The Butz Stops Here: Why the Food Movement Needs
to Rethink Agricultural History

Nathan A. Rosenberg* & Bryce Wilson Stucki™

After Donald Trump’s surprise victory over Hillary
Clinton, commentators and journalists turned their attention to
rural America, where Trump won three times as many votes as
his opponent, in order to understand what had just happened.!
They wrote about forgotten places: small towns populated by
opioid addicts,? dying Rust Belt cities with abandoned factories
at their centers,” and mountain hamlets populated by
xenophobes and racists.* These writers described a conservatism
so total and inexplicable it seemed part of the landscape.

Yet the history of rural America reveals a different story.
From the 1890s to the 1930s, rural Americans played a vital role
in radical leftist politics.’ Over the decades, some of those
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people chose to leave, but more of them were driven out due to
policy—agricultural policy, in particular. Republicans and
Democrats, alike, have supported laws that favor corporate
agriculture, which continue to drive small farmers out of
business and depopulate the countryside. While specialists know
this history well, the public tends to know a folk history, written
by figures associated with contemporary food movements.

This folk history rests on several key myths, which cover
different periods of modern history from the New Deal to the
present. We challenge these myths, not to attack particular
authors or engage in pedantry, but to reveal the causes and
extent of the suffering endured by rural families in the
20" century, which in turn, decimated the populist left. A
reconsideration of the history of agricultural policy will help
food-system reformers develop a more radical-——and more
effective—uvision for rural America.

Myth: The New Deal Was for Small Farmers

A number of writers in the folk-history tradition have
interpreted New Deal farm bills and the Agricultural Adjustment
Act—the era’s signature law—as designed to help small-scale
farmers and the poor, with the unintended consequence of
inaugurating our current crop-subsidy system. New Deal farm
“programs were specifically tailored to assist sharecroppers and
the rural poor,” writes Daniel Imhoff;® “the 1933 Farm Bill was
designed to save small farming in America,” writes Bill
Eubanks;’” “small landholders,” writes Marion Nestle, “grew
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dependent on support programs . .. and began to view them as
entitlements.”®

While crop subsidies were an important part of the New
Deal, these writers misrepresent the class politics that decided
FDR’s agricultural agenda. Historians and economists have
reached an overwhelming consensus that the New Deal farm
bills were designed to aid large farmers and succeeded in doing
so: The Agricultural Adjustment Administration (AAA)
“accelerated the increasing concentration of land,” writes Pete
Daniel. “Obviously, large landowners reaped most of the federal
money.”® An aide to Henry Wallace, then the secretary of
agriculture, later said the AAA was “militantly for the larger
farmers.”!® Those farmers benefitted tremendously: government
payments increased from 3 percent of net farm income in 1929
to 31 percent by 1940'" and farmers’ incomes doubled in the
1930s.'? These funds went mostly to large-scale operations.

Meanwhile, farmers, tenants, and sharecroppers were
“shoved aside in the rush toward bigger units, more tractors, and
less men per acre.”'* From 1930 to 1950, the number of farmers
declined by 14 percent, with a 37 percent decline for black
farmers.!> Between 1930 and 1945, white tenants and croppers
declined by 37 percent and black tenants and croppers by 32
percent.!® More catastrophic losses were to follow, as the
government remained “militantly for the larger farmers” on
through the present.
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Myth: Black Farmers Left the South to Find Better
Jobs

Most accounts treat black migration out of the South after
the New Deal as a voluntary and profitable move. “Millions of
poor farmers,” writes Robert Paarlberg in Food Politics, “left
the land [to take] higher paying jobs in urban industry.”!” The
legal scholar Jim Chen called this migration a “liberating
moment” that allowed rural black Southerners to escape to the
urban north, away from “the dreariness of their former lives on
the farm.”'® He concluded, “[t]he jobs were there, the wages
were better, and black America was ready to move.”!"’

