freedom for the producer over what to produce, and customers influence the
production instead of industry. (NebAlt#21, interview, 2011)
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Also, a sense of moral responsibility led him to convert his operation. Not only is the motivation
for transitioning to organic agriculture different among producers, but so is the ideology of the

people involved.

Ideological differences exist between conventional farming and organic farming. Organic
farming is biological farming that emphasizes soil biology (Tikhonovich & Provorov, 2011: 155-
157), “through nutrient dense foods with a focus on food, not commodity production”
(NebAIt#13, interview, 2012). “It’s all about the soil, building the soil with no artificial inputs,
relying on the soil” (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011; NebAlt#11, interview, 2011), and organic final
products range from traditional commodities like wheat and corn, to specialty items such as
honey and fruit. No matter the final product, organic agriculture involves practices that are
generally more eco-friendly, and according to one organic farmer, “that are more in line with the
way the natural process is meant to be” (NebAlt#1, interview, 2011). Different still, some
organic producers feel that conventional farming is just “using buzzwords to try and cover their
type of production,” and that “some farmers just don't want to be told what to do if they can't do
it the same way” (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012).

Most organic and alternative producers do not harbor ill feelings towards conventional
farmers, and as one organic producer noted, “Conventional agriculture is one of many choices on
how to farm. We choose to farm a certain way and are part of the alternate ag movement”
(NebAlt#12, interview, 2012; NebAlt#13, interview, 2012). Other rifts in ideologies come from
the purpose behind production. “Most conventional farmers continuously talk about ‘We must
feed the world,” but the concept of ‘It’s our responsibility to feed the world’ needs to be
redefined. It's kind of arrogant.” When asked about the reasons for switching to organic farming,
he replied, “The motivation is important, if it’s money or if it’s biology. If it’s biology and
biological processes, nature is the model. If that's your motivator, you’ll wind up with a healthy
product...and if money is your motivation, then there will be more ecological degradation”
(NebAlt#12, interview, 2012). Organic producers who are part of the alternative agriculture
movement do not have profit as an ultimate goal, not that alternative agriculture is against profit.
“Alternative and sustainable agriculture is like a three-legged stool with biological, social, and
economic compartments. With a three-legged stool, if you have more of one than the other, the

stool is wobbly”  (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012). Three essential parts are needed for
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sustainability: ecological, social, and economic because without all three, sustainability does not
exist (Ikerd, 2004).

Over time, the differences between organic and conventional farming become clearer.
According to one organic producer, "We can produce more with far fewer inputs and most of our
inputs are less, but labor costs are greater. Other inputs are drastically less and we have gotten rid
of most of the other inputs altogether” (NebAlt#9, interview, 2011). As another producer stated,
"See that out there? The sun is shining; you can't tax that. The biological farmer harnesses that
sunlight and nitrogen in the biological cycle,” (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012) which reduces a
producer’s dependency on manufactured inputs. Labor cost is one area where organic and
conventional operations tend to differ. Organic operations usually employ more manual labor
than conventional operations and, therefore, have a higher cost and investment in labor.
Additional human labor helps organic operations cut input expenses like equipment, machinery,
and chemical, but labor costs do tend to run higher. In one producer’s experience, the recent
trend in conventional farming has been to “run more land with a lot fewer people...and replace
the labor expense with equipment” (NebAlt#7, interview, 2011). Newer and better equipment
can equate to more free time for farmers, but as one conventional farmer sees it, “More free time
equals ‘you need more land’” (NebAlt#5, interview, 2011). This attitude of needing more land
has affected most rural communities through population decline. One reason for this decline is
that large conventional farmers continue to buy up more land and replace manual labor with

machines, which leads to further rural depopulation.

Higher labor costs and more people working on farms is not necessarily a negative aspect
of organic production, and there can be social benefits (Ikerd, 2004; Pearson, 2007: 409-410).
More manual labor on the farm translates to more people on the countryside. This population
increase helps stimulate social and economic growth, as well as helps in fostering community
and rural development (lkerd, 2001b). Many times the manual labor component is supplied by
migrant workers, but even migrant workers spend some money in the communities where they
work and live, which adds tax revenue. At the same time, less reliance on mechanized equipment
and petroleum inputs helps bridge the metabolic rift and alleviates ecological pressures from
conventional agricultural production. Organic production promotes ecologically sustainable

development when principles guide production more than profit. Ecologically speaking,
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sustainability entails using different methods of production that limit carbon emissions, reduce
chemical inputs, and respect natural water limits. In Nebraska, organic is one type of alternative
agricultural production that, if implemented with an ecological conscience, is one way producers
can become better stewards of the land (Wittman, 2010). Alternative agriculture that promotes
ecological and social sustainability is beneficial for rural development and rural and urban

communities.

Equipment and other input costs for organic agriculture vary slightly from conventional
agriculture, although there are some similarities. Initially, capital and start-up costs are high in
both styles of production. Both types of production involve equipment, supplies, land, labor, and
initial seed or livestock investments. The equipment and land investment in both types of
production are similar; however, organic operations tend to be smaller in size than conventional
operations. In Nebraska, the average organic operation is close to 866 acres, while conventional
farms are around 966 acres (USDA, 2011), but it is hard to call an operation using 866 acres
small. This large size for the average organic operation may indicate the possible takeover of the
organic industry by conventional agriculture and its integration into the modern agricultural
paradigm. Both types of production can use similar machines, but historically, organic
agriculturalists use machinery less frequently and less intensely. Supplies and seeds, along with
livestock inputs, usually run higher for organic agriculture due to accessibility, availability, and
scarcity of organic inputs. Some organic farmers produce their own seed to avoid these issues,
and the number of distributors of organic seeds and supplies continues to grow, but the number
of organic suppliers is still not at all close to the number of conventional suppliers.

Input costs and ideology are not the only considerations that affect the decision to
produce organically or conventionally. Some conventional producers “don't think the organic
movement necessarily has a lot of credibility” (NebAlt#7, interview, 2011). There are people
who are cheating the organic market or the certification process in order to profit from
consumer’s demand for organic products. One producer who used to farm organically and was
the chairman of certification for his region explained why he is no longer an organic producer.
While assistant to the regional certification director, he went to a larger organic operation to
verify paperwork and the ‘organic’ status of the operation. After going to the farm of a “high

power, big dollar, huge producer” to perform the certification check, he saw the “hierarchy of
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certification” (NebAlt#6, interview, 2011). According to him, no certification check was
preformed and, in fact, the crops were obviously not being grown organically. Yet, this operation
was still certified organic that same day. In his opinion, products that consumers buy from the
store, even if marked and stamped certified, are not always such. Another deterrent from organic
farming for this producer had to do with support that he did not receive from the leaders of the
“organic movement.” At the time, he went to an organic conference looking for market support,
but he felt the leaders were trying to control the market and they would not divulge any
information on where or how they were selling organic commodities. These two experiences

were enough for him to switch back to conventional agricultural production.

Other barriers exist that deter farmers from entry into organic production. Federal policy
is a big obstacle for some farmers living on over-production subsidies because these subsidies
keep prices up and encourage the expansion of conventional production. There are some
government programs that help with organic production expansion, and there are USDA
initiative grants available for producers trying to improve their existing organic operations and
practices and for those just beginning to farm organically. Most organic producers think that
farmers would still be growing organic with or without grant money, and one respondent said he
has been waiting for over a year on government support for his organic operation (NebAlt#10,
interview, 2011). “Even if you do receive the money promised, it kinda' ties you to people or the
organization giving it to you, even if that's the government” (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011). Other
issues include social perception versus social reality and how society complains about an issue
while acting in a way that contradicts the complaint. “Our kids are getting fat. Healthy school
lunches could be helping change that, but we have commodity groups providing a lot of that food
and the commodity groups want it to stay this way because it provides a guaranteed market and a
place to sell their product” (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012). This situation is a contradiction in the
sense that the product kids are eating in school is adding to their health problems but it is their
product that they will not take off the menu. Change becomes hard when there is a “complex set
of organizations and individuals saying and wanting one thing, but their actions go against what
they say they want" (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012).

Perceptions about the economic viability of organic farming are also a concern. One

conventional farmer stated, “If it were obviously and easily economically viable to do organic, or
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if it were deemed the cutting edge of farming technology, a lot more people would be interested
in doing it” (NebAlt#7, interview, 2011). There is more than economics involved and, “The
difficult part is finding the balance between keeping care of the environment and making money.
| don't have enough time to transition to a new style of farming unless | have land because I
won't make enough money. | can't transition to a new form of farming without farming less
ground, i.e., I lose money” (NebAlt#7, interview, 2011). Other producers point to the social

stigma that surrounds organic production as one of the barriers to entry. One explained,

No one likes having a finger pointed at ‘em or being made fun of, and when you step
outside of the norm and start farming organically, that's what happens. You’re gonna’
catch guff about how your field looks...that's probably the biggest thing. It's the shadow
over the organic farmer created by these two hundred fifty bushel yields (per acre). If you
step in there with an organic farmer you’d see ‘em using things out there that they
(conventional farmers) consider to be ugly or detrimental or degrading. It's a matter of
getting over that and going on. (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011)

“Getting over that and going on,” refers to changing how one looks at agriculture and starting the

paradigm shift towards a new worldview on agricultural production.

There are other factors that affect the expansion of organic agricultural production, such
as the lack of farmer education and support programs, the transition costs associated with the
production change, the adaptation of new land and labor management techniques needed for
successful alternative agriculture, the transportation of organic goods, and the organic
certification guidelines, regulations, and procedures which are all possible deterrents to
alternative production. However, one organic producer still feels that, “Probably the biggest
thing that affects people from farming organically is that and the paperwork that goes along with
certification” (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011). Despite these obstacles, organic agriculture
continues to grow in Nebraska, and since 2006 there has been a slight but steady increase in the
number of certified organic operations, organic crops, pasture acreage, and total volume of
organic sales (USDA, 2007); however, less than one percent of all Nebraska agricultural land is
in organic production. Even with less than one percent of its land used for organic, Nebraska

ranks eighth nationally in certified organic acreage (USDA, 2007).
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Figure 4.1 Certified Organic Acres in Nebraska
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Markets

Economic viability is always a concern for both alternative and conventional agricultural
producers. If markets are accessible, organic production can be as profitable as, if not more
profitable than, conventional agriculture because of the higher market price of organic products.
According to one producer, organic production over the last four years has been more profitable
than his past conventional operation (NebAlt#1, interview, 2011). In fact, he made the original
transition to organic farming because he felt that he would not have been able to compete in
conventional agricultural production without changing his production methods (NebAlt#1,
inteview, 2011). Another producer in the eastern half of the state figured his cost for organic corn
at around $43 dollars per acre with an average of about one hundred ten bushel per acre yield
after irrigation costs. He compared that to conventional corn production, which he figured at a
little less than $500 dollars per acre cost with about a 220 bushel per acre yield (NebAlt#10,
interview, 2011; NebAlt#37, interview, 2012). When asked if alternative agriculture could
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compete with conventional agriculture, one producer summed it up, "Absolutely, | would never
go back to the old way before we made the transition. I wouldn’t go back" (NebAlt#10,
interview, 2011).

Markets and the use of alternative markets separate the conventional producer’s
experience from that of the organic producer, and market access is a major factor related to
economic viability. The organic market, just like any other market, has experienced overall
fluctuations, but those markets are increasingly becoming more stable, and more and more
consumers are adapting to and embracing alternative forms of food production (NebAlt#10,
interview, 2011). Consumers perceive organic production as healthier for the environment,
people, and animals, and find the final product to be more nutritious (NebAlt#16, interview,
2011; NebAlt#18, interview, 2012). According to organic producers, embracing the consumers is
what drives these markets (NebAlt#9, interview, 2011). Connecting farmers to markets and
transporting goods to those markets are concerns for many organic and alternative agricultural
producers, but today the markets and market access for organic products and producers has
improved. “Back in the 80’s there was one” (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011).

One organic producer has seen a change in the market structure for organic products, due
mostly to the producers. In his opinion, farmers have developed direct markets, but over the last
ten to twelve years, big companies have been trying to take over these markets by contracting
with unorganized organic producers. He observes that similar to marketing practices for
conventional products, this strategy tries to gain market leverage with volume. For this producer,
the biggest problem for organic farmers is their lack of marketing knowledge (NebAlt#21,
interview, 2011). Organic producers are working to promote their product, to encourage people
to purchase and pick-up raw products straight from the farm, and to build relationships with their
consumer base. Building this relationship is important to the alternative farmer’s cause because
“Many people who go to grocery stores just don't know what goes into production or what
organic even means” (NebAlt#7, interview, 2011). People want healthy foods grown in ways that
do not hurt the environment, but they do not want to get their hands dirty, nor do they understand
the required manual labor that goes to organic production. Many organic producers feel the
consumer is more aware and knowledgeable than ever before and “The questions consumers are

asking are way more complex than ten years ago...But the conflict comes between the urban and
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rural rub and the difference between what you want to see on your grocery store shelves and
what you get in the field” (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012).

Getting used to the way organic produce looks is sometimes an issue for consumers
(NebAlt#16, interview, 2011). Consumers want a healthy product, but they still have not gotten
over aesthetic issues of organic production. Consumers are used to seeing grocery stores filled
with items that look the same; they want products with the same weight, size, and color. Nature
does not produce that way, but when consumers do not get what they expect, they can be put off
by organic products. Consumers have grown accustomed to having what they want, when they
want it, wherever they are, which is also contradictory to the natural process because climactic
issues prevent certain types of production at certain times. Consumers are changing their
attitudes, thoughts, and perceptions about organic products, and small organic producers are
unable to keep up with demand (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012). This increasing demand for
organics has invited corporate influence into the market, and the takeover of the organic market
has already begun. Buyers of organics want healthy, fresh products year-round and this desire for
organic has led to the creation of stores such as Trader Joe's and Whole Foods (Johnston, 2008;
Johnston, Biro, & MacKendrick, 2009b). These kinds of markets and stores still rely on high-
volume production and transport over long distances, both of which require petroleum inputs. In
this sense, consumers who shop these places are really looking out for their personal interests by
buying organic in conventional markets such as these because of the limited benefits that the

community and local producers receive.

