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Abstract: 


From a political economy perspective organic farming can be regarded as a social countermovement born out of the crisis between the second food regime (1945-1970s), and the birth of a new and third food regime in the 1980’s. The rules and regulations of organic farming are alternative measures trying to combat the growing pressures for more capital accumulation received as:

1) Environmental and human health risks in relation to the use of pesticides, nitrate in the groundwater and escaling problems with animal welfare and food safety.

2) Expulsion and marginalization of farms, landscapes and rural production cultures.

The future development of organic farming, and its prospect of solving problems in relation to animal health and food safety, is therefore closely related to the development of the socio-economic frame of the third food regime. In relation to the development of the third food regime there is an ongoing struggle between a more democratic global regulated food regime with the right to protect certain regional and national differences; contra a more private global regulated food regime where food production is largely conditioned by the interests of Trans national Food corporations and their aspirations for de-regulation and global market  growth. In the new food regime changing modes of food consumption will also be important in the creation of new social and economic spaces for organic food production.
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1.  The core of political economy.

In Neoclassical Economy the heart of analyses is the market. Supply and demand, prices and costs, producers and consumers are key components with measurable entities. But in a modern society of interdependent people with anonymous exchange, and no obligation other than a contractual one, there is a complex but invisible web of interdependence ‘behind’ the market.

When Adam Smith, one of the fathers of Political Economy, used the words ‘Invisible Hand’ in The Wealth of Nations, he was actually trying to illustrate this hidden complex interdependence of a commercial society behind the seeming array of interdependent anonymous exchanges. The pursuit of self-interest by the butcher, the baker et cetera, led to the happy outcome of satisfaction of their customers’ wants. But of course, behind the baker was a chain of operations – the farmer who grew corn, the miller who ground it, and the transport that delivered the grain to the miller and the flour to the baker via wholesaler. Nowadays there would be a bakery, which would in turn deliver to the supermarket (Desai, 2002).

The key analytic focus point in Political Economy is therefore not the market, but the site of production.

Political Economy in the Marxian tradition follows this trait from Adam Smith trying to explain the workings of the invisible hand in production. But Marxian approaches contains more than that. It is also the study of the dynamics of industrial capitalism with its strengths, contradictions, its limits and uneven development. It is a theory of conflict, trying to uncover and explain the formation of the social relations in production hidden by the seemingly free and independent actors on the market.

Karl Marx himself is generally thought to be a theorist of industrial capitalism rather than a theorist of agrarian studies. Yet, even disregarding his writing on pre-capitalist societies, Marx wrote hundreds of pages on agriculture under modern capitalism; in Capital alone there are over 400 pages where agricultural production is discussed (Mann, 1990). 

2.  Labour Time and Nature’s Time.

Political Economy in the Marxian tradition operates with two important assumptions:

i) Capital needs to accumulate

ii) Only labour creates value

Both assumptions are key components in Political Economy explaining social, political and environmental problems, as well as the type of constraints agriculture encounter regarding time and space.

In 1978 James Dickinson and Susan Archer Mann published an article: “Obstacles to the development of a Capitalist Agriculture” in the Journal of Peasant Studies (Dickinson & Mann, 1978). One of the central tenets of the Mann-Dickinson thesis was that capitalist development progresses most rapidly in those spheres where:

1) Production time can be successfully reduced

2) Where the gap between production time and Labour time can be minimized.

According to Marx production time consists of two parts: One period when labour is engaged in production, and a second period when the unfinished commodity is being produced by nature itself. Two examples of this could be the maturation of cereals in the field or the gestation period of livestock. Since the intervals when labour is not being used create neither value nor surplus value, there is no accumulation of capital during production time, when it exceeds labour time. Therefore it follows the more production time and labour time coincide, the greater the productivity and self-expansion of capital in a given time period (Mann, 1990).

Fig. 1:  Labour Time + Nature’s Time = Production Time.