In reality, historians have established that white Southern
leaders encouraged mechanization and co-opted policy in order
to pressure blacks to leave. With the backing of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA), large farmers cut costs and
drove small farmers out of business, while local USDA agents
discriminated against black farmers on a systematic basis: by
1920, there were 925,000 black farmers, and by 1970, 90
percent of them were gone.?’ Some of these farmers left for
better opportunities, but more were forced out in one of the
“largest government-impelled population movements in all our
history.”?! When they reached the cities, they entered a white-
dominated society where they were treated as inferiors,?? and
“an economy that had relatively little use for them,”?* with black
unemployment rates between 10 and 15 percent “as early as
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1950”** and “up to 30 percent,” in several major cities, a decade
later.?®

As the civil rights movement gathered steam, assaults on
black farmers intensified. By the 1950s, “any program for small,
poverty-ridden farmers in the South became entangled with the
civil rights movement.”?® The founder of the Citizens’ Council
drew up a plan to remove 200,000 African-Americans from
Mississippi by 1966 through “the tractor, the mechanical cotton
picker . . . and the decline of the small independent farmers.”?’
As government-funded mechanization continued apace, “tens of
thousands” of poor farmers were forced out of agriculture: they
eked out an existence in the hinterlands, in shacks, without
“food or adequate medical care.”?® Black farmers who held onto
their land used their independence to support civil rights
workers, which often made them targets for lynch mobs and
local elites.?’ Throughout the South, USDA agents withheld
loans black farmers needed to operate—amid other
discrimination—which continued after the Civil Rights Act.>*
From 1959 to 1969, black farmers declined by over two thirds,
almost triple the rate of white farmers.>! The story of black
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farmers is so thoroughly omitted from the folk history that, in
2014, a writer for Modern Farmer claimed “there are more
minority farmers than ever before,”*? when there were almost
six times as many black farmers in 1920°° as there were
minority farmers—total—in the latest census.*

Myth: Earl Butz Was A Pivotal Figure

That Earl Butz, secretary of agriculture under Richard
Nixon and Gerald Ford, was fired for a racist joke, may help
explain why Michael Pollan has described him as the architect
behind America’s industrialized food system. Many writers lead
their accounts with remarks on Butz’s character, repeat his
admonitions that farmers “plant fence row to fence row” and
“get big or get out,”> then summarize how he dismantled New
Deal supply management systems and encouraged maximum
production; introduced direct payments; and displaced small
farmers.>® One group of writers argues that Nixon’s USDA,
under Butz, was responsible for “the last fundamental shift in
agricultural policies.”” Butz “[helped] shift the food chain onto
a foundation of cheap corn,” writes Pollan.*® Nestle claims that
he “encouraged farmers to produce as much food as possible.”’
Butz “forever transformed... the rural landscape once
healthfully dotted by profitable small farms,” contends Bill
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Eubanks.*°

Butz inaugurated almost none of the programs his critics
say he did: they began under earlier USDA chiefs, who had
sided with big farmers since the New Deal. Ezra Taft Benson,
not Butz, ended production controls for corn, in 1959,*' and was
the first to urge farmers to “get big or get out.”* Kennedy
severely weakened supply management with a farm bill that
made programs voluntary for every commodity except wheat.*
Johnson bragged that his bill would drop prices “to the lowest
possible cost” and that he would deal with “farm surplus and
supply management” through increased exports, which he
expected to grow by “50 percent” in a decade.** Johnson’s law
also introduced direct payments to farmers, which lasted through
the 1980s.%

Butz’s farm bill was “the logical extension of the acts of
1965 and 1970,” according to former USDA chief economist
and Kennedy adviser Willard Cochrane.*® When that bill passed,
monoculture had already taken hold. A series of
contemporaneous studies found that fencerow-to-fencerow
agriculture had been dominant in the Midwest long before Butz
entered office.*’ As Wendell Berry, who inspired Pollan’s food
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journalism,*® writes, “Butz’s tenure in the Department of
Agriculture, and even his influence, are matters far more
transient than the power and values of those whose interests he
represented.”*

Myth: The Farm Crisis Began in the 1980s

Journalists treat the 1980s farm crisis as if it were the
“deepest rural crisis since the Great Depression.”*® Hollywood
saw it that way: studios released two films about the crisis in
1984.3! A group of musicians held the first Farm Aid concert the
next year.>> The public believed then, as journalists report now,
that, prior to the 1980s, even farmers “on small parcels of
land . . . could make a reasonably good living.”>?