To a large extent, the once-alternative, organic market has been taken over by the
conventional practices and markets and it is being reincorporated into the current food and
agricultural production model. Transnational agribusiness corporations have already established
footholds in organic markets. “Dole has an organic line, something we have to compete with;
Dean Foods Horizon has organic milk; so big players are starting to get into the organic markets
because there's money to be made” (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012). Some producers do not
necessarily see big corporate players entering the organic game as a completely negative
influence because “If someone is producing organically, then de facto, the animals and the land
will be treated with organic operations and in organic ways and that's good” (NebAlt#13,

interview, 2012). As noted earlier in the chapter, mass production of organics is not always better
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environmentally, and it is possible to buy an organic product that is basically produced,
processed, and marketed in completely conventional ways (Gibson et al., 2007; Gomiero,
Paoletti, & Pimentel, 2011a). Conventional practices have educated organic and alternative
producers in some ways as well. “Conventional farmers have economies of scale and efficiency
down, and they use technology to cut costs for better or for worse, but there are some good
things alternative small-scale farmers can use organizationally... it's a really interesting marriage

of organic and conventional in very interesting combinations” (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012).

The economic viability of organic and alternative production is becoming more of a
reality due in part to the social attitude toward healthy and locally produced food and because of
the development of new markets. Access to markets and market structure are both concerns for
organic producers, but the market infrastructure for organic products is much more developed
today than it was even five years ago. Still, organic producers do not experience the same market
access or availability that conventional producers do, and the lack of markets and market access
has led organic producers to seek new marketing strategies and develop and expand distribution
possibilities in innovative ways. Direct markets and marketing are what some alternative and
organic operations are currently using for sales and distribution while other producers have
formed cooperatives. These cooperatives connect people from the city to farms and in some
cases, groups, and individuals outside of the collective come out to the farm and pick up the
products that they want (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011; NebAlt#11, interview, 2011).

Places like Open Harvest (a cooperative grocery store) still are competing with places
like the big shopping marts...Open Harvest is here, functioning in a capitalist system
where they have to compete with the High 80’s and the Super Savers, but they're offering
a value system that everyone has to pay into to benefit from. So, it's doing your part plus
five or ten percent. Where are people doing five or ten percent more? By being involved
in the collective, by being involved in a cooperative, and knowing how the cooperative
runs. They have to contribute somehow to the collective to make it work. (NebAlt#13,
interview, 2012)

The attitude of everyone needing to contribute to the group is different from the competition
implicit in conventional agriculture and the modern agricultural paradigm, and it indicates a
paradigm shift. An example of expanding organic and local markets is the Open Harvest
Cooperative Grocery. This food cooperative bypasses conventional food routes and all outside

interference in the market and connects producers directly to the consumers. It is a member-
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owned retail cooperative dedicated to equitable employment practices, support of local
producers, consumer education, and sustainable agricultural practices. Several other cooperatives
have formed to distribute and deliver fresh agricultural products directly from producer to
consumer. These cooperatives are both rural- and urban-based, and organizations that promote
small-scale, sustainable agriculture and healthy food. These cooperatives help with rural
development by promoting eco-friendly, healthy farming practices and in connecting producers
with consumers. Alternative agriculture in Nebraska is more like a parallel form of development
and production that works within the current economic structure to achieve positive change and
community development goals, as opposed to introduction of a revolutionary type of production.
Alternative agricultural practices usually do not contest or challenge the current economic
system or structure of agriculture directly, but they do show that other types of production can fit
into the current system and survive, while at the same time promoting positive local
development, healthy eating, and ecological stewardship. Locally grown food is starting to
become more important than organic due to the corporate takeover of some organic markets, and
alternative markets and local and organic food production are all encompassed by the sustainable
agriculture movement (lkerd, 2005; Hendrickson, 2009).

Sustainable Agriculture Movement

What is the sustainable agriculture movement about, what does it mean to be part of the
movement, and why are people taking part in this movement? The sustainable agriculture
movement has been around for over thirty years, and it is a combination of three different lines
of agriculture concern: people concerned about the environment and consumer health, people
concerned about rising agricultural input costs and falling prices, and people concerned about the
family farm (lkerd, 2004). The movement consists of people taking the ecological and social
repercussions of agricultural production seriously while being economically productive (Francis
& Porter, 2011a). “It starts with an attitude questioning things that you do and if traditional
practices are really in the best interest of the land, the people eating the food you’re producing,
and the animals that are under your care. You have to question all those things” (NebAlt#9,
interview, 2011). This movement is about “food produced by people who care a lot about the

animals, soils, and foods we produce, caring about being part of our community. A certified
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organic community...a food island” (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012). The local food community,
and making that community available to people are both very important social aspects of the
sustainable agriculture movement. “It's about exercising our right to choose what food systems
we want” (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012). The sustainable agriculture movement is about
expressing uniqueness and diversity by “emphasizing what is unique about the place and the
animals we are choosing to breed. We want quality of life as well as the economy of scale, and
we want to do it while being good stewards of the environment” (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012).
The movement is “creating a different landscape" (NebAlt#13, interveiw, 2012) with producers
who are “concerned about the environment and more concerned about the future, about the
families, and the health of the consumers...and it’s possible through diversity and alternate

production” (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011). One organic producer explained,

Ultimately it comes down to you (the consumer), and you have to be clear about what
system you want in place, and when you eat lunch creating that system, you're the one
who makes that decision. It’s about the birds that come to your bird feeders. It’s subtle,
but if you're creating a local, healthy environment with greater diversity, you can see the
effects in the songbirds. (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012)

Sustainable agriculture is about change, and “It's a slow change, a person by person change, and
| think this whole thing has to be a grassroots, bottom up approach by people taking
responsibility for themselves and about what they eat, how they spend their money, how they
care about their community. It has to be a slow and emerging consciousness” (NebAlt#13,
interveiw, 2012). “I think the biggest thing that needs to change is ethics...I keep coming back to
this, 1 don't see this as complicated. | see this as the opposite of complication or complexity;
ultimately it is an ethic; it’s about caring, understanding that everything is connected, and it

ultimately comes down to you and lunch” (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012).

Alternative agriculture and the sustainable agriculture movement in Nebraska involve
small- and mid-sized producers, as well as rural and urban consumers who care about the
environment, their communities, and their health; people who are conscious about the food they
eat, who produces that food, and how food is produced (Altieri, 2008; DiDonato, 2009; Francis
et al., 2011b). It includes eco-friendly production methods, innovative farm management
techniques, and a return to the natural order. Humane treatment of animals and the development

of markets where the producer and consumer have a personal relationship are also critical
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elements of the movement. This movement contests the modern agriculture paradigm by
implementing different types of agricultural production, challenging traditional markets, and by
trying to eliminate the corporate control and influence over food systems, while promoting
positive local development, healthy eating, and ecological stewardship (Bird & lkerd, 1993;
Jackson, 1996; Altieri, 1999; lkerd, 2001b; 2004; 2005; Jordan et al., 2007; Altieri, 2008;
Carlman, 2008). The dominant culture's view on food production, local development, and the
type of work associated with alternative agriculture does affect markets and small- and mid-
producers and consumers. That is why challenging the dominant view by raising consumer
awareness is paramount for the sustainable agricultural movement to succeed. Success is
contingent on changing agricultural hegemony, and hegemony must be contested in four areas:
political, intellectual, economic, and cultural. Many consumers are buying organic only for the
trendiness and because it is the popular thing to do, and this separates them from consumers who
are part of the sustainable agricultural movement. Consumers who are part of the movement
have a better social understanding and awareness of how their actions affect producers, and these
individuals act on more than just individual self-satisfaction. People who are part of the
movement understand what the greater good and common goal is; they are helping the
movement move towards a shared vision based on social justice and desirable development, but

there are various reactions to the sustainable agriculture movement.

Reaction to the Movement

What is the dominant culture’s reaction to the movement? “There is a wide range of
reactions to what we do out here depending on how well you are entrenched in industrial or
commercial agriculture. If you’re in the Farm Bureau, you hate people like me, those people are
angry, full of anger and hate because I choose not to use their methods, and I don't know why”
(NebAlt#9, interview, 2011). There has been “violent opposition” to some of the animal welfare
issues that alternative agriculture supports. One alternative practitioner, “got the governor and
the president the Farm Bureau all riled up” over animal welfare issues and the tone of the

conversation has only gotten worse. He explained,

They don't understand that what they are promoting is not going to stop the cause; it's
much bigger than what any of those guys here in Nebraska have the power to stop. There
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is violent opposition and they have their reasons for that, but they're the wrong reasons. |
can tell you that they’re fighting a battle they'll never win; they will never win over the
consumers. They can’t convince consumers that it's all right to put an animal in a cage
where it can barely move, or that it's all right to dump toxic chemicals on the land and not
be concerned about the implication. (NebAlt#9, interview, 2011)
Strong feelings obviously exist on all sides of this issue, and the role of the consumer is just as

important as the role of the producer. One organic producer noted,

They want to talk about how ignorant the consumer is and that they're so far removed

from agriculture. Educated consumers are the ones who asked us the real questions. They

are the ones who made us stop and say maybe we shouldn't be doing some of those

practices; they are the ones who have asked the questions and made us stop and think,

and the opposition wants to say that the consumer doesn't know anything. Boy, that's

really shooting themselves in the foot. (NebAlt#9, interview, 2011)

The state response has not been positive, but “At least they are not slamming the door as
hard as they used to” (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012). The state supports certain aspects of the
movement with incentives from the University of Nebraska to help with organic certification and
the cost of the certification process, although the producers interviewed for this research still had
not been paid (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011; NebAlt#11, interview, 2011). There is some conflict
between the university and sustainable agriculture movement because some see the industry
using university resources to get the research done that they want, often at a lower cost than they
could do themselves. “They pay for the results they want to see; now the universities are
dependent on funding from the industry” (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012; NebAlt#13, interview,
2012). There is an institute and entrepreneurship endowment offered through the University of
Nebraska. It teaches farmers and ranchers to become entrepreneurs, but it is funded by the largest
cattle producer in the state, so the type and style of practices being taught and promoted are led
by convention (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012). These programs reinforce the dominant culture and
modern agriculture paradigm, and some feel that these research projects are more business and
marketing ventures than educational tools, and that the real problem with the university came in

the 1980’s, when, according to this interviewee,

The universities stopped being run for education and started being run as a business...As
a society, our collective values do not support education for education’s sake or research
for research’s sake. Individuals run all these things and groups are made up by
individuals. But when money is involved, it’s the people with money that are getting
stuff. (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012)
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There are assistance programs for producers who are attempting to go into organic agriculture.
These programs are designed to help producers through the three-year transition period it takes to
switch to organic production. “Those are the Killer years for organic farming, but you must be in
an approved area to receive any of that money” (NebAlt#10, interview, 2011). When asked about

public support of his farming operation, one producer stated,

Things like living healthy and healthy foods are popular, and eco-friendly practices are
in, so alternative agriculture has some public and consumer driven support. Support has
increased in the last few years, and the USDA has embraced the need and moved in that
direction. They have come up with a few programs that are helpful to those that are in
alternate agriculture. | see that as a positive step by the government at least
acknowledging that there is a need for what we are doing. (NebAlt#9, interview, 2011)

The state government also has an effect on agriculture. “I think sheer ideological states
are bound to fail and I feel here (in Nebraska) you see a lot of combinations of everything... I
think we have a schizophrenic culture here. We talk about being such a red (Republican) state
and yet these farmers...you know why their hats look like that? They keep sticking their heads
in the mailbox looking for their government check” (NebAlt#12, interview, 2012; NebAlt#13,
interview, 2012). This joke is made by urban dwellers making fun of farmers being lazy,
categorizing all farmers together. The reality of the joke in Nebraska is that a rich, Republican,
conventional farmer is getting a government subsidy check and then complaining about how
much money goes to social welfare programs aimed at urban poverty alleviation. As a culture
here, Nebraska has a very mixed system and mixed culture and one cannot approach some
people if certain words are used or else the message will not be received. At the same time, with
such a small state population and the unique form of government, much change can come out of
Nebraska, at least in regard to agriculture. There are only two million people and voting
constituents that need to be organized, united, and impelled to act. The right language and
acceptable vocabulary is needed to get the people of the state aware of the cause, on board with

the movement, and taking action for change.

The Nebraska unicameral system, by nature, is a nonpartisan body and, therefore, should
be apolitical. Mobilizing two million people behind a cause that promotes healthy food,
sustainable development, and organic agricultural, and then getting those people to vote for

officials who will enact the will of the people as opposed to the will of a political party is a
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possibility. If the elected officials are indeed exercising the will of the people and the will of the
movement, then policy change and government support of alternative agriculture can happen.
Since Nebraska plays a pivotal role in national and international agricultural production, a
change in Nebraska can have far-reaching implications. Changes made in the state of Nebraska
have the possibility to affect national policy because, even with a small population, the senators
from each state have equal power, thereby giving Nebraska as much national say and power as
any other state. Unfortunately, getting Nebraska to mobilize behind any cause that is not ‘red’
would seem impossible because of party line voting, even though the unicameral is a nonpartisan
body. The current rhetoric surrounding alternative agriculture and the sustainable agricultural
movement has been so politicized that alternative agriculture has been painted as a leftist, liberal,
tree-hugging, animal-loving, hippie, vegan movement, thus turning the political right and the
Nebraska political majority away from the cause.

Organizing the Movement

Corporate interests and industrial farming have been taking over the rural United States
for decades, and that takeover is one of the issues the sustainable agriculture movement has
organized around. One activist gave his account of how he became active in the movement.
About 20 years ago, he was a typical conventional farmer farming about 2,500 acres. At this
time, a corporate industrial hog operation tried to move into his county. The hog operation had
no transparency in their business dealings, and they attempted to buy land and move into the
county without any local people’s knowledge and completely under the radar (NebAlt#21,
interview, 2011). This hog operation set up a meeting with this producer on a “back road” in an
attempt to buy some land from him. A day after the shady attempted land purchase, he organized
a meeting with eight neighbors to discuss what was happening. At the meeting, they started to
educate themselves about large-scale hog operations. Two days after the first meeting, over 40
people showed up to the next meeting, and two days after that, over 140 people showed up to the
next meeting. This led to the establishment of a non-profit, grassroots organization of local and
community residents lobbying together to stop these types of operations from setting up in their
county. The organization met with state senators and national representatives to find out what

avenues needed to be pursued to keep these operations out. Their work paid off with the passage
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of county level legislation that kept these hog operations out (NebAlt#21, interview, 2011), and

their work eventually led to the passage of 1-300.