                                                  


In figure 1. Production time consisting of both Labour time and Nature’s time is illustrated. Production time can be prolonged due to drought, pests or other more uncontrollable reasons inherent in Nature, so I have added Unsteady Nature time to Production time. The arrows shows the attempts by humans to reduce production time either by shortening Labour time or the time it takes for Nature to produce a certain Agro-commodity. Human attempts will more specifically be innovations from farmers, agro-corporations and researchers as well as govermental economical schemes all trying to help agro-capital getting a better and less riskier turnover. These attempts  could also be an indirect pressure from retailers and food processors pressing farmers on price premiums and specific requirements on production size and time deliverables.

Attempts of making Labour Time coincide more with Production Time would typically be specialization, divisioning and enlargement of the agro-production, so the farmer or farm workers only have one or few assembly line work processes. For example one farm takes care of farrowing, another only producing hogs etc. Shortening Nature’s Time could be the development of GMO crops, and reducing Unsteady Nature Time could be the implementation of technologies like pesticides, Precision Farming (GSP: Global Positioning System) etc.

In contrast to an industrial production, made from non-living raw materials, commodities in agriculture are living species that automatically slows down the reproduction (turnover) of capital, due to the long interval it takes to reproduce the productive cycle again. Since capitalist firms extract profits during each turnover of capital, they can only use these profits to replenish and expand their production when the production cycle is over and the product sold.

In Marxian theory this is related to the circuit of capital, where money (M) is invested in commodities (C) (inputs like labour and means of production). The commodities are then used to produce an output sold at the market for an exchange value (price) (M1) usually larger than M.


M            C            M1
However the circuit of capital in agriculture and the relation to turnover time is not only different to the industry of non-living materials. The different agro-commodities also differ considerably to each other regarding production time as well as labour time in use.

In figure  2.  the production time of hogs and wheat is shown. The turnover time for hogs can be almost four times pr. year where as for wheat it is only one (in the Northern hemisphere at least).

Figure 2: The amount of production cycles for wheat and hogs during a one year season.






             




              






              

Hog producers can therefore not only extract surplus value more times during the year, they can also replenish and even expand production from the surplus value appropriated. In contrast, wheat farmers must await the annual sale of their commodities, and is not in a position to expand production as often (Mann, 1990).

2.1  Labour Time, Nature’s Time and Organic farming.

What relevance does Labour Time in relation to Production Time of a certain agro-commodity have for organic farming?

First of all, the consequences of agro-capital trying to shorten Labour Time and/or Nature’s Time will at a certain point lead to different types of constraints on capital accumulation. The constraints could be conceived as environmental, food safety and animal welfare problems. If one then regards organic farming as a social counter reaction to these constraints, you start having an economic foundation for explaining social changes in agriculture. The consequences of Agro-capital trying to reduce the circuit of turnover time can in this respect be seen as the reason for different social counter reactions setting up rules and regulations against the Agro-capital push. The rules and regulations set up by the organic farmers and consumers themselves are in many respect counter reactions that actually extends Nature’s Time and thereby total Production Time. This goes for rules about animal welfare with regard to space and access to the open air, pesticides are forbidden and there are limits to the use of fertilizer input. 

Secondly, the rules and regulations in organic farming set up to ‘guide’ Agro-capitals road to profit maximization, seem also related to what type of Agro-commodity that is involved.

Two hypotheses can be made in relation to the latter:

a) The more production cycles (shorter circuit of capital turnover), the more industrialized a certain agro-commodity will be, the higher probability for a 

difference between organic and conventional production methods.

b) The less Labour Time and Production Time coincide in a certain Agro-

commodity, the greater mutuality will be found between organic and conventional 

production.

Examples of a) would be within heavily industrialized productions like hog, chicken, egg, and beef. They are at the same time areas of organic agricultural production where the market is of limited size. If, on the other hand, the difference between organic and conventional production methods is small, it will be easy for Agro-capital to choose the lucrative organic production and harvest the price premiums. The conflict and discussions within the organic farm movement about setting up rules and regulations are therefore very closed linked to where and how the constraints on capital should be made.