What makes this story so strange is that the decline was
significantly slower in the 1980s than in previous decades.>*
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There was a difference, however: a wealthier class of farmers
was affected. A group of sociologists who interviewed a
representative sample of Iowa farm operators during the crisis
found that “persons most at risk of forced displacement from
farming are found to be younger, better educated, and large-
scale operators.”>> Wealthier farmers had been much more likely
to take out large loans to expand their operations in the 1970s.
As a result, when the Federal Reserve suddenly curtailed
inflation in 1979, these farmers were hit hard by astronomical
interest rates.>®

The farm crisis itself was real: families were forcibly and
tragically displaced from their farms during the 1980s; the myth-
making begins when writers portray it as a starting point.
Numerous families lost their farms prior to the 1980s, often at
higher rates, yet their displacement was not perceived as a
catastrophe, since they came from marginalized populations. By
treating the farm crisis as an aberration, these writers conceal
this larger tragedy and the decades of policy-making that caused
1t.

Myth: Land Consolidation Was Inevitable

Between 1930 and 1992, the number of white farmers fell
by 65 percent and black farmers by 98 percent,’’ as farms
became larger, almost all of them owned by white men.>®
Willard Cochrane ascribes these changes to a “technological
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revolution”;> Jim Chen writes that “technology inexorably
increases farm size”;® Laurie Ristino and Gabriela Steier
attribute consolidation to “efficiencies of economies of scale,”
the “adoption of tractors... and combines,” and “the Green
Revolution.”®! These writers share a—sometimes unstated—
belief in autonomous technological “forces,” part of a discourse
of technological determinism rooted in conservative ideology.?

Experts agree that neither economies of scale nor
technology give large-scale farms an edge over smaller ones.®
In 2013, USDA researchers surveyed the literature and
concluded that “most economists are skeptical that scale
economies usefully explain increased farm sizes.”®* Similarly,
technology itself does not inherently—or as the USDA
researchers put it, “explicitly”—benefit owners of large-scale
farms.®> What technology does is allow farmers to substitute
capital for labor, enabling those with sufficient capital to reduce
labor costs.® As a result, labor-saving technology can lead to
land consolidation when combined with policies that provide
commercial farms with easy access to capital, while withholding
it from smaller ones, as happened in the United States.®’
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Since before the New Deal, agricultural planners had
advocated for consolidating farmland and mechanizing
agriculture.®® An advisor under Eisenhower coined the term
“agribusiness” to describe the vertically integrated, corporate
structures policymakers hoped would come to dominate the
production, distribution, and marketing of farm products.®’
While agribusiness proponents believed technology would force
small farmers out of business on its own, they advanced policies
that favored large-scale producers anyway. Then, as now,
government policy that favored large-scale farmers forced
modest growers out of business.

Policy Makes Politics

While conservatives have consistently pushed more
aggressive, pro-agribusiness policies, liberals have often
responded with pro-agribusiness policies of their own, even
when that meant undermining their own natural allies: small and
mid-sized farmers, farmworkers, rural minority populations, and
the small, independent businesses they support. The Democrats’
approach to agricultural policy has been so perplexing that
academics have developed a rich literature, in the field of policy
feedback, to understand it. Policy feedback is the study of the
ways, as Theda Skocpol recently described it, “in which policy
fights and outcomes at one point in time set up, or close off,
future possibilities.””

Researchers in policy studies have paid special attention to
the Democrats’ relationship with the American Farm Bureau
Federation, a conservative interest group that rose to power with

and institutions; and in capitalist society they are functions that can be performed only by
those who have the necessary capital at their disposal.
Capitalism and Agriculture, 8 MONTHLY REV. 1, 6 (1956).