This experience caused the leader of this grassroots, legislative effort to reflect on his
own farming operation and he started implementing changes. The experience with the hog
operation showed him “who we were controlled by” and how large scale industrial farming
really worked. The monopolization of markets by the “big guys” oversaturated markets and
limited market options, which in turn, led to low prices on hogs and forced the small producer
either to grow to compete or forced him out of the game. “They were stealing from the little guy
by using volume as leverage, and you needed a train load (of hogs) to compete” (NebAlt#21,
interview, 2011). Not only did the “big guy” have the advantage in volume, but the industry
offered deals on inputs to the corporate producers, making it even harder for the average
producer to compete. The experience of the individual who refused the ‘back road’ attempt is not
unique, and similar situations like this have occurred all across Nebraska and the Great Plains.
This situation highlights the need for leadership and organization within the movement, as well
as shows that contesting the modern agricultural paradigm is possible and can be successful

through coordinated group effort.

Organization by subordinate classes is important in strengthening civil society,
developing a more participatory democracy, and obtaining favorable intervention that supports
the organization’s interests. Popular-democratic organizations have the ability to contest
hegemony and accomplish actual change. In Nebraska, two well-known organizations leading
that effort are the Center for Rural Affairs (CFRA) and the Nebraska Sustainable Agricultural
Society (NSAS). These organizations, along with the Nebraska Farmers Union (NFU) and
BOLD Nebraska, have been working to organize subordinate classes and cultures in order to
fight for their interests. These organizations have been working to help small- and mid-sized
producers and family farmers survive the modern agricultural paradigm through education,
organization, and collective action. Their demands are shaped by the shared experience of their
members, and their demands have focused on issues such as community and sustainable
development, environmentally sound agricultural production, animal welfare, healthcare, and
healthy food. These organizations are consolidating and organizing the sustainable agriculture

movement no matter if they are officially recognized or considered part of the movement. The
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CFRA and the NSAS, as well as some of their joint efforts with the NFU and BOLD Nebraska,

are discussed and analyzed in-depth in the following chapter.

Other groups organizing resistance include Community Corps, which is an organization
that promotes community supported agriculture (CSA), community gardens, and farmers markets
in urban settings. The Nebraska Food Cooperative “fosters a local food community and promotes
a culture of stewardship by cultivating farmer-consumer relationships, promoting the enjoyment
of healthful food, increasing food security through diversity, and enhancing overall rural
sustainability” (Nebraska Food Cooperative [NFC], 2011), and it has been a successful way to
get products out, and “They have been successful in staying abreast with products that had a
popularity” (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012). The Nebraska Food Cooperative and its CSA’s are
made up of urban consumers and rural producers who want to eat only one kind of product, that
is, a healthy product. Members of these organizations choose to raise a healthy product that
usually has the least negative impact on environment. These organizations and collectives are
examples of rural and urban individuals working together to cut out the middleman in food
systems, and they very much depend on rural-urban coordination and organization in order to
maintain a large enough customer base capable of supporting these types of operations. Many of
the organic producers interviewed for this research use the Nebraska Food Cooperative as a way
to market and sell their products. Slow Food Nebraska is “... an idea, a way of living and a way
of eating. It is a global, grassroots movement with thousands of members around the world that
links the pleasure of food with a commitment to community and the environment” (Slow Food
USA [SFU], 2011). The University of Nebraska funds a cooperative development center,
provides grants and funding for Organic Work Groups, as well as sponsors and coordinates Buy
Fresh Buy Local Nebraska (University of Nebraska-Lincoln [UNL], 2011), a service that
provides educational awareness to the consumer and “encourages the purchase and enjoyment of
locally grown food.” They also publish a food guide of farmers markets and community-
supported agriculture providers, restaurants and groceries that offer local foods, and local

farmers and ranchers who grow and produce Nebraska foods and products.

The Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SARE) and Midwest Organic and
Sustainable Education Services (MOSES) also provide information to raise public awareness and

provide resources for organic and sustainable farming. The Nebraska Environmental Action
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Coalition and the Nebraska Environmental Trust are two organizations working for improved
ecological and environmental stewardship in the state, and publications like Prairie Fire and
Graze contribute to the alternative and organic producers and the sustainable agriculture
movement with organizational and educational information. The Nebraska IMPACT project is
another example that “has helped Nebraska’s people work together towards a sustainable future."
Across the state, farmers and ranchers, men and women, rural and urban, have come together to
form groups that work to find local solutions to local problems. From farming practices to urban
gardening, alternative livestock production to quality of life, IMPACT groups have been looking

at problems in new ways, and finding solutions that are bringing real change (Rembert, 2000).

Role of the Internet

Confronting, contesting, and challenging contemporary agricultural production and the
modern agriculture paradigm is not just happening in states like Nebraska. Now the Internet and
virtual space are also being used in the fight to change hegemony. The Internet has brought new
business to alternative producers by eliminating the middleman, and it has been used by
alternative agriculturists and the sustainable agriculture movements to educate, recruit, organize,
and fund the movement. Through the utilization of social media and social networking, some
organizations in the sustainable agriculture movement are now taking a new approach to
resistance (Salter, 2011). Today, social media and networking are used in some capacity by most
individuals and organizations. From Yemen to Great Britain and all over the Middle East, social
movements and resistance groups are using these networks to organize resistance. From flash
mobs to full-scale revolution, social media is becoming a new tool and creating new space for

organized resistance to contest hegemony and the regimes that support it.

Taking the battle against hegemony into virtual space is one way in which outnumbered,
out resourced, and under financed social organizations can compete against a globalized, elite
ruling capitalist class and the powers that are currently shaping, influencing, and directing
hegemony. By using the Internet, organizations are putting unequal opponents on equal ground
(Ess, 2001: 187). To put themselves on an equal playing field, resistance groups must make

sense of their situation and who they are to the world at large. Doing so enables them to
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construct a social context that transcends their location. In cyberspace, issues are made
meaningful through active construction (Bernal, 2005: 661). This is how some forms of
organized resistance are fighting for and creating space in which their plight is socially relevant.
Virtual space provides a semi-equal playing field in terms of access and expense when compared
to traditional means of media exposure like TV or radio. Virtual space comes at a much lower
premium than traditional space, and social groups also have the ability to present themselves in
whatever manner they choose, as opposed to being cast in a pejorative light by the mainstream
media. Also, the use of social media and the Internet is very contemporary and culturally
relevant. By taking the fight to virtual space, small and remote organizations become much more
accessible. Power resides at the top of commodity chains, and these chains are becoming more
and more transnational and globalized. In order to effectively contest the power within those
chains, social organizations and other types of organized resistance must become organized
locally, and then globalized. Virtual space allows these organizations to become transnational,

just like the powers they are attempting to contest.

Eco-Jaunt is one example of social activists using the Internet and virtual space to
organize resistance and to contest hegemony controlling the U.S. agricultural production model
and food production system in Nebraska, the United States, and the world. The founders of Eco-
Jaunt call Oregon home, but they have ties to Nebraska. Eco-Jaunt, established in November,
2010, by two partners, one of whom is a Nebraska native, was started on a limited budget and
with few resources compared to those of the governments and corporations they are confronting,
but after only a year of existence and six months of Internet exposure, they have already reached
over 6,000 people and have established a loyal following. Eco-Jaunt is founded on different ideas
and principles related to sustainable development, the green movement, ecological stewardship,
community involvement and participation, and alternative agriculture, but it was primarily a
sense of moral responsibility, agrarian citizenship, spirituality, and free time that led to its
establishment as an official organization. As one founder put it, “Our nation/world is like a car
skidding toward a brick wall, and if we can’t collectively figure out how to get our foot off the
brake and hit the gas in a new direction, we are going to hit that wall” (NebAlt#3, interview,
2011). Eco-Jaunt is developing the skills and passing along the necessary tools for its members
to survive if that figurative wall is hit; however, they hope to avoid that wall by educating the

public over the Internet with their “how-to” videos. They see raising public awareness and
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involvement through short, educational (and hopefully entertaining) hands-on learning video
demonstrations and through personal testimony of people actually using sustainable practices as
the most effective and accessible way of creating change (NebAlt#2, interview, 2011; NebAlt#3,
interview, 2011).

As an organization, Eco-Jaunt has created an eco-educational website dedicated to
sustainable living. Through the Internet and virtual space, they are empowering their followers
with simple, quick, and easy ways to become “part of the fight” for sustainable living with their
personal experiences on their self-educating journey across the United States. With only a van, a
few dollars, a video camera, a sense of responsibility and lots of passion, Eco-Jaunt is actively
contesting hegemony on the intellectual front by means of a new cultural phenomenon, social
media. Coming from a pro-active, green community in Portland, Oregon, and within their own
short time as an organized resistance group, the founders of Eco-Jaunt feel that they have already
started to see and feel the effects and benefits of community action and organization, as well as
an increasing interest in the sustainable movement. As the founders see it, “You are a product of
your surroundings, and if you can start changing your surroundings to something more socially

and ecologically desirable, you are taking the first step” (NebAlt#2, interview, 2011).

Sustainable Alternatives

How one defines and perceives ‘alternative’ affects what practices are used in the field,
what items are purchased in the store, and what is considered community. Personal beliefs and
values are reflected in one’s actions, and when actions have purpose they are not wasted. The
sustainable agriculture movement involves people who are thinking differently about the current
state of agriculture, rural development, and consumer health and acting accordingly. The
sustainable agriculture movement consists of people and organizations acting and thinking
differently about agriculture and food in terms of production, processing, and distribution. A
clean environment, healthy food, and having choices as to which methods are used to produce
the crops one grows and that go into the food one eats are all aligned with this movement. Being
conscious of the environment, of one’s actions, and of how those actions affect the community

all affect future generations. Equally as important is being able to provide for one’s family. ldeas

Richter-Tate 96



like justice, equity, fairness, and freedom to choose, as well as respect for living things and
sustainable living help form the foundation of alternative agriculture, and these ideals are
encompassed in concepts like ‘desirable development’ and ‘social justice’ which form the basis

of the sustainable agriculture movement.

The sustainable agriculture movement manifests itself differently because of location.
Rural and urban areas, geographical location, and climate also affect the movement because of
the nature of agricultural and food production. Community gardens and farmers markets, CSA’s,
and food cooperatives are all examples of alternatives that are connecting the consumer to the
producer and helping strengthen local communities. By producers and consumers being linked
closer together and having a personal relationship, their awareness of each other and struggles
each side faces become clearer and better understood. Understanding is the first step in
development of any sort. Understanding the actors involved, the actors understanding the other
actors, and everyone understanding the overall goals help make those goals more attainable.
Everyone’s plight is different, as are the struggles people face; however, by struggling together
people can unite to resist a common foe. Currently it seems that the sustainable agriculture
movement is a combination of the green, sustainable, health, animal rights, and alternative
movements with hints of local and community development, all fighting for the same thing, yet
approaching the fight from different angles and on various fronts. If urban consumers and rural
producers understand how they affect each other and agricultural production, and if they can
work together in a combined effort against a common opponent or towards an agreed-upon goal,
change becomes a real possibility.

Richter-Tate 97



Chapter V

CLASS FORMATION AND ORGANIZATION

Chapter 1V explored alternative agriculture in Nebraska and the sustainable agriculture
movement. This chapter focuses on two organizations that have been instrumental in
coordinating and consolidating the sustainable agriculture movement in Nebraska: the Center for
Rural Affairs (CFRA) and the Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture Society (NSAS). These two
organizations and their relation to the Nebraska Farmers Union (NFU) and BOLD Nebraska is
also explored. In this chapter, a description and an analysis of these organizations is offered
through Political-Cultural Formation (PCF) Theory, an evaluation of the CFRA and the NSAS is
given, and a Gramscian-based critique of these organizations’ leadership is provided. The

majority of the data used in this chapter reflects the research interviews unless cited differently.

Political-Cultural Formation Analysis

As discussed in Chapter 11, Political-Cultural Formation (PCF) is the process through
which direct producers and other exploited and oppressed social groups shape their demands,
form organizations to pursue those demands, and generate leadership to represent them in front
of the state and other organizations (Otero & Jugenitz, 2003: 511; Otero, 2004: 332). This
formation involves creating and opening space for political opportunity through bottom-up
approaches from civil society. Political-Cultural Formation theory can be used to analyze
organizations from civil society that are attempting to strengthen themselves and become
consolidated in their struggle for hegemony. Political-Cultural Formation can be used to analyze
organizations, but it can also be applied to social movements (which are made up of
organizations). One of the innovative features of the PCF approach is the distinction it makes
between a ‘class-in-itself” and a ‘class-for-itself.” This distinction allows for an encompassing
analysis in which consumers and social activists who are not farmers, but still part of the
sustainable agriculture movement, are included. Political-Cultural Formation analysis considers

material, economic, social, and cultural struggles faced by an organization or movement, and the
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political outcomes that result from those struggles. It provides a comprehensive framework for
the analysis of grassroots organizations, as well as explains how subordinate groups,
communities, and classes become empowered or hegemonic through an examination of the

mediating factors between the class-structural process and political outcomes.

The class-structural process includes the social relations of production and reproduction,
as well as how those relations affect cultural relations and meanings influencing a movement
(Otero & Jugenitz, 2003: 504-505). Three mediating factors are considered in PCF analysis:
regional culture which, in part, helps form the collective identity and base of mobilization for an
organization, as well as influence its demands and direction; state intervention, which includes
how an organization presents demands to the state and how those demands are met; and
leadership type, which includes the leaders of an organization and the organization’s internal and
external modes of participation. Leadership type not only takes into account how the leadership
affects the organization from within, but also how the leadership represents the organization
externally in coalitions, alliances, and in front of the state (Otero, 1999; Otero, 2003; Otero,
2004).

The success of the grassroots organizations in this thesis will also be evaluated through
an outside perspective focused on the three mediating factors between the class-structural
process and political outcomes. The analysis will examine how these organizations contest the
dominant paradigm and reach goals, how achieving their goals affects their political-cultural
formation development, and if these organizations are empowering rural communities and

agricultural producers enough so they can ‘survive modern agriculture in Nebraska.’