Examples of b) could be milk, cereals, fruit and vegetables, but with modifications. Salad for example with a short production circle could very easily be found in a).

3.  Food regimes.

Let us now turn to the other important assumption in Political Economy: Capital needs to accumulate. 

In a competitive market economy with new innovations, new technologies invented and a decline of costs, accumulation of capital will ceteris paribus take place through expanding production. But when production, in its need for growth, expands, it will encounter two types of constraints: Constraints in space, and as explained above, constraints on time.

The compression of space and the speed-up of time are key components in the quest of capital accumulation in the modern era (Hendrickson & Heffernan,  2002). 

Figure 3: Constraints on space and time.

To come closer to what accumulation of capital in the modern era means for agricultural production and food consumption in relation to organic farming, the theories in Political Economy on ‘regimes of accumulation’ and ‘Food regimes’ could be very fruitful. 

The theories are associated with the Regulation School descending from French structural Marxism of the 1970s (Jessop, 1990). Its principal figures, Aglietta, Liepietz, Boyer, and others have employed a distinctive set of theoretically generated concepts – regime of accumulation, mode of regulation, Fordism – to explore relationships between capital, labour and the state. The main starting point for these writers is the argument that nation-states play a crucial role in regulating capital accumulation, and they see differing ways in which capitalism is regulated as historically specific ‘regimes of accumulation’ (Savage & Warde, 1993).

The different regimes are based essentially on the prevailing labour process: manufacture, dominant in the capitalist countries between 1870 and 1940; scientific management (called “Taylorism” after its main practitioner) and Fordism beginning at the turn of 20th century and dominant from 1940 to the late 1970s; and flexible accumulation, or post-Fordism, beginning with the economic crisis of the 1970s and expanding rapidly in the late 20th century. The regulation school theorized society in terms of development models, their parts, and their transformations: regimes of accumulation described the main production-consumption relationships, modes of regulation described cultural habits and institutional rules (Peet, 1999).

Basically what the theories claim is that capital accumulation is related to specific historic times, with specific production-consumption relations and specific cultural habits and societal rules and regulations. By analyzing these entities you can say something about class relations as well as property- and power relations in society, and thereby the ongoing conflict of how surplus value from production is divided. By examining the different interest conflict in relation to agricultural food production in a certain historical setting you could also say something about possible societal directions.

The concept of a ‘Food-regime’ developed in the 1980’s. It draws on the regulation theory recognizing three similar historical periods in international agricultural development, starting with the first regime as a pre-World War I; the second from the 1940s to the 1970s; and the third from the 1980s to the present. Each regime is characterized by particular farm products and food trade structures that links production with consumption and regulations governing capitalist accumulation (Atkins & Bowler, 2001).

The first food regime was based on an extensive form of capitalist production relations under which agricultural exports from white ‘settler’ countries, in Africa, South America and Australasia, supplied unprocessed and semi-processed foods and materials to metropolitan states in North America and Western Europe. The introduction of refrigerated ships in the 1880s increased both the range of produce that could be supplied by distant colonies and the distance over which perishables such as butter, meat and tropical products could be transported to the metropolitan economies. European imports of wheat and meat (‘wage-foods’) were exchanged for exported European manufactured goods, labour and capital (Friedmann & McMichael, 1989). 

The first food regime was undermined by the global economic recession of the late 1920s and early 1930s, but aspects of the regime survive. For instance food trade in dairy produce, meat and cereals originating in the extensively farmed rangelands of the Americas and Australasia. Another remnant comprises the production of sugar, tropical tree crops (cocoa, coconut, rubber, palm oil, bananas) and beverages (tea, coffee) trough quasi plantation systems of production (Atkins & Bowler, 2001).

The second food regime developed under US hegemony and with the establishment of two new international agreements: the 1945 Bretton Woods Agreement governing the stability of exchange rates between national currencies (based on the dollar/gold standard); and the 1947 GATT rules on international trade. The former underpinned the international diffusion of the national model of economic growth; the latter excluded agriculture from more liberal trading practices and facilitated the further development of national state protection for agriculture: “the agricultural welfare state”. 