68. See DANIEL, supra note 20, at 9-10.
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70. Theda Skocpol, 4 Guide to Rebuilding the Democratic Party, from the Ground
Up, VoxX (Jan. 5., 2017),
http://www.vox.com/the-big-idea/2017/1/5/14176156/rebuild-democratic-party-dnc-
strategy.
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federal help.”! The Farm Bureau “grew out of the movement for
improved farming methods,” pushed by businessmen, scientists,
and, “especially,” USDA.”> The group “eagerly recruited
commercial farmers” and was “not at all inclined to expand
beyond that constituency.””® From the beginning it styled itself
as a bulwark against government intervention and leftist
populism: James Howard, the first president of the Farm Bureau,
claimed that he stood “as a rock against radicalism.” 7*

As New Deal negotiations began, the Farm Bureau pursued
the interests of white, Southern planters, and liberals made
significant concessions to them, out of expediency. One of the
most significant was “predominant influence” over the
administration of the AAA, which the Farm Bureau used to
favor large producers and consolidate its power. The group’s
membership increased six-fold between 1933 and 1945, as it
lobbied for large growers at the expense of smaller farmers.” As
Mancur Olson concluded in his widely cited study of interest
groups, “the Farm Bureau was created by the government.””®

From that point on, the Farm Bureau played an expanding
role in farm policy, using its increasing power to not only push
out small farmers but to oppose progressive legislation at every
opportunity. The Farm Bureau, among other things, helped pass
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ACTION (2d ed. 1971). The political scientist Paul Pierson notes in his classic work on
policy feedback, When Effect Becomes Cause, “The Farm Bureau’s development has been
widely linked to policy feedback, even by scholars not inclined to emphasize the
independent role of government activity.” Paul Pierson, When Effect Becomes Cause, 45
WORLD POL. 595, 600 n.5 (1993).

72. Brody, supra note 5, at 146.

73. Id.at 160.

74. SAMUEL R. BERGER, DOLLAR HARVEST 93 (1971). David F. Houston, secretary
of agriculture under Wilson, urged farmers to join local chapters, where they could fight to
“stop bolshevism.” Id.

75. Robert L. Tantz, Membership of General Farmers’ Organizations, United States,
1874-1960 38 AGRIC. HIST. 143, 147 tbl.1 (1964).

76. OLSON, supra note 71, at 149.
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the anti-union Taft-Hartley Act in 1947,”7 sought to repeal the
federal income tax in the 1950s,”® bitterly fought Medicare in
the 1960s,” opposed the Equal Rights Amendment in the
1980s,3° lobbied against health care reform in the 1990s,®! and
boasted of killing the Waxman-Markey climate bill during
Obama’s first term.%?> Today, the Farm Bureau continues to
oppose a wide swathe of progressive legislation,®* as do its state
branches, which often hold conservative positions on social
issues such as abortion, gay rights, and medical marijuana.
Nonetheless, Tom Vilsack, secretary of agriculture under
Obama, is a member of the Farm Bureau and repeatedly spoke at
its annual conference during his term.®*> His commitment went
beyond words: Vilsack pushed the rapid growth of the federal

77. SHEILA D. COLLINS & GERTRUDE SCHAFFNER GOLDBERG, WHEN
GOVERNMENT HELPED 133 (2013).

78. Berger, supra note 74, at 150.

79. Id. at 173.

80. Letter from John C. Datt, Dir., American Farm Bureau Federation Washington
Office, to Senator Orrin Hatch (May 20, 1983) (on file with authors).

81. Richard Orr, 18% of Rural America Has Little or No Health Insurance, USDA
Says, CHI. TRIB., FEB. 7, 1994.

82. CHRIS CLAYTON, THE ELEPHANT IN THE CORNFIELD: THE POLITICS OF
AGRICULTURE AND CLIMATE CHANGE loc. 59 (2015) (ebook).

83. The Farm Bureau’s 2016 list of policy resolutions ran longer than 200 pages and
expressed, among other conservative positions, the organization’s opposition to Medicare
expansion, universal health care, government-funded high-speed rail, “efforts to remove
references to Christmas,” gay marriage, and “special privileges to those that participate in
alternative lifestyles.” AMER. FARM BUREAU FED’N, FARM BUREAU POLICIES FOR 2016, at
16, 33, 35-36, 40 (2016).