Regional Culture

According to PCF Theory, regional culture helps shape the collective-identity of an
organization, form the content of its demands, and identify the target of those demands (Otero,
1999: 29; Otero & Jugenitz, 2003: 511-515). The identity of an organization is a reflection of
regional culture which embodies the history, plight, mission, beliefs, goals, practices, and values
of an organization, and regional culture also gives a sense of community to an organization and

its members. The organization’s demands on the state, issues of grievance, and framework used
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to present its struggles have material, economic, and non-economic consequences for
subordinate classes and cultures (Otero & Jugenitz, 2003: 510). In this ‘war of positions,’
(Gramsci, 1971: 229-239; Otero, 2004) framing demands becomes a complex and strategic
process, and subordinate cultures can be more successful pursuing their goals if they capitalize
on the dominant culture by framing their demands within acceptable cultural language (Grove,
2006: 79-85). At the same time, working within the accepted language has its limits, as counter-
hegemonic struggles have to present alternative, popular-democratic perspectives that run against
the ‘conventional wisdom.” Of course, the United States has a strong radical-democratic tradition
that dates back the founding fathers of the nation which helps frame the contesting of hegemony
within an acceptable cultural language even when doing so may be tremendously challenging to
the current hegemony (Unger, 2012). Historically, the regional culture of the CFRA the NSAS is
similar because its members have experienced and witnessed the same effects of the U.S.
agricultural production model and the corresponding structural process; however, the demands of
these organizations are different and unique, but complementary, from the view point of the

subordinate farming class.

The Center for Rural Affairs was established in 1973 by workers from the Goldenrod
Hills Community Action Agency, a federally funded, non-profit organization created to
eliminate and reduce poverty in five Nebraska counties (Ralston & Strange, 1998). When
President Richard Nixon decided to cut funding to all federal anti-poverty organizations, the
Goldenrod agency staff developed a survival strategy to preserve and fund their advocacy and
development efforts. Eventually, three members of Goldenrod Hills Agency created and
incorporated the Center for Rural Affairs in order to address economic, policy, and development
issues that were affecting the agricultural base of rural Nebraska. Initially, the CFRA was located
in Walthill, Nebraska, and it focused on economic development and research projects in the
northeastern part of the state. Over the next few decades, the CFRA expanded its efforts and
involvement to include issues affecting all of rural Nebraska and the rural United States.
Currently located in Lyons, Nebraska, the CFRA has grown from a small local agency into a
nationally-respected and recognized organization with over 30,000 supporters nationwide
(CFRA, 2011a).
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The CFRA is a private, non-profit Nebraska corporation with an annual budget of over $3
million dollars, which is provided by private foundations, national church programs, state and
federal sources, and individual donations, as well as through earned income from publications,
service fees, and speaking engagements. As a registered non-profit, the Center is exempt from
federal corporate income tax (CFRA, 2011a). Other than the CFRA board members and staff,
there is no formal membership in the organization; there are only supporters who offer their
financial support and personal time through active participation. The CFRA maintains a website,
provides informative publications and educational resources for the general public, and offers
various types of assistance for its supporters. The CFRA is a politically active organization that
advocates for rural people and causes by organizing resistance efforts that support rural- and
agriculturally-based people and communities. The CFRA is a non-partisan organization that
stands for set of values, and, since its inception, the CFRA has resisted advocating for the
interests of any particular group. Instead, it has chosen to advance a set of values that reflect
what the CFRA considers to be the best of rural America. Ultimately, the CFRA believes that it
is acting in the best interest of all, and the organization is working to create a future that reflects

their values, which are:

Responsibility placed upon each of us to contribute to our community and society;
Conscience that balances self-interest with an obligation to the common good and future
generations; Progress that strengthens rural communities, small businesses, and family
farms and ranches; Genuine opportunity for all to earn a living, raise a family, and
prosper in a rural place; Citizen involvement and action to shape the future; Widespread
ownership and control of small businesses, farms, and ranches by those who work them.
Fairness that allows all who contribute to the nation's prosperity to share in it;
Stewardship of the natural environment upon which all of us - current and future
generations —rely. (CFRA, 2011a)

These values are the organization’s basis and foundation, and these principles are promoted and
expressed by the CFRA through its political participation, community involvement, and rural-

focused development projects. The CFRA also gives special attention to family farms.

The CFRA proponents subscribe to the definition of a family farm or ranch as one on
which the management and the majority of the labor are provided by the family or families that

own the production and at least some of the productive assets (CFRA, 2011a). The CFRA
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believes that it is more important to decide what system of agriculture people want than it is to
define and categorize the farming style of an individual (NebAlt#27, interview, 2012). It feels
that it is in the interest of rural America, and all of the United States, to have a strong family
farm system of agriculture that provides genuine opportunity for those who work on farms and
ranches to own the fruits of their labor and productive assets, offers open opportunity for new
people to enter the business even if they are not rich, fairly compensates those who produce food
and provides a meaningful share of food system profit to agricultural producers, and maintains a
substantial number of farms and ranches, sufficient to support healthy communities (NebAlt#21,
interview, 2012; NebAlt#28, interview, 2012). This kind of system promotes farms of varying
sizes. The CFRA sees a movement toward a system where production is dominated by a few
very large farms with little opportunity for anyone else as a key threat to the family-farm system,
smaller commercial farms, and other medium-size farms (CFRA, 2011a). The mission of the
CFRA is to “Establish strong rural communities, social and economic justice, environmental
stewardship, and genuine opportunity for all while engaging people in decisions that affect the
quality of their lives and the future of their communities” (CFRA, 2011a). The CFRA tries to do
what its name suggests and be a reputable, reliable, capable, and influential center for rural
Americans and for all those who support rural America. The organization believes that, “We live
in an era of profound change - when institutions, policy, and life are being fundamentally
reshaped. It is a critical time for people of conscience to work together in guiding change to
reflect our highest values. To that we commit the Center for Rural Affairs. Values. Worth.
Action” (CFRA, 2011a).

The CFRA presents its demands, opinions, research, and critiques in a variety of ways,
and it has reduced the legitimacy of agricultural hegemony by pointing out through quality
research the negative effects of modern agricultural production. The CFRA has established a
rural action network and offers startup investment capital to beginning farmers. The Center is
active in the political policy arena, distributes a monthly newsletter, has run hundreds of articles
in national periodicals and reviews, is involved in collective organizational projects, supports
independent agricultural research, and provides educational services, as well as offers farm
training programs, financial support, and consulting advice to rural business owners. It also
provides planning and consulting for rural and community development in order to fulfill the
organization’s goals and mission (Ralston & Strange, 1998; CFRA, 201la; NebAlt#28,
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interview, 2012). Some of the issues the CFRA finds important to rural populations are
healthcare reform, the Farm Bill, school lunch programs, land exchange between retiring farmers
and beginning farmers, alternative energy, and rural business and community development
(CFRA2011a; NebAlt#21, interview, 2012; NebAlt#27, interview, 2012; NebAlt#28, interview,
2012; NebAlt#32, interview, 2012; NebAlt#35, interview, 2012).

Another grassroots organization challenging modern agricultural production and the
conventional farming mindset is the Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture Society. The NSAS was
started over 35 years ago by some of the same founders of the CFRA. Originally known as the
Nebraska Organic Association, the NSAS changed to its current name in the early 1980’s. The
organization split, forming the Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture Society and the Organic Crop
Improvement Association (OCIA). Today, the OCIA is one of the world’s largest organic
certifier, and the NSAS has membership and a network that covers the entire state. The NSAS is
a non-profit grassroots organization with membership open to “anyone who is concerned about
family farming, environmental quality and good, healthy food” (NebAlt#14, interview, 2011),
and they boast of their diverse membership which includes “farmers and ranchers, rural and
urban consumers, market gardeners, educators, families and restaurateurs” (Nebraska Sustainable
Agriculture Society [NSAS], 2008; NebAlt#14, interview, 2011). Their mission statement, “To
promote agriculture and food systems that build healthy land, people, communities and quality of
life, for present and future generations,” explains their ideals and goals and is the driving force
behind the organization (NSAS, 2008). The NSAS works to recognize the essential relationship
between healthy, local agriculture and a strong, local food system. It believes in the importance
of this relationship and in the benefits of food that is grown and processed locally. Food that is
produced locally ensures better quality and food security, as well as fosters social and ecological
responsibility, which in turn benefits the communities consuming the final product (NebAlt#13,
interview, 2012; NebAlt#26, interview, 2012; NebAlt#29, interview, 2012). The NSAS works to
strengthen and enhance these systems by raising public awareness, through education, and by
providing resources that change how food is produced (NSAS, 2008; NebAlt#14, interview,
2011).

The NSAS is not just a farm organization; its membership consists of rural and urban

producers and consumers, market gardeners, educators, and of course, farmers. This unique
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partnership, from both production and consumer ends, reflects more than just the NSAS. It
highlights the diverse backgrounds of the individuals and organizations which are becoming
involved with the larger movement that has begun to organize, the sustainable agriculture
movement. The NSAS is concerned with renewing sustainable farming and revitalizing a
sustainable food system in Nebraska (NebAlt#30, interview, 2012), and its struggle includes
building healthy land by promoting farming practices which decrease soil erosion, increase soil
fertility, reduce the need for off-farm inputs, protect natural resources, and encourage a diverse
landscape through a variety of workshops, tours, and projects which demonstrate
environmentally- and economically-sound farming practices; and developing healthy people by
working with growers to increase the availability of fresh produce, quality grain products, and
farm-fresh beef, pork, poultry, eggs, and other animal products through linking concerned
consumers with growers who market these foods (NebAlt#34, interview, 2012; NebAlt#35,
interview, 2012). The NSAS advocates farming practices which benefit the environment and
human health; creating healthy communities with programs that are built on community
networks of farmers, ranchers, businesses, technical assistance providers, and consumers through
networks with organizing support, information and education, and opportunities to exchange
ideas and experience with other networks across the state; improving the quality of life by
strengthening the economic and social base of family farms and rural communities by increasing
the use of on-farm resources, and which recognizes the importance of increasing family farm
profitability and strengthening local businesses while brightening the environment for present
and future generations (NSAS, 2008; NebAlt#29, interview, 2012). These programs focus on the
entire family, including opportunities for rural women and children, alongside similar
opportunities for urban refugees and immigrants through projects providing outreach, education
and support to all ages, genders and across cultures (NSAS, 2008; NebAlt#14, interview, 2011).

The members of the CFRA and the NSAS had similar experiences and shared culture
which was the basis of their collective-identity formation and mobilization. Agricultural
producers and rural communities experienced similar pressures and effects from modern
agricultural production, and the introduction of neoliberal policies in the 1980’s only added to
the common struggles and marginalization that agricultural producers and rural communities
experienced. Shared negative feedback from the system helped unite some rural producers and

formed a shared identity. The dominant culture’s view and social perception helped solidify the
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formation of a collective identity which led to political action in the structured system that
challenges the dominant production structure (Tilly & Tarrow, 2007). Shared experience of
social marginalization and hardship had detrimental material repercussions for agricultural
producers, but these difficulties also led to organization. This subordinate class faces a number of
challenges such as reduced numbers, negative urban misperceptions, and lack of understanding
of rural culture. In all actuality, small- and mid-sized rural agricultural producers and their
families could possibly be considered a subculture within rural culture, and the rural population
is already one of the smallest demographic groups in the United States (USDA, 2012a). Rural
producers represent less than two percent of the U.S. work force, and they continue to be one of
the most marginalized cultural groups in the country (Funk & Bailey, 2000; Bailey & Preston,
2003). Rural producers, as a cultural group, have at times been more marginalized than any other
group, although they were never as oppressed as most subordinate minority groups, especially
those oppressed minorities regarded as different by dominant culture. The CFRA and the NSAS
have created the framework used to present their demands and helped establish the collective

identity among the once disorganized, fractioned groups of the subordinate farming class.

Framing is important when an organization presents its demands to the dominant culture
or the state (Tilly & Tarrow, 2007). Approaching the dominant culture by framing demands in a
manner that adheres to cultural norms usually leads to a more favorable outcome for the
movement (Grove, 2006: 80). When organizing resistance against agricultural hegemony, the
resistance movement must confront hegemony in all areas: culturally, economically, politically,
and intellectually. When class demands are presented within cultural constructs in those four
regards, the subordinate class can begin challenging hegemony and contesting the modern
agricultural paradigm. The CFRA and the NSAS are drawing from the popular culture’s
increasing awareness about how and where food is produced. The fight against confinement feed
operations (CAFQO’s) for chickens and hogs is being supported by McDonalds and Burger King.
The local and slow food movements have grown in popularity and the number of CSA’s, farmers
markets, community gardens, and consumers utilizing these services continues to increase.
Drawing from the alternative and organic agriculture movements, and the local, natural, and
healthy food movements, as well as using the popularity of healthy living and eating trends in the
state, these two organizations have helped consolidate part of the sustainable agriculture
movement (lkerd, 2004; 2005).

Richter-Tate 105



Politically, these two organizations, along with the NFU and BOLD Nebraska, have
influenced farm bills and the health care reform recently passed. They have worked together on
passing legislation slowing the TransCanada Pipeline development by giving Nebraska more
legal authority to create and enforce environmental regulations. Intellectually, both organizations
provide how-to workshops and farm tours and help network members with knowledgeable
people in sustainable and alternative agricultural production and food systems. These
organizations publish reports on the agricultural census data and they provide assessments on
rural poverty and development. Economically, these organizations have worked to develop
alternative markets by establishing personal relationships with consumers. They also provide
financial and organizational support for small and local business and for family farms and
farmers. Business workshops and administrative support are also provided to help these business
owners and farmers profit. Technically, subsistence family farms do not produce profits, they
realize net revenues. Producing profits makes a farm capitalist, whereas net revenues are used to
cover the cost of production including a self-attributed wage. If all farms were profiting instead
of just reproducing labor, then there would be the bourgeoisification of the family farm, meaning
that all family farms are turning into capitalist farms. The fact that ‘profit’ is used within the
regional culture and by the CFRA and NSAS likely comes from working under bourgeois-
hegemony and the dominant agrarian and farm culture which developed from the Jeffersonian
ideal of an agrarian democracy based on the individual and individual rights as opposed to the
common good or group goals. The CFRA and NSAS do have profit in their language, but these

organizations are dedicated to more than just individual financial advancement.