The second food regime is also characterized by a heavy industrialization of agriculture, resulting in a rapid increase in the average farm size and rural depopulation. Farmers leave for jobs in the growing industrial sector, and are in the same time being replaced by agro-industrial inputs like chemicals, farm machinery and fertilizers. Production intensified on pig, poultry and beef lot farms as well as wheat, and all supported by different national farm price schemes and export subsidies for disposal of surpluses.

The crisis of capitalist accumulation that ended the second food regime can be traced to the oil and food crisis of the early 1970s, comprising global recession, the collapse of Bretton Woods, soaring grain prices, the excessive costs of national farm support programmes, and the antagonism between the national regulation of agriculture and the growing commercial power of globally organized corporations (Trans national agro-corporations) (Atkins & Bowler, 2001).

The final form or outcome of the third food regime is still uncertain, but several and often contradictory structures and processes have been identified:

· Increased global trading of food

· Consolidation of capital in food manufacturing

· New biotechnology

· Consumer fragmentation and dietary change

· Declining farm subsidies (deregulation) or de-directed from farm price support to more environmental or regional support schemes.

The activities of IMF and the WTO, the successor of GATT, are central to the emergence of a new global regulatory structure. With more liberal trading policies increasing global competition are being brought on those farming regions, food processors and food retailers in developed countries, which, for many decades have been protected by national regulatory measures. In the same time Third World countries are drawn into new trade and production- consumption patterns, where they are becoming the ‘Garden of food producers to a First world Restaurant.

Furthermore the processing, marketing and retailing agribusinesses that were forming during the second food regime have become major players in this new competitive environment trading with food. By limiting state farm support programmes, the WTO is extending the corporate power of global agribusinesses relative to national (public) power, but at the same time supervising new forms of regulation arising out of the contest between nation states, the TNCs and popular movements (e.g. consumers, environmentalist, organic farmers), with the latter not formally present at the negotiations (Atkins & Bowler, 2001).

In the same time there are counter movements by individual states joining supra-national trade regimes claiming their own ‘regional rights’ within the trading blocs (i.e. EU, NAFTA and APEC). So while the final dimensions of the third food regime are still uncertain, the outcome seems likely to be influenced by the contest between private global regulation shaped by the TNCs and their requests for universal market rules, and a more democratic global regulation with the right to differentiated rules on production and environment formally controlled by each supra-national trading regime. 

3.1 Organic Farming in the Third Food regime.

The hypothesis in this paper is that organic farming is born out of the accumualtion crisis between the second and the third food regime. The attempts from Agro-capital in the second food regime to raise productivity by using more fertilizer, concentrating more animals on fewer farms, spraying more pesticides etc. only increased environmental problems and gave raise to new Agro-industrial  food diseases. 

In relation to these problems organic farming can be seen as the result of a succesful social counterreaction creating alliances between farmers and environmental conciuos consumers. The succes of the organic movement lies also in its ability to create alliances within the political institutions and thereby securing societal rules and regulations promoting organic farming on different levels. This could be direct economic support to farmers, economic schemes to organic foodmanufacturers promoting new products and expanding market opportunities, or building up research institutions or grants helping organic production. 

From this point of view the paradigme and the ideological foundation for organic farming is based on counter moves in relation to production-consumption structures and relations within the second food regime and its crisis in the 1970’s – 80’s. But the world is now in a process towards a new food regime with radical changes on regulation on food production and food trade. Power relations within the food chain itself is moving away from farmers and food manufacturers to supermarkets and clusters combined by farmaceutical, medicin and biotechnical corporations. On the national level govermental regulaters are loosing power to new supra national institutions or non elected adminstrators in powerfull agencies like the WTO.

The 10.000-dollar question is: Where is organic farming moving in relation to the forces and the fighting over the shape of the third food regime?