84. The Missouri Farm Bureau declared in 2017, inter alia, its opposition to the use
of “religious legal code”—a euphemistic phrase for Sharia law—in American courts, more
stringent gun control laws, and a federal minimum wage, while supporting “right-to-work”
legislation, harsher penalties for drug infractions, and a constitutional amendment requiring
a balanced federal budget. MO. FARM BUREAU, 2017 POLICY BOOK: FACING THE ISSUES
76-79, 81, 87 (2017). See also Joseph Gerth, Dozens Protest as Farm Bureau Defends
Stance, COURIER-]., Aug. 25, 2016 (describing protests against the Kentucky Farm Bureau
for its “stance on issues including gay rights, union rights, and abortion rights”); Arkansans
Against Legalized Marijuana, ARK. FARM BUREAU (Aug. 31, 2016),
http://www.arfb.com/news/2016/aug/3 1/podcast-arkansans-against-legalized-marijuana/
(advocating against a medical marijuana ballot initiative).

85. E.g., Press Release, U.S. Dep’t of Agric., Remarks of Agriculture Secretary Tom
Vilsack to 94™ Annual Meeting of the Farm Bureau Federation (Jan. 14, 2013) (on file with
authors); Press Release, U.S. Dep’t of Agric., USDA Secretary Tom Vilsack Addresses
American Farm Bureau Convention (Jan. 13, 2014) (on file with authors); Press Release,
Am. Farm Bureau Fed’n, A Conversation with Tom and Bob: Farm Bureau Town Hall
Meeting (Jan. 11, 2015) (on file with authors).
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crop insurance program,®® which sends millions of dollars to the
Farm Bureau each year,®” while hurting smaller farms and the
environment.®

Vilsack is one in a line of Democratic politicians that have
supported conservative policies that undermine their own party.
Democrats must develop and articulate an alternative—and
progressive—rural policy. Rather than funneling cash to large-
scale farmers and corporations, Democrats should support
workers and small-scale businesses. Rather than displacing poor
and marginalized rural people, the party must empower them.
As history has shown, to do otherwise would not only be
disastrous for the party, but for the nation as a whole.

86. See, e.g., Press Release, U.S. Dep’t of Agric., Remarks of Agriculture Secretary
Tom Vilsack to 94" Annual Meeting of the Farm Bureau Federation (Jan. 14, 2013) (on
file with authors) (statement of Secretary Vilsack) (“[The farm] bill must start with the
commitment . . .[to] a strong and viable crop insurance program. . . .”’); Press Release, Nat’l
Crop Ins. Serv., USDA Secretary Kicks off International Crop Insurance Conference (Sept.
28, 2015) (on file with authors); O. Kay Henderson, Departing Vilsack Offering Farm Bill
Suggestions, RADIO IOWA, Jan. 2, 2017 (“Vilsack is urging groups in the farm sector to be
more vocal advocates of federal crop insurance subsidiesFalse”)

87. See, e.g., FOOD & WATER WATCH, THE FARM BUREAU’S BILLIONS: THE VOICE
OF FARMERS OR AGRIBUSINESS? 2 (2010),
https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/sites/default/files/farm_bureau_billions_fs_july_2010.
pdf; Ian T. Shearn, Whose Side is the American Farm Bureau On?, THE NATION (July 16,
2012),  https://www.thenation.com/article/whose-side-american-farm-bureau/; LAND
STEWARDSHIP PROJECT, CROP INSURANCE—HOW A SAFETY NET BECAME A FARM
PoOLICY DISASTER (2014).

88. See, e.g., MICHAEL DUFFY, CTR. FOR RURAL AFF., IMPACT OF CROP INSURANCE
ON LAND VALUES (2016); ANNA WEIR SCHECHINGER & CRAIG COX, IS FEDERAL CROP
INSURANCE LEADING TO ANOTHER DUST BOWL? (2017); Anna Weir Schechinger, How
Crop Insurance Makes Landowners and Big Growers Grow Richer—And Hurts Other
Farmers, ENVTL. WORKING GROUP: AGMAG (Apr. 7, 2016),
http://www.ewg.org/agmag/2016/04/how-crop-insurance-makes-landowners-and-big-
growers-richer-and-hurts-other-farmers; LAND STEWARDSHIP PROJECT, CROP INSURANCE
ENSURES THE BIG GET BIGGER (2014); DANIEL SUMNER & CARL ZULAUF, COUNCIL ON
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