The capacity of these organizations to effectively struggle for class demands is directly
related to their organizational strength. Material success continues to be difficult but the
influence of their demands and culture, and the influence of these organizations has increased
public support and raised awareness and signifies that the dominant culture has acknowledged
the subordinate class position and accepted some aspects of the movement (Otero, 1999; 2004).
That is not to say that all urban consumers understand the demands, but the CFRA and NSAS
have engaged many individuals and organizations and been active in creating new groups and
organizations, thereby deepening democracy, strengthening the democratic process, and
developing civil society even though their goals have not been fully achieved (Gilbreth & Otero,
2001; Otero & Jugenitz, 2003; Fox & Vorley, 2004; White, 2010). They are also contributing to
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social and democratic development by giving a voice to the subordinate class and by
strengthening, mobilizing, and organizing resistance and support within the class and through

alliances and coalitions (Otero, 1999).

The dominant culture and hegemony’s moral understanding of agriculture is that “It is
our responsibility to feed the world” (NebAlt#5, 2011; NebAlt#6, 2011), which is a false
motivation and leads to an imposed sense of guilt and responsibility if producers fail, thereby
causing people to believe that that they are really producing to feed the world when, in all reality,
80 percent of the corn produced in Nebraska goes towards ethanol (40 percent) and cattle feed
(40 percent) (USDA, 2007; USDA, 2012c; USDA, 2012d). These numbers indicate that
industrial corn production, especially in Nebraska, is in no way feeding the world; only that corn
production is feeding corporate, capitalist, and bourgeois interests. The rhetoric and reality of the
situation could not be farther apart, but the rhetoric has producers believing they really are
feeding the world (NebAlt#5, interview, 2011) and the over producing of commodities
continues. Farmers continue producing the same way because they believe that their actions will
lead to the realization of the goal, when in all reality, their actions are pulling them farther and
farther away from the goal of food security, and actually perpetuating the food crisis and
reinforcing the control of the transnational corporations and the capitalist class (Lappe et
al.,1998; Bello, 2009; Holt-Gimenez & Patel, 2009; NebAlt#5, interview, 2011).

In general, the regional culture of a class or organization is relatively easy to identify;
however, the regional culture of a social movement, like the sustainable agriculture movement,
becomes more difficult. The sustainable agriculture movement, which is really a combination of
various subordinate groups, grassroots organizations, and social-movements, is more complex,
especially when the movement is forming coalitions and building alliances. In movements like
these, the extent to which the movement is coordinated is very important because each individual
organization is still devoted to its specific cause and the people involved mobilize behind
different reasons even though the overall movement is attempting to confront problems that stem
from the same root cause. In the sustainable agriculture movement, the organizations involved
have mobilized behind anything from healthy and local food systems, food security, and food
sovereignty to animal welfare, rural autonomy and market availability. Still, others mobilize

behind agricultural producers or just because it is trendy to be healthy and fit. All of the
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organizations, individuals, and motivations involved make identifying the regional culture and
establishing a collective-identity difficult at times. In the case of Nebraska, a collective-identity,
continuity from collective experiences and activism, a common enemy, and common goals
sometimes exist, and finding these similarities can help strengthen organizations and consolidate
movements. When these elements do not exist, the solidarity of the movement might not be as

strong and the regional culture may need to be redefined.

Leadership Type and Modes of Participation

Leadership type and modes of participation are the second mediating determination in
PCF, and the leadership of the CFRA and NSAS will be discussed with Gramscian suggestions
on possible improvements. Leadership types directly relate to an organization’s ability to remain
independent from the state and autonomous from other organizations with which it forms
alliances and coalitions (Otero, 2004). How the leadership represents the members also reflects
on the leadership. One aspect of leadership type and modes of participation refers to how the
leadership works with the state, if the organization is accountable to its members, if the
organization is co-opted by the state, how the organization presents itself while working for
change, and how it pushes for action in its favor through the state apparatus. Modes of
participation will be looked at from the members of the organization’s point of view; members’
and supporters’ action or the collective action of the organization will also be looked at as modes

of participation used to contest bourgeois-hegemony and the modern agricultural paradigm.

Accountability and a direct line of communication between members and leadership are
important in a participatory-democratic organization. Leadership is responsible for raising the
level of consciousness among its constituents, both politically and ideologically, and it is
responsible for training new leadership to sustain the struggle. Leadership and the leadership’s
influence over members and their actions directly relate to the strength and effectiveness of an
organization. Both short and long-term goals of the members and the leadership should coincide
in a participatory-democratic organization, and members should be aware of the organization’s
goals and part of the decision making process. In a participatory-democratic organization,

internal democracy and accountability are high and the chance of being co-opted by the state or
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by other organizations is low. Mechanisms for leadership election, formation, and training;
leadership accountability; grassroots participation and organizational transparency are all present
in participatory-democratic organizations and exhibited by the leadership. Internal and external
representation of the membership, how the organization collectively acts, and how the
organization negotiates and interacts with the state and other organizations can affect the
independence and autonomy of an organization. Strong leadership helps prevent co-optation and
leadership accountability deters from corruption and opportunistic behavior. Leadership type
also involves the training of new leaders and establishing mechanisms to fill leadership roles
because in social movements there is always the chance of leadership being targeted for co-

optation, incarceration, or assassination.

There are three typical types of leadership that have been used to explain Latin American
organization and movement (Otero, 1999). First, charismatic-authoritarian leadership is
concerned with owning the movement as opposed to working for the movement. This type of
leadership tends to be less accountable to its constituents, but usually remains independent from
the state and other organizations. The second type of leadership is the corrupt-opportunist. This
leadership type is usually working for personal interests as opposed to working for the best
interest of the organization or movement. This kind of leadership is more easily co-opted by the
state, bought out by special interests, or susceptible to forming alliances that do not benefit the
organization or represent the membership even though it may be initially accountable to the
organization. Ultimately, this type of leadership is more susceptible to compromising the overall
goals and principles of the movement for personal gain, which can result in the loss of autonomy
and demobilization or in the organization being discredited. Finally, there is a participatory-
democratic leadership style as described above. This leadership type is accountable to its
constituents and members and represents the organization independently of the state,

autonomously from other organizations, and separate from personal interests.

The NSAS is a participatory-democratic organization with leadership consisting of a 14
to 18 member board and a small staff of between one and five people. At times, there is an
advisory committee consisting of up to four individuals. The NSAS is a membership-based
grassroots organization with members from all walks of life. Consumers, gardeners, educators,

and farmers, both rural and urban, make up the organization’s body. The board members are
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nominated by fellow members and then elected by the entire membership to serve a three year
term. There is no term limit, and officers in the organization are nominated by the board and
voted on by all members. The officers, president, vice-president, secretary, and treasurer are
selected from the board, and the staff includes an executive director and a membership
coordinator. Currently there are two other staff positions, an urban agriculture intern and a
Farm2School coordinator. All members who have paid their dues ($45 dollars for
individual/family membership) and attend the annual Rural Advantage/Healthy Farms
Conference can vote. The annual conference is the major event for the organization and its
members, but the board has quarterly meetings. Meetings are usually conducted face-to-face, but
video conferences have also been used. The organization provides a bimonthly newsletter to
keep members informed and aware of future events, and it also provides food, consumer, and
sustainable living and farming resources on its website. There is a listserve that NSAS uses
which has been an effective way for the organization to communicate, and the organization also
uses social media to keep members informed and connected (NebAlt#31, interview, 2012). The
NSAS offers youth workshops and scholarships, provides members with organic certification
information, offers seminars and webinars for new organic and alternative in-field practices, has
farmer-support groups, works with beginning farmers through mentoring programs, and develops
strategies for rural and community development (NSAS, 2008; NebAlt#14, interview, 2011).
Leadership training at the NSAS is semi-formal through workshops and conferences, and some
members learned by watching older family members participate as leaders in the organization
(NebAIt#19, interview, 2012; NebAlt#30, interview, 2012).

The NSAS modes of participation can be described as less political and more educational
and social. The NSAS is a membership organization, whereas the CFRA is more of an
“advocacy organization” (NebAlt#35, interview, 2011). The NSAS is somewhat of a
“community of organizers,” and they are very involved in coalition building, working with other
organizations, and in developing new organizations. The NSAS began as somewhat of an
“umbrella or resource organization” for organic and sustainable agriculture, and the organization
and its members were very active in the local food movement and in establishing farmers
markets in the 1990’s and early 2000’s (NebAlt#14, interview, 2011). NSAS is active in
collaborative projects and works with coalitions that support rural community development and

the environment. They offer mentoring opportunities for beginning and experienced farmers, as
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well as opportunities for on-farm research, demonstration, and education. The NSAS also offers
opportunities for non-farmers to participate in the food system and to network with sustainable
and organic Nebraska farmers by linking farmers and non-farmers on all their projects,
Throughout the year there are workshops, farm tours, networking opportunities, and field days
(NSAS, 2008). The NSAS also helps fill social needs, other than providing networking
opportunities and a support system. For many members, the NSAS annual conference is the one
time each year where members from the NSAS, CFRA, OCIA, NFU, and other kindred
organizations get together to “catch up, keep the continuity going, and see the kids grow up and
carry on the vision” (NebAlt#29, interview, 2012). This ‘catching up’ helps develop the culture
of the NSAS members, and reproducing this subordinate culture is one way hegemony is being

contested.

One goal of the NSAS is strengthening the relationship between local agriculture and
healthy food systems and it works with a number of organizations to accomplish this goal. The
NSAS is a member of the Midwest Sustainable Agriculture Working Group and they actively
work with Organic Crop Improvement Association (OCIA) and the CFRA. These organizations
are like sister organizations for the NSAS, and the NSAS, the CFRA, and the OCIA all have
similar roots (NebAlt#14, interview, 2011; NebAlt#13, interview, 2012; NebAlt#34, interview,
2012; NebAlt#35, interview, 2012). In addition to their sister organizations, the NSAS also
works with local CSA’s, food cooperatives, and farmers’ markets. “Buy Fresh Buy Local
Nebraska” is a service that provides educational awareness to the consumer and “Encourages the
purchase and enjoyment of locally grown food” (UNL, 2011). They also help publish a food
guide of farmers’ markets and community-supported agriculture (CSA) providers, restaurants
and groceries that offer local foods, and local farmers and ranchers who grow and produce local
Nebraska foods and products. The NSAS also supports and works with “Community Corps” and
“Omaha City Sprouts,” two groups which promote CSA and community gardens in urban
settings. The Local Food Council and The Nebraska Food Cooperative have connections to
NSAS as well. These groups are trying to “Foster a local food community and promote a culture
of stewardship by cultivating farmer-consumer relationships, promoting the enjoyment of
healthful food, increasing food security through diversity, and enhancing overall rural
sustainability” (Nebraska Food Cooperative [NFC], 2012), and Slow Food Nebraska which

represents “an idea, a way of living and a way of eating and is a global, grassroots movement
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with thousands of members around the world that links the pleasure of food with a commitment
to community and the environment” (NSAS, 2008; NebAlt#14, interview, 2011; SFU, 2011).

The CFRA has more of an economic-corporate leadership style; however, what makes its
brand of economic-corporate leadership different is that its ‘corporate’ goals are geared towards
democracy and empowerment, not financial gain. The leadership of the organization is selected
by the board. The board is self-selecting and there is no ‘official’ membership, only board
members, staff, and supporters. Internally, the organization itself is more like participatory-
democratic in nature, and the CFRA usually make decisions by committee. On the off chance
that the CFRA is divided on an issue, the executive director technically has the final decision
making power (NebAlt#28, interview, 2012). The board holds the leadership accountable, and
accountability within the organization means adhering to a set of values that has been set out by
the board. The values represent rural and community interests and the values of the organization
are what the board, staff, membership, and organization mobilize behind. The work of the
organization is guided by these values, and the board and oversight committees are responsible
for determining if the organization is filling its mission. The values and principles that the
organization is based on are not a strict set of rules or traditional norms which are inflexible, but
more like the guiding force behind its actions. Each generation of board members interprets
those values, what those values represent, and what goals those values dictate within the cultural
context and at the specific temporal moment. Organizations must believe and operate as if they
will always exist, yet they must also be prepared to be defeated or repressed, and at the same
time recognize that things change with time. That is why the training and preparation of the next
generation of leadership for the organization is always important, so that they can interpret and
understand whatever contemporary situation within the cultural context and act in the most
effective and relevant manner dictated by the situation. Additionally, the organization must be
prepared to have its leadership removed, targeted, discredited, bought-out, incarcerated, or killed,
all of which have been used historically by the dominant class as methods of putting down social
movements and their leadership (Gramsci, 1987; McAdam, 1988; Tyson, 1999).

The CFRA has a board of directors that governs, and the board is comprised of between
12 and 24 members who serve three-year staggered terms. Currently, there are 19 board

members who decide policy and overall direction at quarterly meetings. There is an executive

Richter-Tate 112



committee and additional oversight committees that counsel staff on the implementation of the
Center’s various programs, and they meet in conjunction with the regular board meetings. The
board consists mostly of farmers and ranchers, small town business and working people, and a
few urban members with strong interest in rural development. It is part of the organization’s
policy to provide leadership from a broad base, and the board is self-selecting from men and

women with diverse occupational backgrounds from all regions of the state.

In order to provide continuity and new insight, the CFRA by-laws require at least one
new board member to be added yearly. Director Emeritus status was established in 1990 giving
permanent board status to the honoree, and there are currently two members with that distinction.
The board develops the Center’s programs and guides the annual planning for the organization.
Each board member serves on a program advisory committee. There are four advisory
committees that provide quarterly oversight of the specific program activities: Resource
Development and Communications, Budget and Finance, Board Development and Nominations,
and Grievance. Both of the Center’s main offices are located in Nebraska, but the Center is also
involved with national rural networks such as the National Rural Action Network. The CFRA is
an organization that promotes grassroots participation from its supporters, and an organization
that is led by a ‘set of values’ as opposed to a group just following a leader. Leadership is elected
by the board of directors, and the executive director is expected to make decisions based upon

the set of values that the organization represents.