Figure 4: Food regimes.

4.  The organic consumer and the new modes of consumption.

Following a Marxian reading, analysis of the agro-food commodity chain has been principally directed toward ”uncovering” the social relationships behind the production of a particular agro commodity.  The agro-food studies have in general been production-centered. This line has especially been influenced by the pioneering work of William Friedland’s (1984) commodity systems analysis. Production is the locus of power and the privileged terrain of political action, and the commodity form acts as a “veil” that conceals exploitative social relations. Consumers, from this perspective, are passive both because they interact only in the non-political sphere of circulation (the market) and because they are unaware of the unequal power relationships obscured by the veil of the commodity fetish.

According to David Goodman and E. Melaine DuPuis (Rural Sociology 42/1-2002, pp.11-12) “The last two decades have seen an increasingly well-theorized challenge to the production-centered approach to economic relationships”... “While the debate over whether and how to integrate consumption into commodity systems analysis continues, consumption as a focus of study has gained a high profile in the social science disciplines...” …”Here it is particularly fruitful to look to those scholars who have remained in conversation with Marx while attempting to reconcile political economy with cultural studies. Many of these scholars come out of the “cultural Marxism” tradition pioneered by Raymond Williams and E.P. Thomson”. The contributions from these scholars (Hall, 1989; Mulgan, 1989), emphasized by Goodman and DuPuis, are, that consumer activism does wield power to shape the food system. They bring forward a particular interpretation of consumption and power grounded in meaning, identity, representation and ideology. For example the consumers can aspire for power, if power is defined as the ability to set parameters, such as rights, obligations and rules governing processes. Hereby the political economy has a platform to explain the rise and attributions of “the political consumer” or the “organic consumer”, and why food emerges as an arena of struggle.

To contribute to the discussions in the social sciences regarding the shift from production to more emphasis on consumption, I have designed a new model for commodity chain analysis that contains new modes of consumption.

Figure 5: Agro-industrial commodity chain.

In traditional commodity chain analysis the food supply chain is often described as a simple input-output model with the five horizontal nodes starting with the input industry and ending with the consumer at the household. Sociological studies though have shown that new changes are emerging (Warde, 1997). What is occurring among the consumers is a substitution of practices between different modes of provisioning, from 


Home to Market.

The substitution of practices between modes has great significance for understanding the social consequences of consumption of food. In contemporary society there are four common modes of provision, each characterized by distinctive ways of producing goods and gaining access to the fruits of labor.

· Market (restaurants, hyper markets, fast food outlets etc.)

· Institutional catering (hospitals, kindergarten, workplaces etc.)

· Communal (friends, family)

· Home (household/individuals)

I have modified these four modes and incorporated them in figure xx as shown. What I have done is first of all to place in a whole new industry – the catering industry – and made fast food, restaurants and institutional catering subdivisions of the catering industry itself. Go into the kitchen of almost any restaurant today and you will discover shelves and closets filled with prepared and semi-prepared food items from the catering industry ready to be heated in a microwave or a traditional stove. The difference between many restaurants and fast food outlets are narrowing down. More and more food products from the catering industry is also finding its way to the shelves and freezers of the supermarkets as well.

Institutions are besides hospitals, kindergartens etc. also covering the many kitchens at bigger workplaces. More and more people are having a meal or two a day outside the home, and the foodservice industry (catering industry) is one of the fastest growing food industries in terms of money. The new commodity chain model designed here should therefore ‘catch’ the sociological changes that are taken place when it comes to the increasing food consumption outside the home.

Secondly I have drawn an alternative link from farm and process industry to the consumer. The alternative link should show the many new networks emerging between farmers, small dairies, 

cheese producers, quality meat producers etc. selling directly to the consumers. Either face to face or through different types of subscription arrangements. The alternative production-consumption links exemplifies the social countermoves against the consequences of the agro-capital push for making Labor time and Production time coincide more and more. 