The CFRA is accountable as an organization to both its supporters and to the values it
was founded on. Supporters receive a monthly newsletter that informs them about the internal
workings, as well as gives calls to action and presents educational topics. A list of donors is
published and financial numbers are disclosed. CFRA is also accountable through its
transparency, and the staff and board members are accessible to supporters, as well as to the
outside public. The CFRA has also earned credibility as an organization working for the same
cause for over 40 years. The leadership encourages participation and provides leadership training
for its supporters through workshops, conferences, and other educational services. Also through
staggered board terms, the leadership is always part veteran and part novice. Leadership is a
major factor in how the state receives an organization, if the organization is co-opted, or if the

organization retains independence. The CFRA has had the same Executive Director, Chuck
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Hassebrook, for over 15 years. Hassebrook just recently returned to his position of Executive
Director after taking a leave of absence which began in early 2012, when he announced his bid
for U.S. Senate. The CFRA is a non-partisan organization, and as an organization, will not make
political endorsements even if that means not endorsing their former director of 15 years. This is
an example of the organization not compromising its values and not making special exceptions,
even for its leadership. It symbolizes and signifies that CFRA is an organization with its own
character, as opposed to the character of one specific individual. Even though the Executive
Director had been in that position for 15 years, it does not mean he held that position through
authoritarian action. The CFRA has oversight committees, as well as a continuously changing
board which evaluates staff performance. Performance evaluations are not based on strict written
out standards, but on principles. These principles include caring, service to others over self,
commitment to staff and their training, internal equity, shared decision-making, intellectual rigor,

courage, forward planning, and practical idealism (CFRA, 2011a).

The Senate run for Hassebrook in 2012 proved to be short-lived. He withdrew from the
race after former Nebraska Senator, Bob Kerrey, decided to run. Hassebrook’s withdrawal shows
his personal commitment to doing what is in the best interest of the organization and class, as
opposed to someone working for personal gain or prestige. He has recently reclaimed his
position as Executive Director, which was temporarily filled by Brian Depew, one of the younger
members of the organization. This experience of serving as temporary director is not only hands-
on training and learning, but it also makes a statement about the CFRA and its preparation for
leadership change and its belief in the abilities of the next generation of CFRA leadership. One
way the CFRA can gage how the supporters feel is by supporter donations and contributions to
the organization. The CFRA encourages participation from its supporters and helps keep them
informed and updated with monthly newsletters, e-mails, and calls to action that raise awareness
on issues important to rural communities, Nebraska, and the United States. As an organization,
the CFRA participates through contentious repertoires of collective action (Tilly & Tarrow,
2007). The CFRA is very active on policy and legislation proposal, and the staff work on
different committees to fulfill the purpose of the organization. Rural policy program, rural
research and analysis, administration and organizational development, opportunities in
stewardship, rural enterprise assistance program, and national rural networks are the seven focus

areas of staff involvement. The CFRA staff is compensated for their work at the CFRA, which
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provides equal benefits and similar pay scales where the highest-paid employee of the

organization will not make twice the salary of any other employee (NebAlt#28, interview, 2012).

Leadership type affects the kind of alliances and coalitions formed by the organization. It
affects the independence of the organization from the state and other organizations and their
autonomy from political parties or other class organizations or private firms. Participatory-
democratic leadership encourages participation and is accountable, whereas opportunist
leadership takes advantage of situations and would sellout the organization for personal gain.
Hassebrook has been on the University of Nebraska Board of Regents for 17 years, serving two
terms as the chair. Land-grant universities have connections to the state, as well as to the
business interests that sponsor the university. Universities are considered part of civil society, but
in some cases, their research agendas may have been co-opted by corporate-agribusiness
interests and the bourgeois-hegemonic project. The relationship between UNL and the CFRA
could possibly seem like corrupt-opportunist leadership, or it could appear as co-opted
leadership; however, Hassebrook has improved University of Nebraska resource research and
extension programs, as well as supported rural development and family agriculture through the
University (NebAlt#18, interview, 2012; NebAlt#28, interview, 2012; NebAlt#35, interview,
2012). He has led initiatives to make college more affordable for average income families and
has emphasized the need for quality teaching. After speaking with supporters, staff, and board
members of the organization and after watching his live campaign press conference, it is clear
that Hassebrook has charisma. However, unlike the charismatic-authoritarian leadership where
accountability is not always present, Hassebrook has shown his dedication to the cause through
his service and leadership at the CFRA, which is organizing, educating, mobilizing, and

consolidating the movement.

The NSAS and the CFRA work together and partner in projects due to their historical
connection, as well as to their geographical locations. Most members in the organization that
were interviewed for this research had connections to both the NSAS and the CFRA, and most
were associated with the NFU and another activist organization, BOLD Nebraska, and some
people interviewed were active in all four of these organizations. It was clear throughout the
interview process that participants were aware when they were speaking on behalf of their
organization, the CFRA, the NSAS, NFU, UNL, or BOLD Nebraska, and when they were
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speaking for themselves as individuals (NebAlt#21, interview, 2011; NebAlt#27, interview,
2012; NebAlt#28, interview, 2012; NebAlt#32, interview, 2012). This distinction shows that the
organization and its leadership are aware of what the organization and the cause represent, and it
indicated that the staff and leadership are veteran activists aware of the legal and political
implications that their responses could carry. It also shows that these organizations are
independent from their leadership, sponsors, and members to the point that the organization
speaks for itself and has its own independent character. There is no single staff or board member
who speaks on behalf the organization unless that is his or her position, nor does the organization
solely represent the character of any individual leader, which can be the case with a typical
charismatic leader. The character of an organization does reflect the leadership, but if the
leadership completely dictates the character and controls the organization, it is not promoting
internal democracy nor does it show the organization’s commitment to the cause. An
organization with its own character that is independent from the leadership is an organization
true to the cause or movement because no matter who is in the leadership of the organization, the
direction, goals, and mechanisms for accomplishing change will remain the same. This class
organization and self-awareness is when a class first becomes a ‘class-for-itself” or the subjective
moment (Otero, 1999: 31). The demands, struggles, and goals of an organization are part of their
culture and it connects members together. The class-structure is also a factor in organization and
it shows the economic situation that members collectively face. Organizations develop
organically for empowerment, and because of the lack of economic and social opportunity,
cultural freedom, and class mobility. These examples support the argument that the NSAS and
CFRA have mobilized support from within the class and retained enough strength to receive
favorable state intervention and remain independent, as well as show how the CFRA has worked
with alliances and coalitions while retaining autonomy. These examples show that independent
organizations can influence and work with the state, and that the deepening of democracy, social

development, and democratic development occur as civil society is strengthened (Otero, 1999).

One example of the CFRA and the NSAS working together through alliances and
coalitions is their opposition to the proposed TransCanada XL Pipeline. BOLD Nebraska, the
NFU, the CFRA, and NSAS, along with a multitude of other Nebraska activists and activists
organizations worked together to stop the XL pipeline from being rushed through the approval
process (NebAlt#17, interview, 2012; NebAlt#22, interview, 2012; NebAlt#23, interview, 2012;
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NebAlt#24:, interview, 2012; NebAlt#25, interview, 2012). A Nebraska state special legislative
session ended on 22 November 2011, with a unanimous vote by state senators in favor of two
bills that will effectively reroute the TransCanada Keystone Pipeline through the state and give a
state agency authority to determine the placement of any future pipelines (O'Hanlon, 2011: 1).
These bills were signed into law after months of public hearings where hundreds testified,
protests and public outcries continued, and coordinated efforts among advocacy groups worked
together organizing resistance. This legislation came about after an almost four year long fight
against TransCanada and the United States federal government.

This small victory was the end result of bottom-up, grassroots organizing and political
action through coalition building between grassroots organizations and individuals in Nebraska.
It is also an empirical example of how the development process can be changed through political
participation in a democratic system, and how grassroots organizations in Nebraska are working
together for sustainability. It also shows that the role of civil society is still an important factor in
forming and guiding development policy, and that the (nation-) state is still a critical arena for
contesting hegemony even in today’s globalized world. Despite the overturning of 1-300 in
2007, the passage of LB1 and LB4 in 2011 indicates that the people still have a voice and play an
important role challenging corporate interests and in the development process. These
organizations helped in creating new legislation that was passed during a legislative Special
Session that gave the state the power to reroute or stop the pipeline without an adequate
environmental review (BOLD Nebraska, 2012). At the time, Nebraska Governor Heinemann
sided with the anti-pipeline coalition, due to the threat of possibly contaminating the Ogallala
Aquifer if the pipeline were to leak, and these organizations pushed for and received favorable
state intervention to stop the project. Activists from Nebraska pulled from their repertoire of
contention (Tilly & Tarrow, 2007: 84) and used collective action in the form of protests, rallies,
and a trip to Washington, D.C., to protest in front of the White House where over 100 activists
were arrested (NebAlt#15, interview, 2012; NebAlt#17, interview, 2012; NebAlt#24:, interview,
2012; NebAlt#25, interview, 2012). The collective action of this alliance proved effective;
however, since the Special Session late in 2011, Governor Heinemann and U.S. Congressman
Lee Terry (R) from Nebraska are now urging for the pipeline to be built, working on legislation
to cancel current restrictions, and attempting to fast track the process with a new route that

bypasses the Sandhills but is still in Nebraska (Kleeb, 2012). This maneuvering is an example of
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how a mobilized coalition or alliance can push for favorable state intervention, and it also shows
the need for activists to follow an issue through until the organization, coalition, or alliance has

received the concessions that were won.

The CFRA and the NSAS are two organizations that are very similar in terms of their
demands, direction, goals, and regional culture, but slightly different in their leadership types and
even more so in their modes of participation. These organizations have different methods and
approaches in addressing the challenges of the modern agricultural paradigm. The CFRA fights
hegemony in the economic and political arenas, while the NSAS is more focused on the cultural
and intellectual aspects of the battle. That is not to say these organizations do not confront
hegemony in the other arenas: the CFRA offers many educational tools and opportunities for its
supporters, but their primary mode of participation deals with legislation and policy; the NSAS is
also political and members are working on Farm Bill issues, but they are more focused on hands-
on learning experiences, networking opportunities, support services, and on linking urban
consumers with rural producers. The NSAS and CFRA are two organizations that are very
complimentary, and when working with the NFU, these three organizations cover most aspects
of agricultural production. BOLD Nebraska also works well with these organizations and

broadens their range by adding an urban element to the coalition.

Leadership Analysis

Both organizations and social movements can be assessed though PCF analysis, and
principles related to Gramsci’s concept of the political party (1971; 1987) can be applied.
According to Gramsci, there are three elements necessary for a political party: a mass element, a
cohesive element, and a intermediate element (1971: 179-181; 1987: 152-154). These elements
have a specific ratio or proportion that should exist within the organization, and if these ratios
exist in the correct proportions, the party cannot easily be defeated (Gramsci, 1987: 149-150).
Applying this ‘theorem of fixed proportions’ to the CFRA and NSAS can help identify aspects of
the organizations that should be addressed if they ever intend to change the current economic
system or develop a parallel economic system. More intellectual leadership (the cohesive

element) in the NSAS may be helpful for the organization in clearing up some of the internal
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confusion among the membership and supporters. This element would provide coherency among
the NSAS and other organizations they work with on joint projects. This statement is not
suggesting that the current NSAS leadership is lacking intellectually; instead, it signifies that the
work, coordination, and organization involved in leading an organization is too much for one
person. The executive director is expected to carry out the mission of the organization with a
limited or nonexistent staff; this task becomes more difficult no matter how capable or intelligent
the individual. The NSAS has been very instrumental in helping develop and establish other
grassroots organizations and community focused projects related to their cause, to healthy food
production and distribution, and to other rural and agriculturally focused development projects.
For the most part, these groups still have ties to each other and still work together in some
capacity; however, there seems to be confusion or disorganization among the groups, at times, as
to the goals, point, or purpose of their combined-effort activities. There were times when it
seemed that everyone just assumed that they were all “on the same page,” but from an outside
perspective during the year-long interview process, the reality of the situation was that, at times,
the members were not even “in the same book™ so to speak. That is not to say that coalition
efforts and collaborations between the NSAS and others organizations are ineffective or that
there is lack of mobilization among NSAS members or members from other organizations, only
that the end goal and rationale for mobilization were usually never specifically or explicitly
explained and defined. If everyone is gathered for the same reason and working for the same
goal, but each organization is working from its own agenda, people are not really working
together as effectively or as efficiently as possible. There could be more effective use of the
network of organizations connected to NSAS with better communication among the leadership
of the groups and by getting in sync with each other, and by coordination of the ‘subaltern

factions’ in the war for sustainability.

A liaison between organizations or the creation of a coalition board would be beneficial
for all the organizations working on the same cause. Possibly, there are ‘too many captains and
not enough sailors,” which is a good problem to have in the sense that many organizations have
been created from the same base, yet bad because numbers and solidarity are being divided, and
in turn, losing the power of the collective voice and identity. This situation implies that the mass
element is missing as well. One factor agrarian movements in the United States have been

missing since the 1920’s when rural populations started to decline dramatically is numbers. That
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is why connecting rural organizations with urban populations could be beneficial. Drawing
people to the cause is only part of the issue because rural and urban constitute two distinct
cultural groups. The regional culture is the collective identity and shared experiences that help a
class shape its demands and identify objects of struggle. Rural and urban cultures need
something to tie them together in the struggle. The NSAS is working on reaching beyond their
target audience and appealing to more than just members of the agrarian and farming class and
rural cultural. The NSAS is attempting to encompass the entire working class, urban and rural
producers and consumers, and basically, anyone who eats. Crossing cultural, ethnic, and
language boundaries is helping unite the cause by adding to the mass element (Piven & Cloward,
2000), and that is what the NSAS is trying to do. Increasing efforts in this area would help to
cross these barriers and should lead to more people getting involved with the movement.
Possibly targeting other sympathetic movements to the cause and working with leaders from
these subordinate groups could prove fruitful. Any marginalized, alienated, outcast, or subaltern
organizations that have dealt with any of the negative consequences associated with modern day
capitalist production would be a starting point. These organizations need to be incorporated into
the new social system that is being created, so possibly by including these marginalized
organizations from the beginning, long term social sustainability maybe more easily achieved.
Immigrant communities, ethnic communities, alternative lifestyle communities, and poor

communities could benefit from working with the NSAS.

The CFRA has remained more focused and retained a clearer direction than the NSAS
particularly due to their less democratic internal leadership organizational style. Yet being less
democratic is a factor that makes this organization a recognized, respected, effective,
autonomous, and independent organization existing within an electoral-democratic republic,
advanced capitalist society. The NSAS is basically a pure form of a popular-democratic
organization in character, and as an organization, has imagined, initiated, developed, supported,
and helped create other semi-autonomous organizations. These other organizations add to the
NSAS range, but keeping an organization focused and motivated becomes more difficult when
an organization separates and divides its own leadership and starts many independent projects
and groups from within its own ranks. The NSAS encourages grassroots participation and has
been effective in creating a diverse network of organizations with each group focused on its own

particular idea of agriculture and food production issues, while at the same time possibly hurting
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its own effectiveness in other areas. The CFRA has maintained its direction and focus in the
political and economic arenas for almost 40 years and has not strayed from its values, nor has it
over-extended its reach with issues not related to rural development and maintenance. The
leadership of the CFRA and their dedication to the values that guide the organization can be
credited for this focus. The continued efforts and consistent leadership within the organization
highlights the group's dedication to accomplishing goals, its firm stance on issues adds to its
legitimacy in the political and economic arenas, and the creditability of the organization is

respected.

State Intervention

State intervention is the final mediating factor in PCF, and it analyzes the organization's
ability to push for favorable action by the state, and is concerned with how the government has
expanded or shrunk political openings for organizations that challenge structural issues. State
intervention includes current and future government policy, and how the government and these
policies either support or oppose an organization. The important aspects of policy initiatives are
purpose and origin. Top-down initiates are usually state-centered and designed for the capitalist
class, whereas bottom-up policy proposals tend to focus on civil society and favor democracy.
State intervention is viewed from the perspective of the subordinate class or organization, and
the character of a subordinate organization tends to be shaped, in part, by the type of intervention
(Otero & Jugenitz,2003: 511). State intervention is either favorable or unfavorable depending on
how it affects subordinate class interests, and whether intervention results in an organization
becoming co-opted by the state, or if an organization remains independent is important.
Organizations co-opted by the state have been ‘domesticated’ and tend to enhance the bourgeois-
hegemonic project (Salt & Otero, 2011: 11-12).

Intervention is unfavorable when subordinate class interests are affected negatively and
the state reinforces capitalist development and the agrarian bourgeois or capitalist class (Otero,
1999: 30; 2004: 332). Favorable state intervention occurs when an organization receives
concession from the state that enhances the reproduction of the subordinate class. There are three

organizational responses that typically come from this state/organization interaction: bourgeois-
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hegemonic, oppositional, or popular-democratic (Otero, 1999: 24-25). Favorable state
intervention that reinforces bourgeois-hegemony and capitalist class interests normally results in
co-optation of the organization by the state, while unfavorable state intervention can lead to
oppositional class organization. When the state refuses to act in favor of an organization, or just
ignores the demands of agricultural producers, class organization is considered oppositional.
Oppositional class organizations challenge hegemony and can form as a response to repressive or
oppressive state action. Attempts by the government to repress a movement can also lead to the
demobilization of an organization or social movement, and tactics like destroying the leadership
of an organization or social movement through violence or incarceration have been used
historically in the United States and Latin America to put down civil unrest. Unfavorable state
intervention and oppositional responses by the state can actually have a positive long-term effect
if state intervention leads to the increased support and mobilization of a movement. When the
state intervention is blatantly repressive or oppressive, organizations and social movements may
be put down; however, organizations can actually gain support and draw more people to their

cause due to this type of action.

There are also popular-democratic organizational responses which are oppositional.
These responses occur when the subordinate classes or organizations have enough strength,
mobilization, and influence to secure favorable intervention from the state while still remaining
independent. Popular-democratic results are usually initiated by pressure from below and they
signify the consolidation of counter-hegemonic forces. Democratic development and the
deepening of democracy occur when civil society is strengthened through popular-democratic
outcomes that improve conditions for subordinate classes through either systematic cultural,
structural, or policy change. A strengthened civil society has the ability to react to, reduce, or
eliminate state oppression, and advance towards democratic independence, but the reduction or
elimination of state oppression through popular-democratic political outcomes is only possible
through class organization. Favorable state intervention occurs when the subordinate class or
organization has consolidated enough support, usually through alliances and coalitions, to push
for favorable intervention resulting in a popular-democratic organizational character. Popular-
democratic responses indicate that bottom-up organization from within civil society has forced

the state to recognize and enact the will of the people. State intervention inevitably affects the
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character of an organization, but positive state interventions are also possible while an

organization remains independent.

State intervention in advanced capitalist societies usually responds to hegemonic
interests; however, these societies should also reflect the interests of ascending subordinate
classes (Grove, 2006). State intervention ultimately affects the capacity of a class to defend its
own interests and its ability to influence change. Becoming a political actor is referred to as the
“subjective moment” in political class formation (Otero, 1999: 31), and this moment signifies
that a class or organization has become a ‘class-for-itself,” working for its own interests and
attempting to influence the state apparatus in its favor, as opposed to a ‘class-in-itself,” which
does not yet have the capacity to push for or influence state intervention. Ideally, organizations
want to have the ability to push for favorable, popular-democratic state intervention and still
remain independent while working with other independent organizations through alliances and
coalitions. The independence and autonomy of organizations reflect the organization’s leaders,

and leadership type is a determinant in the level of autonomy an organization enjoys.

The CFRA actively interacts with the state. The Center receives some federal and state
funds through grants and other programs, works with state universities, and also deals with state
politicians on policy development. The CFRA has maintained its independence as an
organization and retained mobilization among its supporters. The Center publically voices
concerns and opposing views on the state and directly opposes the state on some issues.
Depending on the issue, the CFRA will side with or against whomever; their only concern is
staying true to the values that guide the Center’s work (NebAlt#27, interview, 2012; NebAlt#28,
interview, 2012). The CFRA continues to fight and carry on the struggle by focusing on what is
best for rural America, and expanding Center operations, assistance, and programs when

necessary or possible.

The nature of state intervention towards the CFRA has been mixed, and an example of a
subordinate class receiving favorable state intervention, or at least an example of a subordinate
class working with different organizations that may have already been co-opted into the
bourgeois-hegemonic project, involves the University of Nebraska (UNL), the CFRA, and the
NSAS. Even though educational institutions are considered part of civil society and independent

of political society, land-grant universities in the United States were originally established by the
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government to promote agricultural research. In 1862 when the Morrill Act was passed, these
land-grant universities were directly attached to the state (Nebraska), but today the relationship
between the university and the state is less direct. The research agendas of many agricultural
departments of land-grant universities have been taken over by capitalist interests, which now
fund the majority of the research that takes place in agriculture (Kloppenburg, 2004: 58-59).
Even though the government is not heavily supporting these universities and their research,
capitalist interests have entered into the university and schools are advancing the bourgeois-
hegemonic project. To some extent these universities have been co-opted by corporate-capitalist

interests.

The CFRA’s connection to the University of Nebraska is through its Executive Director,
Chuck Hassebrook, who has served on the University’s Board of Regents for 17 years. The
NSAS and University of Nebraska (UNL) also have ties and an almost 15 year-long working
relationship. Though these connections seem to imply state or corporate co-option, they are
actually more representative of working within civil society through popular-democratic
openings. The UNL Agriculture Extension is one of the most active partners of the NSAS and it
co-sponsors the annual NSAS convention. As of 2012, two NSAS board members are also
University of Nebraska Extension employees (NebAlt#32, interview, 2012). Throughout the
course of this relationship, NSAS members indicated only one instance where there was conflict,
but in general, the relationship between the NSAS and UNL has been positive (NebAlt#14,
interview, 2011; NebAlt#13, interview, 2012), and the CFRA and UNL have also worked
together on some projects.

In the conflict between the NSAS and UNL, a keynote speaker at a joint meeting was
addressing issues related to corn production and high fructose corn syrup and its health
implications. The keynote made a comment that UNL, and more so their sponsorship
(Monsanto), disagreed with (NebAlt#14, interview, 2011; NebAlt#13, interview, 2012;
NebAlt#19, interview, 2012; NebAlt#30, interview, 2012; NebAlt#34, interview, 2012;
NebAlt#35, interview, 2012). As a result, there were discussions regarding the future of their
joint sponsorship of the annual event. The NSAS and UNL have since resolved the conflict and

they continue to work together on joint projects and conferences.
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This incident also shows the independence that the NSAS has from the University, and
raises the guestion about the character of the organization. Which entity has been more affected
and influenced by the long relationship? This relationship may represent the democratic nature of
these organizations, as well as highlight the strength of their leadership. An important question
for future research would be: Who do these dual citizenship members represent first and
foremost: themselves, their organization, the University, or a combination of these? It would be
helpful to see what guides their decision-making. One member commented that if it were not for
the CFRA and Hassebrook's influence on the University, the direction of current research and the
corporate takeover of research would be further along (NebAlt#21, interview, 2012; NebAlt#28,
interview, 2012; NebAlt#32, interview, 2012). This is the opinion of more than one member of
the CFRA and not a statement on UNL or its research direction. It is more a reflection on how
the organization’s members view their leadership as opposed to a statement regarding influence.
Another respondent discussed the nature of the University’s relationship with these two
organizations: some see that the University’s relationship with farmers and the attitude they have
regarding research has changed from the 1970’s when the CFRA was established. At that time,
the University Extension played a more active and direct role with farmers and were less
influenced by corporate interests, and the UNL Extension was a direct educational resource for
references and networking (NebAlt#13, interview, 2012; NebAlt#35, interview, 2012). Since
then, the role of the Extension has changed because the services they once provided are now
being provided by private corporate interests (Kloppenburg, 2004; NebAlt#36, interview, 2012;
NebAlt#37, interview, 2012). Some see this new approach and change in attitude from UNL
Extension as a survival tactic because this is the only place where their educational resources and
services are needed (NebAlt#1, interview, 2011; interview, 2012). This producer’s explanation
shows some of the changes in agriculture and in agricultural education, and it also reinforces the
characterization of the modern agricultural paradigm. It shows one way that neoregulation,
privatization, and other neoliberal policies have affected the agricultural sector (Kloppenburg,
2004).

An example of unfavorable state intervention is 1-300. The final defeat of 1-300 in 2007
in the U.S. Supreme Court is an example of unfavorable state intervention and oppositional class
organization from the CFRA point of view (NebAlt#32, interview, 2012). At the same time,

however, this case is also an example of organizations that have been co-opted by the state being
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used to further advance bourgeois-hegemony, the capitalist agenda, and the modern agricultural
paradigm. State supported commodity groups and insurance agencies, such as the Farm Bureau
and Nebraska Cattlemen, helped bring 1-300 to court and challenge its constitutionality (Meyer,
2012). The defeat of 1-300, originally designed to protect Nebraska farmers by keeping non-
residents and out-of-state corporations from owning land, had the predicted results, and in 2008,
a Delaware-based company purchased $52.8 million dollars of Nebraska farmland (CFRA,
2012).

Another example of oppositional state intervention can be seen in the state’s interaction
with the Nebraska Farmers Union (NFU) and the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS)
partnership regarding the humane treatment of animals and direct food marketing. Although the
CFRA and NSAS have not officially joined the debate over concentrated animal feeding
operations (CAFQO’s), the CFRA, the NSAS, and the NFU work together on multiple projects as
partners, in alliances, and through coalitions. These three organizations are very much aligned in
terms of focus, goals, and direction, and many of the members and leaders of these organizations
are members and leaders in the other organizations, and some of the leaders hold or have held
positions in all three organizations. The state response to the NFU and HSUS can only be seen as
oppositional, and the Governor of Nebraska, Dave Heinemann, has publically threatened
individuals and organizations involved in this fight and labeled them as “terrorists, conspiracists,
and extremists” (Letheby, 2012). Nebraska State Attorney General, Jon Bruning, allocated
$100,000 dollars of state funds to an organization called “We Support Agriculture,” a coalition
comprised of the Nebraska Cattlemen, Nebraska Farm Bureau, Nebraska Pork Producers,
Nebraska Poultry Industries and the Nebraska State Dairy Association, to oppose NFU/HSUS
partnership. The relationship between the state and the Farm Bureau and Nebraska Cattlemen
was mentioned throughout the interview process. These organizations represent agribusiness and
agrarian bourgeois internal class interests as opposed subordinate or historical agrarian class
interests. These organizations represent the dominant class and have been co-opted by the state
as shown by the 1-300 case and by the state's response to the NFU/HSUS dialogue. Even though
the legality of this allocation of state funds has been brought into question, there have been no
legal or other repercussions for the Governor, the Attorney General, or the state. This
intervention by the state is unfavorable to the agrarian class and oppositional from the

NFU/HSUS point of view. These organizations are working to advance capitalist and
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agribusiness interests, interests that reinforce the class-structural process and help one class

maintain economic advantage over the other.
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Chapter VI

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

In Nebraska, two well-known rural-/agriculturally-based organizations are the Center for Rural
Affairs and the Nebraska Sustainable Agricultural Society. The CFRA and the NSAS are
grassroots organizations working to help small-and mid-sized producers survive the modern
agricultural paradigm through class organization and collective action. These organizations are
influential in the sustainable agriculture movement, and through coalitions and alliances with
other like-minded organizations, are a consolidating force in the struggle. These organizations
have been advocating for rural communities, family farms, and small- and mid-sized producers
since the early 1970’s, and although they use different approaches and methods to challenge the
modern agricultural paradigm, they still represent similar class interests. The CFRA and the
NSAS have both contributed to class organization on the local and national levels, as well as
helped introduce the rural agrarian class to urban populations. Both organizations have remained
independent from the state and autonomous from other organizations throughout the struggle,
and they contributed to the strengthening of civil society by helping establish other independent
organizations. The CFRA and the NSAS are very complementary organizations and, together
with the NFU and BOLD Nebraska, have been effective in accomplishing some of their goals.
Even though not all of their goals have been achieved, these organizations are still helping to
deepen democracy, strengthen the democratic process, and expand civil society by engaging
many individuals and organizations and by giving a voice to the subordinate agrarian class.
These organizations also show alternative modes of participation used to resist and contest the

modern agricultural paradigm in an advanced capitalist system.

Recapitulation

The first chapter of this thesis explained the nature of the problem that Nebraska rural
communities, family farms, and small- and mid-sized producers are facing, such as dwindling

populations, ecological degradation, and reduced decision making power in the production
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process. What has happened since 2007, when the U.S. Supreme Court declared 1-300
unconstitutional, is the further appropriation by agribusiness capital of the farming side of the
production process. The production process, to a large extent, had already been subsumed under
capital, but farmers still maintained some choice in deciding when, what, and how to produce.
Their decision-making power has been declining steadily for two reasons: on one hand,
agricultural-inputs producers offer what is most profitable for them, not to farmers; on the other
hand, the increasingly oligopolistic processors of agricultural goods are also setting the terms of
what they want and how they want it produced. Both processes lead to an increasing
disappropriation of the farming labor process. The justification for this research and the
significance of the thesis as a unique contribution to the field of Development Studies were then

explained, and the research specifics were discussed.