Another distinction the model has is between production markets and consumer markets. Above  the consumer markets have been described more thoroughly with the changing modes of consumption. When it comes to the production markets along the chain, they are very different from node to node. For example the question on food safety, institutional control and regulations has to be handled very differently whether it is an exchange between the input industry and the farm, from farm to process industry, from process industry to retailers and from retailers to the consumers. 

Neither are the nodes along the chain similar when it comes to economic size and market power. The chain could be described as an hourglass lying down exemplifying the few companies in the input industry controlling most of that market. The input industry again is selling their products to a lot of farmers, who again are selling to a process industry with a few buyers, that are selling to a small number of retailers, who again sells to millions of non-unified consumers. 

Going into the depths of the production markets therefore requires an insight into the power relations along the Agro-commodity chain. Here clusters between a global oriented medicine industry, biotechnology industry and chemical companies are emerging, and gaining more and more market power upon the inputs to the farms. At the other end of the chain global market oriented retailers are merging these years at a high speed favoring farmers and process industries who subordinate their productions to economies of scale (Bonanno, 1995; Heffernan, Hendrickson & Gronski, 1999; Hendrickson & Heffernan, 2002;).

Around the Agro-commodity chain I have drawn the same rings as in figure 3. containing the socio-economic forces as well as the biophysical constraints that will interact and operate in a dialectic process with the actors along the commodity chain.

What does the future look like when it comes to organic farming and the changing economic power relations along the food chain? Several reports predict that the farm economy will split into two segments – one consisting of a small number of large scale farmers engaged in commodity production who depend on technologies and economies of scale to survive on razor-thin margins. The other segment will focus on the product-oriented, quality conscious consumers when it comes to agricultural production and processing methods (Hendrickson & Heffernan, 2002; Oxford Research, 2001; CALT, 2002)

This does not automatically mean that organic farmers can capture the spaces within the two segments without struggles. But if one acknowledge that organic farming is a social countermovement that succesfully has created new relationships in food and agriculture based on trust, tracebility, equality and global responsibility, it should not be out of work for many years to come. 

“It is the development of authentic relationships that have social and ecological components rather than being exclusively exchange oriented that makes firms operating in the global system most vulnerable. While advertising (promoting brands) can create the illusion of connection, it is only within the context of integrated relationships that authencity can be developed. However, the development  of these authentic relationships in the structure of our everyday lives is indeed difficult and time-consuming” (Hendrickson & Heffernan, 2002).

Conclusion.

Political economy has a theoretical foundation analyzing the economic forces of a market economy that provides explanations why organic farming can be regarded as a social countermovement in agriculture. Political economy can also explain why the rules and regulations in organic farming are designed as they are in different Agro-commodities. In relation to Agro-capital’s constant pressure to speed up time and shorten the circuit of capital turnover, political economy delivers explanations why organic farming differ from conventional production methods in some Agro-commodities more than others.

Political economy offers also an explanation why organic farming is born at a certain time of history. The paradigme and the ideological foundation for organic farming is based on counter moves in relation to production-consumption structures and relations within the second food regime and its crisis in the 1970’s – 80’s. But the world is now in a process towards a new food regime with radical changes on regulation on food production and food trade. Power relations within the food chain itself is moving away from farmers and food manufacturers to supermarkets and clusters combined by farmaceutical, medicin and biotechnical corporations. On the national level govermental regulaters are loosing power to new supra national institutions or non elected adminstrators in powerfull agencies like the WTO.

Organic farming is in this paper regarded as a social countermovement that succesfully has created new relationships in food and agriculture based on trust, tracebility, equality and global responsibility, in a attempt to combat many of the evironmental and distrust problems in relation to the accumulation of economy and production along the nodes of the Agro-commodity food chain. 

The development of authentic relationships that have social and ecological components rather than being exclusively exchange oriented is the future for organic farming. While advertising (promoting brands) can create the illusion of connection, it is only within the context of integrated relationships that authencity can be developed. Here organic farming also has to take up the challenge with the new modes of consumption where more and more people are consuming food outside the home.
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