Chapter 11 laid out the theoretical, conceptual, and contextual elements of the research
with a review of the literature relevant to the subject. Political-Cultural Formation Theory and its
key components were developed, a Gramscian view of the state, civil society, and hegemony
were explained, and other important aspects like the agrarian question, alternative agriculture,
and social movements were addressed. These elements apply to this research because the
grassroots organizations discussed in the study are contesting U.S. agricultural hegemony and the
modern agriculture paradigm. These grassroots organizations are different types of organized
resistance that emerge from civil society as forms of counter-hegemony and different from the
perspective of the subordinate groups and classes which are characterized by their commitment
to being ‘counter’ to bourgeois-hegemony and ‘counter’ in organizational aspects as well. These
organizations are attempting to establish hegemony that is popular-democratic in nature as an
alternative to bourgeois-hegemony, and out of the various types of grassroots organizations,
popular-democratic organizations are most likely able to influence state interventions in their
favor, and thus contribute to actual change. Political-Cultural Formation has been used to
analyze the regional culture of an organization or movement which helps shape the demands and
identity of organizations, the state intervention which is how organizations are received by the
state, and leadership types and modes of participation used internally and externally by these
organizations. The key question from a PCF perspective is whether organizations like the CFRA
and the NSAS and other subordinate groups, communities and classes are becoming politically

formed to struggle for their own interests.
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Chapter 111 provided a historical background on U.S. agriculture, identified ecological
and social issues stemming from modern agricultural production, looked at the class-structural
process in respect to agricultural producers, and defined the modern agricultural paradigm. An
examination of the economic-structural process describes the larger socioeconomic context into
which agricultural producers are inserted and it addresses the differences between agricultural
producers and their relative power, farm sizes, and market access. It shows how the structural
process related to the modern agricultural paradigm has led to a differentiated agrarian class with
an increasing number of mostly corporate, larger farmers and a diminishing number of family
farmers, mid-size farms, and the high number of small farmers who are increasingly unable to
generate economic incomes from agriculture alone. For most producers, income has come to
depend increasingly on non-farm sources since the 1970's, and this process has been heightened
by the neoliberal reformation of capitalism since the 1980's. The agrarian class and five sub-
divisions within that class: under-subsistence, subsistence or family, transitional, capitalist, and
corporate capitalist, have been established as the points of class differentiation within this

research.

Chapter 1V presents a large portion of the field work that was conducted and explores
alternative agriculture in Nebraska along with the sustainable agriculture movement and its
organization. Individuals were interviewed for this portion of the research, but the unit of
analysis is collective agents or organizations. Changes in government policy, advances in
agricultural practices, methods, and technology, the increased role of agribusiness, and the
creation, development, and role of agriculturally-based organizations have all factored into the
development of modern U.S. agriculture in its current state. Crisis may be a necessary condition
for organization, but it is not a sufficient condition alone. More commonly, economic crises are
mechanisms in capitalist dynamics to arrive at a new equilibrium. In other words, there is no
economic determinism for the formation of social movements. These factors, as well as the
historical uniqueness of the U.S. situation since the 1930’s, have only deepened the dependency
of producers and created a “class-in-itself” as opposed to a “class-for-itself,” meaning the
creation of a class working for its own self-determined future with the power, control, and

freedom to achieve ends that have both positive social and ecological sustainability in mind.
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Chapter V presents the rest of the field work and an analysis of the CFRA and the NSAS
is given through PCF Theory. The regional culture, state intervention, and leadership type and
modes of participation were discussed for each organization, and examples of coalition building
and working with alliances shown. An assessment of the effectiveness and success of these
organizations in helping small- and mid-sized producers “survive modern agriculture” is also
provided in the chapter and draws conclusions about the nature of these organizations, the role of
their leaders in relation to their constituencies, the internal and external modes of participation
used by constituencies, and the degree to which these organizations remained independent. By
striking down 1-300, the U.S. Supreme Court gave free rein to capitalist production in Nebraska,
which is consistent with the neoliberal turn in modern agriculture. Since that turn, farmers
continue to be more and more like farm managers, producing for large agribusiness corporations.
In this way, they have become a form of proletariat with a farmer's disguise, instead of farmers
deciding how to run their respective operations. How the CFRA, the NSAS, and other grassroots
organizations in Nebraska have responded to the challenges of the structural consequences and
the new legal context that emerged from this court decision and the neoliberal turn are important
aspects of PCF that have been discussed throughout this thesis. Finally, Chapter VI concludes
this thesis with a brief recapitulation, ideas and possibilities for future research, and a few

closing thoughts on the subject by the researcher.

Returning to the questions central to this thesis: Under what organizational conditions
and to what extent are small- and mid-sized producers “surviving modern agriculture?” Have
they been able to do so? And secondarily: How do political-cultural factors affect the success or
failure of counter-hegemonic organizations in Nebraska attempting to transform the modern
agricultural paradigm? How has the class-structural process affected the agrarian class from
which these organizations emerged? What are these organizations working for: complete
structural change, ideological transformation, or a political space to work within the current
system? Finally, what are the results of these organizations’ actions at the local, national, and

international levels?

The CFRA and the NSAS are organizations that articulate the demands and struggle of
the agrarian class. A shared and similar regional culture is part of what holds the CFRA and the

NSAS together, but the leadership within these organizations is an equally important component.
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The CFRA and the NSAS each have their own distinct leadership type and different modes of
participation, both internally and externally. Where the CFRA has focused much of its efforts in
the political and economic realms, the NSAS usually contests hegemony in the cultural and
intellectual sphere. Both of these organizations have survived since the early 1970’s, advocating
for rural communities, family farms, and small- and mid-sized producers, and although they use
different approaches and methods to challenge the modern agricultural paradigm, they still

represent similar class interests.

Working together, these grassroots organizations, along with the NFU and BOLD
Nebraska mobilized enough support to halt the TransCanada Pipeline project. At least for now,
their fight continues and TransCanada is yet to build through the Sandhills or the state. This
victory and sustained struggle is an example of a popularly-supported, widespread resistance
effort against capitalist and neoliberal interests. For more than two years, this effort has struggled
against TransCanada, and at times, the state and the U.S. federal government. This continued
battle is also an example of how coalition building and alliances between grassroots
organizations can be effective at contesting hegemony on the state on local, state, and national
level. With widespread popular support, the Keystone (TransCanada) pipeline project was stalled
with a special legislative session and the passing of a bill. The organizing to stop the pipeline is
similar to the 1-300 story in many ways. Initiative 300, just like the Keystone pipeline resistance
effort, received popular support throughout the state, and legislation was passed establishing a
new law. In the case of 1-300, this law remained active for 25 years in Nebraska before capitalist
interests killed the law in the state supreme court. The passage of 1-300 showed how local
organization could be affective on a regional scale, and the resistance against TransCanada has
similar local, regional, and national implications. Even though there was still popular support for
I-300 when it was defeated in court, there was no mobilization in place supporting the effort.
Both 1-300 and the TransCanada pipeline are high profile examples of organized resistance
contesting hegemony, and they represent a subordinate class working ‘for-its-self” organizing to

resist corporate and capitalist interests.

Resistance means actively contesting the current systems and structures that oppress and
actively working for change. This type of resistance involves discussion and understanding

between all parties involved, as well as internally within each party itself. This necessity means
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organizing and mobilizing to achieve an understood end. Exploited, oppressed, and marginalized
classes and organizations must have an internal organizational structure that allows them to work
within cultural norms, as well as have mechanisms in place for accomplishing their goals.
Mobilization can be more effective when the mobilized have a clear sense of where they are
going and a clear understanding of what it is they are trying to achieve. Solidarity is strengthened
within the group by knowing and believing that other people standing up and fighting are
fighting for the same reasons and fighting against the same opponent. Without this type of
understanding and clarification, it is easy for any movement to become factionalized, lose
morale, and be put down. In general, most organizations do not actively work on destroying the
environment, their communities, or the member’s personal health; however, if people do not
understand how their actions are giving consent to the state and transnational corporations to
continue acting in a fashion that destroys the environment, communities, and personal health,
they are counterproductive. Uniting their cause and turning it into an actual movement with
focus, direction, goals, and clear-cut methods to achieve those goals becomes less likely.
However, a movement has already begun, and the sustainable agriculture movement is becoming
more and more organized. This movement is a very quiet, more subtle resistance force working
on developing sustainable food and agricultural production systems and on establishing a parallel
economic system. A better understanding between rural and urban individuals and communities
needs to be established, as well as a better understanding among rural producers working under
different environmental and social conditions. Urban and rural populations must work together in

a manner that collectively supports the environment and their communities.

Future Research

This research answers many questions about the structure of the U.S. agriculture sector
and about organizations working for the agrarian class, but it also raises questions as well. There
are many directions that the next study could try and address, such as, to what extent has the
agricultural lobby kept agriculture shielded from neoliberalism? Why will neither the United
States nor the European Union budge in their protectionist agricultural policies? What type of
economic model can stop advancement by the neoliberal project in agricultural? How is that

model implemented without violence? Another empirical question is which subsectors and firms

Richter-Tate 133



have benefited most from the advancement of the neoliberal project? Do firms like Monsanto
and Cargill, which do business by monopolizing farm products, stand to gain by further
liberalization of markets? How are meat processing firms, whose indirect raw material is corn for
cattle and chicken feed, affected by further trade liberation? There are also questions specific to
Nebraska that need to be addressed as well: how connected to the state apparatus are other
agriculturally-based organizations that represent the capitalist corporate interests? How have
these organizations maintained their power and voting base, and are there similarities between
Nebraska and its far right political tendencies and fascism? Has the split between the two major
uses of corn, ethanol and feed, created an intra-bourgeois antagonism that could be emerging
from the U.S. policies that encourage ethanol production? How do these interests reconcile their

differences?

Closing Thoughts

Currently, alternatives to the modern agricultural paradigm still exist within a capitalist
economic system. At the very best, there will only be some wiggle room for a parallel economic
system to exist before it is eventually taken over by capitalism or subsumed by capital. The
organic market is a perfect example of what happens when corporate interests take over a market
of alternative production. A parallel economy will never be in a position to force the necessary
changes that will lead to the creation and development of a new economic system. The current
capitalist system is designed in such a way that profit equals winning, and therefore, winning
means being the best extortionist, so inevitably someone loses. In a system where the bottom-line
is all that matters, people are reduced to a number in an equation and are treated accordingly.
There needs to be structural change and a new economic system that is based on community,
mutual benefit, and progress, as opposed to a system where someone has to lose for someone
else to gain. A totalitarian plutocracy billed as a people’s democracy does not change the fact
that it is what it is, and until individuals, organizations, communities, and alliances can work

together and exercise their democracy, the system will remain unchanged.

One goal of sustainable development is eradicating poverty in all places: rural, urban,

local, regional, and international. In the United States, organizations are the agent of change and
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not the individual. Individualism is a good trait, and it adds to the capacity, diversity, and
character of an organization; however, individualism at the expense of the collective good is self-
defeating for organizations and part of the trap that keeps the ‘troops’ from being united.
Thinking about the common good of the group is difficult for many in the United States when
the cultural norm tells people to be an individual. Society must get past that mentality and start
thinking about the community. Organizations must work to develop their local communities,
their relationship with regional neighbors, and their world. It is a complete bottom-up approach
towards progressive change. Solidarity is built upon relationships between the individuals within
the organization and community, and when communities and organizations unite, their strength
and solidarity can be enhanced. Organizations must work together in order to challenge
hegemony on all geographic levels and in the political, cultural, economic, and intellectual
realms of life.

Organizations form for various reasons, and many times the reason is based on a common
or collective experience like being marginalized, oppressed, or persecuted. In order to battle
hegemony and the social reproduction of that hegemony, organizations must be united locally,
regionally, and internationally and their struggle fought political, cultural, economic, and
intellectual arenas. Different levels and styles of organization, various political approaches,
diverse economic realities, a wide range of intellectual training, and a variety of cultural norms
must be taken into account when forming alliances and building coalitions. Organizations need
to be aware of all of these factors in order to avoid fighting amongst themselves. Coalitions and
alliances will inevitably need to use different modes of participation that are effective at the
local, national, and international levels, and the organizations that form these coalitions must be
open to new approaches and understand that the means to accomplishing an end might vary
depending on the context of the situation, but the goals, purpose, and direction of the

organization can still remained unchanged.

So, when do independent organizations working together through collective action
become a social movement? When does that movement become a revolution? Is true democracy
just a continuous peaceful revolution led by the people? When are the conditions right for the
creation of a national-popular party or a common party based on the people’s collective will that

can lead such a revolution?
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In all revolutions, there comes a time for action, and that action needs to be initiated by
an organization with quality leadership and a strong culture. The sustainable agriculture
movement may be in position to spark the revolution in U.S. agriculture or at least in position to
add some fire and direction to the revolution that has already begun.
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LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

Organic producer, NSAS, CFRA, NFU
Activist, Eco-Jaunt

Activist, Eco-Jaunt

Organic producer, former co-op manager
Conventional producer.

Conventional producer, former organic producer

Conventional producer
Activist, Occupy
Alternative producer, NSAS, CFRA, NFU
Organic producer, NSAS, CFRA, NFU
Organic producer, NSAS, CFRA, NFU
Organic producer, NSAS, NFU
Organic producer, NSAS

Organic producer, NSAS

Activist, BOLD

Activist

Activist, BOLD

Activist

Organic producer, NSAS, CFRA, NFU
Activist

Organic producer, NSAS, CFRA, NFU
Activist, BOLD

Activist, BOLD

Activist, BOLD

Activist, BOLD

NFU

CFRA

CFRA

NSAS

NSAS

Organic producer, NSAS, CFRA, NFU
Alternative producer, NSAS

CFRA

Activist, alternative producer

Organic producer, NSAS, CFRA, NFU
Organic producer, NSAS, CFRA, NFU
Conventional seed dealer
Conventional producer
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